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Introduction 

This series of reports sheds light on initiatives to Leave Fossil Fuels Underground (LFFU) around the 

world, by tackling the question: What arguments and strategies did the respective actors use to Leave 

Fossil Fuels Underground and what implications did these narratives and actions bear on sustainable 

development? This series focuses on instances of LFFU in Latin America (Ecuador, Argentina, Costa 

Rica and Belize) and sub-Saharan Africa (Nigeria, Kenya, Ghana and South Africa). Through the brief 

summary and analysis of these LFFU initiatives, we hope to have a positive impact and aid further 

initiatives seeking to LFFU, through the sharing of knowledge and strategies, for the potential of upscaling 

in other countries and regions.  

The Paris Agreement on Climate Change (2015) aims to limit average global temperature rise to 1.5-2°C 

in relation to pre-industrial levels – and thereby ensure a greater chance of avoiding the most devasting 

impacts of climate change. This requires that more than 80% of all proven fossil fuel reserves are left 

underground. This implies that there is a need to globally shift away from fossil fuels and push investments 

towards clean and low-carbon energy systems. For fossil fuel rich low and middle income country 

governments, LFFU seems to present trade-offs with other important national concerns such as poverty 

eradication, employment, and energy access. However, various local communities, activists, civil society 

organizations and scientists across sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America – frequently supported by 

transnational networks – see that alternative energy could provide more sustainable and equitable routes 

to development. They highlight that LFFU may potentially simultaneously combat socio-environmental 

injustice, ecosystem degradation, climate change and achieve inclusive and sustainable development. 

This series analyses and summarizes a sample of 8 case studies. These cases were selected to show a 

diverse spectrum of LFFU initiatives in Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa. The cases were selected 

based on the particular outcomes they resulted in – either successful mobilization to LFFU in a material 

sense with concrete policy change (reducing fossil fuel extraction, subsidization or infrastructure 

development) on the one hand, or successfully inspiring future initiatives to LFFU on the other hand. The 

latter is also important as it contributes to the development of ideas, knowledge contestation, and 

communities of practice which can help transform niche ideas into regimes and promote landscape 

change. The reports draw on literature published between 1995 to 2020 from academic journals, local and 

international newspapers, and grey literature (including government reports, working papers and reports 

by NGOs and international institutions). 
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LFFU in Nigeria: Shell and the Ogoni Leave Oil in the Soil Resistance 

Movement 
 

The Nigerian Leave Oil in the Soil Resistance Movement at a Glance 

▪ The Shell Petroleum Development Company (SPDC) started operations in Ogoni in 1958 and extracted 

634 million barrels of oil valued at about USD 5.2 billion between 1958 and 1993, with not even 1% of 

the profits from oil revenue invested in the Ogoni indigenous communities during this period 

▪ SPDC’s destruction of the environment, livelihoods, and rights abuses led to an era of increasing social 

mobilisation and protests  

▪ The Movement for the Survival of Ogoni People (MOSOP), was at the forefront of the Ogoni uprising 

of the 1990s and in 1993, following MOSOP’s memorandum and a protest of 300,000 Ogoni people, 

SPDC suspended operations in Ogoniland 

▪ A period of violence commenced, with government military oppression and an armed rebellion against 

SPDC and the state in the Niger Delta 

▪ The concept of ‘Leave Oil in the Soil’ evolved from the tensions in the 1990s and symbolises the 

collective struggles for environmental justice in Ogoni land in Nigeria 

 

Key Actors 

▪ Civil society organizations (such as Friends of the Earth Nigeria, Milieudefensie, Environmental Rights 

Action, Global Campaign to Dismantle Corporate Power) 

▪ Social movement organizations (such as MOSOP) 

▪ Shell Petroleum Development Company (SPDC)  

▪ Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC) 

▪ Militant groups (such as Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND)) 

 

Key Dates  
▪ 1958 SPDC starts exporting oil from Nigeria 

▪ 1990 Ogoni Bill of Rights articulated 

▪ 1990 Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) established  

▪ 1992 MOSOP issues a memorandum to the Nigerian state and SPDC with a 30 day ultimatum to pay 

back rents and royalties, environmental compensation or withdraw from Ogoniland 

▪ 1993 300,000 Ogoni people protest, and SPDC suspends production in Ogoniland  

▪ 1993 – 2009 Military repression, armed rebellion against the state and SPDC in Ogoniland and wider 

crisis in the Niger Delta 

▪ 2008 Milieudefensie et al. v Royal Dutch Shell and SPDC, four Nigerian farmers and Friends of the 

Earth Netherlands file 4 separate claims in The Hague District Court over damages caused by oil spills 

▪ 2009 Environmental Rights Action presents its ‘Leave Oil in the Soil’ proposal to the Nigerian general 

public and to the President  

▪ 2011 UNEP report published on the environmental damages in Ogoniland by SPDC 

▪ 2012 The Bodo Community v Royal Dutch Shell and SPDC filed at the London Hight Court, 

demanding compensation and clean-up efforts following the 2008 oil spills 

▪ 2015 Royal Dutch Shell accepts liability for the 2008 Bodo oil spills, and pays to clean-up land and 

waterways 

▪ 2016 Nigerian government launches billion-dollar clean-up project 

▪ 2020 New investigation into the inadequacies of the clean-up project to date by NGO group 
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Key Arguments Used in Favour of Oil Extraction in the Niger Delta 

▪ In 2000, oil profits represent about 95% of foreign exchange earnings and 70% of state revenue in  

▪ The oil sector has created many jobs for Nigerian nationals (e.g. between 2000-2005 65,000 direct 

employment and 250,000 non-direct employment positions)  

▪ The state owns the oil as the 1979 Land Use Act and the 1969 Petroleum Act vested ownership and 

control of all land resources in the central government 

 

Key Arguments Used Against Oil Extraction in the Niger Delta 

▪ Detrimental effects on ecosystems and livelihoods (e.g. acid rain destroying crops) 

▪ Protecting the indigenous territory and rights  

▪ Oil development not lifting Ogoni people out of poverty, project is perceived to put profit above people  

▪ Considered as ways of foreign control over Nigerian resources and politics 

 

 

Context 

This report aspires to shed light on a successful instance of LFFU in Nigeria – concerning the Shell 

Petroleum Development Company (SPDC), Royal Dutch Shell’s Nigeria-based subsidiary, in the Ogoni 

region – by tackling the question: How did the Ogoni Resistance Movement successfully leave fossil fuels 

underground, how did this inspire the Leave Oil in the Soil slogan, and what implications did this narrative 

bear on inclusive development agendas?  

SPDC’s presence in the Niger Delta, is notorious for the environmental and social catastrophes it has 

caused (with the worst continuous incidences of oil spills recorded globally), as well as the violence that 

followed. On a global scale, the Ogoni uprising in Ogoniland, Niger Delta, against SPDC was the most 

formidable community-wide resistance to corporate oil operations, which mobilized mass actions and 

direct confrontation with the state. Finally, due to the street protests, the obstruction of production sites 

and international attention, SPDC ceased production in Ogoniland in 1993, which laid the groundwork 

for the Nigerian concept of leaving oil in the soil, however, at a large human cost (Temper et al. 2013).  

The Niger Delta is both one of Africa’s most important oil-producing regions and one of the most polluted 

places on earth (Transnational Institute 2019). SPDC started production in the Niger Delta during the 

British colonial occupation in 1958 and drilled 96 wells to bring 9 oil fields onstream in Ogoni (Shell 

2020). SPDC extracted 634 million barrels of oil from Ogoniland valued at about USD 5.2 billion between 

1958 and 1993, and an inconsequential amount of SPDC’s profits from Ogoniland was invested in Ogoni 

communities during the same period (roughly USD 36,400, or 0.000007%) (Frynas 1998). The Ogoni 

people are an ethnic group highly dependent on their environment, traditionally practicing agriculture and 

fishing and currently still lack adequate access to social amenities such as clean water, electricity, and 

medical care (Osaghae 1995).  

The Ogoni have faced severe discrimination from the Nigerian government, which, rather than acting as 

a defender of citizens’ rights, came to be identified as the facilitator of natural resource exploitation and 

the violation of community rights. To facilitate the exploitation of oil in the Niger Delta, the post-colonial 

governments in Nigeria decreed the 1969 Petroleum Act and the 1979 Land Use Act, which vest 

ownership and control of all land resources in the central government (Temper et al. 2013). This allowed 

the government to give away land to oil companies for exploitation of crude oil, without having to make 

any reference to communities. In 2000, oil generated about 95% of all foreign earnings and 70% of state 

revenues and was thus fundamental to maintaining the Nigerian state’s status quo and budget balance 

(World Bank 2004). Paradoxically, Ogoni is one of the poorest and least reciprocated regions for its 

contributions to national wealth (Iklegbe 2001). Oil development came with great expectations for 

Nigerians in general and for the oil-rich Niger Delta in particular, but the reality turned out to be ecological 

devastation, destruction of livelihoods and broken promises driven by SPDC’s business ideology that 

http://www.leavefossilfuelsunderground.org/


7 

http://www.leavefossilfuelsunderground.org/ 

 

prioritised profits over social and ecological inclusiveness. The 1970s and 1980s saw government 

promised benefits for the Niger Delta peoples fail to materialize (Iklegbe 2001). Feelings of 

marginalisation, deprivation and injustice stirred amongst the communities.  

Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People  

The Ogoni uprising of the early 1990s and resistance to SPDC and the state came about because of the 

firm's environmental and social impacts and the failure of the state to address the Niger Delta’s 

environmental challenges (Osaghae 1995). By August 1990, the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni 

People (MOSOP), a non-violent mass-based social movement organization was established under the 

leadership of Ken Saro Wiwa, which became the vehicle for self-mobilization (Cayford 1996). The main 

strategies of mobilization employed by MOSOP were raising awareness of the injustices through 

campaign tours of the various clans, securing support of the clan kings and other traditional leaders, raising 

awareness amongst the Nigerian public in the media (through documentaries, publications and public 

lecture) and giving Ogoni’s a stake in the struggle, promising them material progress and monetary 

compensation if the struggle succeeded (Obi 2009, Osaghae 1995). In a short period, the umbrella 

organisation had gained community-wide acceptance. The same year, MOSOP articulated the Ogoni Bill 

of Rights, affirming control over their natural resources, the right to representation and the right to use a 

fair share of oil wealth in Ogoniland for its development (Temper et al. 2013). Despite the bill being 

ignored by the government (Iklegbe 2001), it became the instrument with which the Ogoni people 

constantly articulated their demands to the government and SPDC. The document tied together 

environmental, human rights, and social issues into the political consciousness and discourses of Nigeria 

and this merge sparked stronger international response (Senewo 2015). 

Trans-Nationalization of Local Resistance  

MOSOP started a campaign at international forums (e.g. UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations, 

Greenpeace, the African Human Rights Commission) to globalize the Ogoni's cause and gain support for 

their struggle (Osaghae 1995). According to Okonta (2008: 271), ‘without allies at home, and faced with 

an all-powerful government willing to deploy incumbent violence to settle political arguments, the Ogoni 

leader had to necessary find powerful friends abroad’. MOSOP was one of the earliest ethnic minority 

resistance groups in the Niger Delta to successfully use ‘the dynamics of transnational support networks’ 

(Obi 2009: 475). They benefited from framing the Ogoni cause as being the same as those of ethnic 

peoples in other parts of the world, and adopted a discourse of global rights as a way of exposing the ‘dark 

side’ of oil globalization in the Global South and putting pressure on the Nigerian state. Wiwa played a 

key role in the success to LFFU in Ogoni, as he skilfully adopted strategies of ‘issue framing’ and 

‘networking’ (Obi 2009), using the global media to promote the Ogoni cause and using his international 

connections with the international human rights and environmental rights organizations. By exposing 

SPDC’s violations of human rights, the transboundary allies (such as Friends of the Earth, Human Rights 

Watch, Amnesty International and Greenpeace) damaged Royal Dutch Shell’s corporate reputation in 

Europe and North America, and thereby increased pressure on Royal Dutch Shell to address the local and 

international allegations (Temper et al. 2013). In the West, campaigners and consumers applied further 

pressure through demonstrations, sit-ins, and consumer boycotts of Shell products (Obi 2009). The protest 

movement thus transcended Nigeria and the international profile gave the Ogoni struggle an additional 

measure of legitimacy. 

Shell Withdrawal from Ogoni 

On November 3, 1992, MOSOP issued a memorandum addressed to the Nigerian state and SPDC, with a 

thirty day ultimatum to SPDC and Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC), to pay back rents 

and royalties, environmental compensation or quit forthwith (Osaghae 1995). The letter is significant as 

it shows the people’s loss of confidence in the state to protect them against transnational corporations. 

Failure to comply with MOSOP’s demands was threatened with mass actions which would disrupt 

SPDC’s operations, and thereby shifted the focus of their actions from the unresponsive government to 
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the oil companies (Cayford 1996). The government responded by banning public gatherings (Okonta 

2008). The Ogonis followed the memorandum with daily peaceful protests, but SPDC refused to engage. 

On January 4, 1993, an estimated 300,000 Ogoni (of the total 50,000), staged a historic non-violent 

protest, and marched against SPDC’s ‘ecological war’ (Bousso 2018). The Ogonis were not the only group 

affected by oil operations; what made the Ogoni movement distinctive was: 1) their high level of 

organisation due to excellent leadership; 2) their ‘radical’ demands; 3) widespread popular support for 

MOSOP (Frynas 1998); and 4) raising awareness about itself among potential transnational supporters 

and the subsequent direct lobbying of the transnational NGOs (Bob 2001). In 1993, SPDC ended its oil 

extraction in Ogoni, and thus through direct action, the Ogoni people succeeded in creating the social 

conditions that made it impossible for the transnational corporation to operate in its territory. The struggle 

for environmental justice in Ogoni, however, did not end here. 

Violence and Militarization  

In response to the Ogoni uprising in 1993, a joint military task force team was deployed in the region, and 

militarization and securitization of the Niger Delta commenced (Obi 2009). Under the military regimes 

of Generals Ibrahim Babangida and Sani Abacha, violent repression was the widespread response to 

resistance movements, and subsequently a full blown rebellion against the state and oil companies broke 

out (Okonta 2008). Violent conflict peaked in the Niger Delta between 1993 and 2009 (see Watts (2007) 

for a comprehensive analysis).  

Leave Oil in the Soil Proposal 

The leave oil in the soil proposal evolved from the tensions in the 1990s. NGO Environmental Rights 

Action (ERA) has been at the forefront of the fight for the peaceful resolution of the Niger Delta crisis. 

Its environmental human rights advocacy and media campaigns have been crucial for building 

environmental consciousness from local to the national level. In 2007, under the leadership of Nnimmo 

Bassey, ERA and Friends of the Earth Nigeria (FoEN) coined the slogan ‘Leave Oil in the Soil’. 

According to Nnimmo Bassey, "we came to the conclusion that an oil moratorium was too tentative and 

that based on the rate of environmental impunity and violence the world was witnessing there was no need 

for half measures" (Temper et al. 2013). The key objectives of the ‘Leave Oil in the Soil’ proposal is to 

stop activities related to oil discoveries and to transition from a fossil fuel-based economy to a post-

petroleum Nigeria (ERA/FoEN 2009). In 2009, the ‘Leave Oil in the Soil’ proposal was forwarded to the 

President in the form of a petition. 

The Ogoni uprising inspired other communities to develop their own Bills of Rights in the era of civil 

society action, for example, the 1992 Ogbia Charter and the 1998 Kaiama Declaration (Okonta 2008). 

According to Manby (1999) every Niger Delta group that made representations to the Nigerian 

government and to the multinational oil companies referenced “the Ogoni situation”. The Nigerian 

concept of ‘Leave Oil in the Soil’ has also found relevance in the Yasuní-ITT conservation project in 

Ecuador. Led by ERA's ally Accion Ecologica in Ecuador in 2006, until picked up by the government, 

the concept was formulated as a conservation project committing to not exploit local oil reserves 

(Davidsen and Kiff 2013). 

Recent Developments and Court Cases 

The legacy of the Ogoni resistance is that oil drilling by the SPDC in Ogoniland has not resumed since 

1993. Despite the Nigerian government continuing to attempt to resume oil exploration by scheming with 

sections of the Ogoni elite, groups like the Ogoni Solidarity Forum have emerged to reignite the struggle 

to ‘Leave Oil in the Soil’ (Okonta 2008). The groups have organised rallies in which they argue that the 

UNEP report validates the argument that oil drilling should not resume until the state addresses the issues 

in the Ogoni Bill of Rights (Temper et al. 2013).  

Multiple court cases have been against SPDC, and parent company Royal Dutch Shell, over its operations 

in Ogoniland, demanding the company takes responsibility for its overseas operations. As the Nigerian 
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courts are considered to lack avenues for seeking justice for the victims of human rights abuses in 

Ogoniland, mainly European courts are being used (Amnesty International 2020).  

Milieudefensie et al. v Royal Dutch Shell and SPDC 

In 2008, four Nigerian farmers (Dooh, Akpan, Efanga and Chief Oguru) and Friends of the Earth 

Netherlands filed four separate claims in The District Court of The Hague over damages caused by oil 

spills. In 2015, the Court ruled that the communities have the right to compensation, however, Shell 

appealed this decision. A new verdict is expected in 2021 by the Court of Appeal of The Hague. These 

cases mark the first time that a Dutch multinational is being sued in a Dutch court over the operations of 

its overseas subsidiaries (Milieudefensie 2020).    

The Bodo Community v Royal Dutch Shell and SPDC 

In 2012, the Bodo community filed the claim for compensation and clean-up efforts for the 2008 oil spills 

in the London High Court (Leigh Day 2016). In 2015, Shell accepted liability for the oil spills, agreeing 

to pay USD 83 million to Bodo villagers and to clean up their lands and waterways. In 2016 the Nigerian 

government launched a USD 1 billion clean-up project in line with the 2011 UNEP report (Bousso 2018). 

In 2020 new investigations have started by Amnesty International and Milieudefensie, on the grounds that 

“emergency measures” proposed by UNEP have not been sufficiently implemented and that the 2016 

project has been ineffective, with only 11% of areas affected cleaned so far (Laville 2020).  

 

Inclusive Development Implications  

Inclusive development theory considers three dimensions central to development; social, ecological and 

relational inclusiveness (Gupta and Vegelin 2016). The Ogoni Bill of Rights reflects the desire and need 

for inclusive development agendas and policies in the Niger Delta. It pushes for social inclusiveness as it 

seeks to empower the poorest by adopting equity principles to ensure that access to basic services (e.g. 

water, shelter, food, energy) are not jeopardised, and that development benefits (e.g. oil revenues) are 

equitably distributed; it seeks to redress their marginalization from state power and engage in the politics 

of development governance (Gupta and Vegelin 2016).  

Natural resource exploitation – like the SPDC’s oil exploitation in the Ogoni case – leads to ecological 

inequality and exclusivity. Ecological inclusiveness supports protecting local access to and ownership of 

resources as well as protecting local ecosystems, as the poor depend on their local ecosystems for their 

survival. However, Ogoni encountered ecospace grabbing and the large scale transfer of resources from 

the local communities to the government through the Land Use and Petroleum Acts. Resources were 

subsequently transferred to large corporations and the private sector, which changed the access to these 

resources and further exacerbated the vulnerability of the poor Ogoni communities.  

Relational inclusivity requires rethinking how merit and public goods are managed and whether the 

privatization and securitization of these by state entities compromises human security or not (Gupta and 

Vegelin 2016). In the Ogoni case, the privatization and securitization of the Ogoni oil fields and 

infrastructure was not per se to ensure human security, but more so to protect and ensure a steady flow of 

oil and to profits. Using protests on the street, awareness building and litigation in the courts helped to 

change the relations with the state and the oil company. Furthermore, promoting the rule of law and 

constitutionalism at the global and national levels to ensure that no country or powerful entity is above 

the law is fundamental to relational inclusiveness (Gupta and Vegelin 2016). Shell has evaded many court 

cases and lawsuits, avoiding responsibility with impunity by influencing the rules of governance at the 

national and international level (Oshionebo 2009). The success of the 2015 case in which Shell accepted 

liability in court for the 2008 Bodo oil spills, however, can be considered a step in the right direction 

towards an accountable and inclusive development agenda. 

Although none of the crucial demands in the Ogoni Bill of Rights have been fully actualized, the Bill 

remains an important instrument for the Ogoni people, greatly influenced the socio-political, 

http://www.leavefossilfuelsunderground.org/


10 

http://www.leavefossilfuelsunderground.org/ 

 

environmental and human rights consciousness in the Niger Delta, and presents a framework for inclusive 

development which should be strived for in Nigeria (Senewo 2015). 

Conclusion 

Corporations such as SPDC in Nigeria wield enormous political and economic power and often exert 

influence and control over the state. Despite SPDC’s power, civil society groups, through local and 

international pressure forced the company to shift position from complete denial of culpability of 

environmental degradation in Ogoniland to partial acceptance of responsibility, although the question of 

liability often remains (Oshionebo 2009). The case of Nigeria shows power is not uni-directional and 

despite polarised strategies, through participation and mobilisation, a regional resistance was formed 

which succeeded to keep oil underground in Ogoni (Iklegbe 2001).  

The Ogoni Bill of Rights expresses the recognition that the exploitation of fossil fuels cannot be addressed 

without dismantling the social structures, military regimes, state and corporate land grabbing and rights 

abuses which accompany the fossil fuel industry. 
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LFFU in South Africa: The Anti-Fracking Resistance Movement and Moratorium 

on Fracking 
 

Resistance to Fracking at a Glance 

▪ South Africa’s initiative to LFFU and the resistance movement against fracking has been on-going since 

2011, resulting in moratoria on the controversial method of natural gas drilling, i.e. fracking 

▪ Environmentalists are concerned about the immense socio-ecological harm fracking would cause in the 

Karoo, and water-intense extractive activities, such as fracking, cannot be justified in a region without 

sufficient water resources for the communities 

▪ Mobilization strategies included: the development of networks for collective action, public campaigns, 

protests, official letters of complaint to government, involvement of national and international NGOs, 

(social) media and litigation 

▪ In 2019 anti-fracking activists won their appeal at the Supreme Court of Appeal, which ruled the existing 

environmental framework as illegal and fracking activities in South Africa cannot proceed until the 

competent authority issues the applicable environmental regulatory framework 

 

Key Actors 

▪ Department of Mineral Resources and Department of Energy 

▪ Petroleum Agency South Africa (PASA) 

▪ Royal Dutch Shell 

▪ Civil society organizations (e.g. Treasure the Karoo Action Group, Afriforum Earthlife Africa, 

groundWork, Friends of the Earth, Climate Justice Campaign, Support Centre for Land Change, WWF)  

 

Key Dates  
▪ 2009/2010 PASA issues “introductory technical cooperation” permits to corporations to examine the 

potential for fracking in the Karoo  

▪ April 2011 Moratorium on fracking in the Karoo implemented  

▪ September 2012 Moratorium on fracking in the Karoo lifted 

▪ April 2013 Head of TKAG receives the prestigious Goldman Environmental prize, bringing global  

attention to the issue of fracking in the Karoo  

▪ June 2015 Final regulations for fracking in South Africa released. Stern, TKAG and Afriforum file a case 

against the Regulations for Petroleum Exploration and Production by the Minister of Mineral Resources 

▪ April 2019 Mineral resources minister announces the go-ahead for shale gas development in the Karoo  

▪ July 2019 Supreme Court of Appeal rules the existing environmental framework as insufficient and all 

fracking activities in South Africa cannot proceed until a new one is developed 

 

Key Arguments Used in Favour of Fracking  

▪ Exploiting the reserves will boost the local economy and create jobs in the Karoo 

▪ Fracking natural gas will pose an alternative to coal dependence (constituting 70% of primary  

energy consumption in 2016) 

▪ Fracking is supposedly a “bridge technology” cleaner than coal 

Key Arguments Used Against Fracking 

▪ Ongoing droughts in the Karoo means communities are reliant on underground water and are extra 

vulnerable to water-intensive and water-polluting fracking 

▪ The Karoo region is facing high unemployment levels, and fracking will destroy the agriculture and  

tourism sectors which are the Karoos main areas of employment 

▪ Far too little is known about the Karoo geology and the resource estimates could be wild exaggerations  

▪ Lack of infrastructure would involve the costly drilling of wells or the building of small power stations. 

Alternatively, the gas could be piped to larger power stations, but currently there is no gas pipeline in the 

Karoo, which would be a large financial burden to build. 
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Context 

The fracking debate and conflict in South Africa, specifically in the Greater Karoo Basin, is a case 

exemplifying strong civil society mobilization to LFFU. This report will explore the initiative to LFFU 

in South Africa – resulting in the 2019 national moratorium on fracking – by tackling the question: How 

did the anti-fracking resistance movement successfully leave fossil fuels underground? 

South Africa has the 2nd largest economy in Africa (in terms of nominal GDP), is the highest energy 

consumer on the continent (EIA 2017) and South Africa ranks as third highest in the world in terms of 

CO2 per capita/GDP or carbon intensity (World Bank 2019). Despite excellent conditions for 

mobilization since the end of apartheid and notwithstanding many environmental struggles, South Africa 

has been one of the most difficult places to advocate for climate justice (Mwenda and Bond 2020).  

The Greater Karoo Basin is a semi-desert stretching over 400,000 km2 and home to a population of 

around 1 million people (Pitock 2011). According to a 2015 U.S. Energy Information Administration 

study, South Africa is estimated to have 390 trillion cubic feet of shale gas, primarily located in the 

Karoo Basin, and this would make it the 8th largest technically recoverable shale gas reserve on earth 

(EIA 2017). This may be a gross overestimation but has incentivized gas and oil companies (such as 

Shell, Bundu, Falcon and Anglo) to apply for exploration licenses, with the intention of extracting 

natural gas using the controversial method of hydraulic fracturing (Louw and Minaar 2015).  

As a party to the Paris Agreement on Climate Change (UNFCCC 2015), South Africa has pledged in its 

Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) (UNFCCC, 2016) to mitigate climate change and to move 

away from its over reliance on coal. Incorporating shale gas into its energy mix to diversify, however, 

is falsely interpreted, or advertised, by the government to be consistent with South Africa’s NDC 

commitments (Murcott and Webster 2020). The South African government, through the Department of 

Mineral Resources, and the Petroleum Agency of South Africa (PASA), is eager to exploit the shale gas 

reserves. The state and the oil conglomerates argue that this could end South Africa’s coal dependence 

(coal constituting 70% of energy consumption), and address electricity shortage (Wendell 2012). With 

barely any oil reserves in South Africa, but with abundant coal, since the 1950s, South African company 

Sasol (and Eskom) has specialized in coal liquefaction which converts coal into liquid fuels. The energy-

intensive process emits huge volumes of greenhouse gases (TKAG 2011). Hence, companies and the 

government are trying to sell gas and fracking as a “bridge technology”, arguing the use of “the cleanest-

burning fossil fuel” will help diversify and “clean” South Africa’s energy mix (Sasol 2020). Similar 

intentions, however, exist for the potentially extracted shale gas in the Karoo, which would primarily be 

put through the gas to liquid (GTL) conversion using the Fischer–Tropsch process (Twine 2012).  

Environmentalists and local communities in the Karoo have expressed concerns that short-term 

economic benefits will be outweighed by the negative long-term socio-ecological impacts. Hydraulic 

fracturing, or fracking, involves pumping pressurised water, chemicals, and sand into the ground to 

release gas trapped in rock formations. Activists oppose fracking as the process requires huge amounts 

of water and pollutes water supplies with radioactive and carcinogenic substances (Wendell 2012). 

Water shortage is well-documented in South Africa, with Cape Town just escaping Day Zero in 2017/8 

– the day taps would run dry – and communities in the Karoo are likewise suffering from climate change, 

with the worst drought recorded in 2019 (Ellis 2019). The agricultural sector is the biggest employer in 

the Karoo and water and air contamination by fracking will put soil quality at risk, potentially destroying 

the agricultural sector, and exacerbating food insecurity. In the Karoo, with most dams being nearly 

completely dry, communities are largely reliant on underground water, and fracking fluids 

contaminating the underground water supply is thus a high-risk threat to life in the Karoo (van Vuuren 

2019). Contrary to state rhetoric, the fracking industry would not increase employment, as it would be 

offset by job losses in the agriculture and tourism sectors (Githahu 2019). Experts state that fracking 

consequences will likely damage social cohesion and will exacerbate the vulnerability of the most poor 
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and marginalized, who are unlikely to benefit from the highly specialised and mechanised industry 

(Temper et al. 2013). 

Initial Resistance to Fracking and the 2011 Moratorium 

As fracking technology is relatively new, the first application for exploration in the Karoo only occurred 

in 2008 by Bundu Oil and Gas, which was not approved. The next application came in 2011 from Royal 

Dutch Shell, requesting 95,000 km2 of license rights – almost a quarter of the Karoo (Cropley 2013). 

This sparked great public concern and opposition by civil and environmental rights organisations, 

farmers and landowners. Online, anti-fracking groups quickly attracted thousands of members 

throughout South Africa, providing a platform for information sharing, awareness raising and 

discussion, and the internet overall was used as a main meeting ground for grassroots opposition. Several 

protests were staged during this time, to give physical expression to the growing opposition that was 

being expressed on social media. The first public protest, organised by Earthlife Africa Cape Town 

(ELA CT), took place on 25 March 2011 at a public meeting organised by Shell in Cape Town. Several 

following protests gained significant press coverage (Temper et al. 2013).  

 

Following the public protests, in April 2011, South Africa’s Cabinet endorsed the Department of Mineral 

Resources’ (DMR) decision to declare a moratorium on natural-gas drilling in the Karoo, thereby halting 

plans by Royal Dutch Shell. The DMR led an investigation into the implications of fracking but did not 

include civil society groups in the task team (ESI Africa 2011, Louw and Minaar 2015). The moratorium 

was extended for 6 additional months until the assessment was complete and in September 2012, South 

Africa lifted the moratorium on shale gas exploration in the Karoo. The moratorium lasted a total of 17 

months, and the method of the assessment was highly scrutinized by environmentalists (Wendell 2012). 

Further Resistance  

The issue of fracking in the Karoo gained global attention in April 2013, when head of the Treasure the 

Karoo Action Group (TKAG), Jonathan Deal, was awarded the prestigious Goldman Environmental 

Prize, which ‘honours grassroots environmental heroes’ (Goldman Prize 2013). TKAG is a civil society 

organization seeking to ‘ensure awareness, advocacy, accountability and fair decision-making around 

the issue of shale gas mining in South Africa’ (TKAG 2011), consisting of scientists, lawyers and other 

actors. Deal reached out to ‘Americans Against Fracking’, a coalition of NGOs, business and other 

actors addressing fracking in the USA, thereby entering a global coalition of anti-fracking campaigners. 

Through this he established a network of expertise and the sharing of experiences proved important for 

the South African case (Murcott and Webster 2020). The TKAG, together with the WWF, delivered a 

report to President Zuma calling for a moratorium on fracking, and went head-to-head with Shell 

executives in public meetings and in the media, challenging them to debate on fracking (Goldman Prize 

2013). Further notable organizations are the Centre for Environmental Rights (CER) and the Wildlife 

and Environment Society of South Africa (WESSA), which contributed to raising awareness among the 

South African public through a series of workshops and campaigns in Karoo communities (Temper et 

al. 2013). 

 

Court Case and the 2019 Moratorium  

In June 2015, the final regulations for fracking were released, and in April 2019 Mineral Resources 

Minister Mosebenzi Zwane announced that the government had given the approval for shale gas 

development in the Karoo region (van Vuuren 2019).  

 

Amongst the court cases regarding fracking in the Karoo, the most relevant was the joint appeal filed by 

the Stern Family Trust, TKAG and Afriforum in November 2015, against the promulgation of 

regulations for petroleum exploration and production by the Minister of Mineral Resources (SAFLII 

2019). TKAG’s network with the ‘Americans Against Fracking’, helped in gathering evidence of the 

negative consequences of fracking in jurisdictions where it is already occurring. On 4 July 2019, the 
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Supreme Court of Appeal of South Africa ruled that the environmental legal frameworks for fracking 

operations issued by the Ministry of Mineral Resources were not legal since this ministry was not 

competent to regulate environmental matters. Instead, the Minister of Environmental Affairs was ruled 

to have been the authorised authority to promulgate the petroleum regulations. Consequently, it was 

concluded that fracking exploration and exploitation activities in South Africa cannot proceed until the 

competent authority issues the applicable environmental regulatory framework (Supreme Court of 

Appeal of South Africa 2019). In order for fracking to be legally permissible in South Africa, the regime 

regulating fracking would need to be published in draft form by the correct competent authority to allow 

all affected stakeholders, such as famers, landowners and others to participate (Githahu 2019).  

 

It is worth noting that AfriForum is a civil rights organisation controversially mainly mobilizing the 

white Afrikaans minority, who were hugely privileged during apartheid (AfriForum 2008). Stern Family 

Trust acted from the privileged position as landowners, rather than in the interests of poor and vulnerable 

communities in the Karoo, whose livelihoods are likely to be most affected by fracking. Although they 

have a significantly stronger voice—and as a result influence—on the state’s regulation of fracking in 

the Karoo, it is important that interests of marginalised communities are heard (Murcott and Webster 

2009). This shows that the local actors themselves, mobilizing to LFFU, represent a diverse range of 

interests and are by no means homogenous, as ‘divisions along the fault lines of class, race and ethnicity 

are strongly evident, as are severe social challenges to human well-being’ (Henschel, Hoffman and 

Walker 2018: 152). 

 

Looking Ahead 

On 10 July 2019, the Minister of Minerals and Energy, announced that shale gas will one day be 

extracted in the Karoo (Department of Mineral Resources 2019) and in the Department of Energy’s 2019 

Integrated Resource Plan, released on 17 October 2019, they call for fracking gas sources by 2030, 

stating, ‘exploration to assess the magnitude of local recoverable shale and coastal gas are being pursued 

and must be accelerated’ (Department of Mineral Resources and Energy 2019: 13). 

The ruling by the Supreme Court of Appeal thus does not safeguard the Karoo from fracking, as the 

door is still left open for the fracking industry as soon as the competent authority issues the applicable 

environmental regulatory framework (Van Vuuren 2019). It is likely that civil society mobilization will 

pick up momentum once again when the Minister of Environmental Affairs promulgates the petroleum 

regulations and the applicable environmental regulatory framework. In the meantime, civil society 

groups are pushing for alternative pathways, exemplified by the TKAG’s call to introduce solar power, 

instead of fracking shale gas, in the Karoo (TKAG 2011).  

 

Conclusion 

Despite the clear socio-economic and ecological risks associated with fracking and the widespread 

opposition to it, the South African state and the transnational corporations are pushing to extract the 

shale gas in the Greater Karoo Basin. This case study highlighted the important role of non-state actors 

in the regulation of fracking in the ecologically and socially sensitive area of the Karoo. The role and 

power of the state to regulate fracking was severely challenged and the mass power held by transnational 

corporations counterbalanced, by delaying the operationalisation of fracking in the Karoo. Whilst the 

Department of Mineral Resources had expected to issue the first permits to extract shale gas in the Karoo 

during 2019, this did not happen, and it remains unclear whether and when permits will be issued.  

The case exemplifies the centrality of public participation, and the widespread mobilization by the 

various civil society groups, shows resistance to the exploitation of fossil fuels such as shale gas depends 

on awareness. Overall, this initiatives’ mobilization to LFFU has elucidated the importance for an 

informed and inclusive approach to shale gas development, to ensure that a national energy policy is 
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accountable and responsibly calculated but also maintain the principle of environmental justice (Temper 

et al. 2013). 
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LFFU in Ghana: Removing Fossil Fuel Subsidies and Implementing Social 

Protection Programmes 
 

Fossil Fuel Subsidy Reform at a Glance 

• Under the Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility Programme (IMF) influence, the Ghanaian government 

implemented subsidy cuts for petroleum products and withdrew them 3x between 2001 and 2008 

following widespread public opposition.  

• The relative success of the third attempt in 2005 was a result of the following strategies: publicizing an 

IMF assessment of the impact of changes in fuel prices on different social sectors, the establishment of 

the semi-independent and transparent price monitoring institution the National Petroleum Authority to 

reduce political interference, a communication/information campaign and constant dialogue with 

stakeholders and civil society during the reform, and the introduction of social protection programmes to 

mitigate the effects on low income households.  

• Despite the incentive mainly being to liberalize fuel prices in line with the IMF agenda, the subsidy 

reform exemplifies the “triple win” scenario in phasing out of fossil fuel subsidies – reducing carbon 

emissions, reducing public debt, and leveraging funds for the government to invest in social protection. 

 

Key Actors 

▪ Ghanaian government (Ministry of Energy and Petroleum) 

▪ IMF 

▪ Opposition parties (National Democratic Congress and People's National Convention) 

▪ Trade unions (GTPCWU General Transport, Petroleum & Chemical Workers Union and GPRTU Ghana 

Private Road Transport Union) 

▪ National Petroleum Authority (NPA) 

▪ Ghana National Petroleum Corporation (GNPC) 

▪ Civil society  

 

Key Dates  
▪ 2001 First fossil fuel subsidy reform attempt – 91% increase in prices for refined petroleum 

▪ 2002 Rising global oil prices make the government discard the price setting mechanism 

▪ 2003 Second fossil fuel subsidy reform attempt - with 90% increase in prices for refined petroleum – 

thousands protest in Accra and the reform is suspended  

▪ 2005 Third fossil fuel subsidy reform attempt, with 50% increase in prices for refined petroleum. 

Independent IMF Poverty and Social Impact Assessment launched for the petroleum sector and the 

National Petroleum Authority is established 

▪ 2006 Government implements the social protection policies  

▪ 2008 Direct cash transfer programme LEAP started to compensate poor household for higher energy 

prices 

Key Arguments Used in Favour of the Petroleum Subsidies 

▪ High oil consumption (e.g. in 2011, 110.7 litres per capita) 

▪ Downstream petroleum industry is a major contributor to Ghana’s GDP (e.g. in 2014, 10% of GDP) 

▪ Consumer subsidies supposedly increase affordability of fossil fuels for the poor 

 

Key Arguments Used Against the Petroleum Subsidies 

▪ The elimination of fossil-fuel subsidies is an important step towards low carbon development 

▪ Fossil fuel subsidies are inefficient in protecting the incomes of poor and the removal presents an 

opportunity to create more effective pro-poor policies 

▪ Fossil-fuels subsidies result in ‘negative’ carbon pricing, restricting the potential for investment in low 

carbon energy technologies 

▪ The subsidies contribute to a high overall fiscal deficit (e.g. 79.2% of GDP in 2000) 
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Context  

This report sheds light on an instance of LFFU in Ghana – concerning the governments repeated attempts 

to cut its fossil fuel consumption subsidies – by tackling the question: What obstacles do governments 

face when attempting to eliminate fossil fuel subsidies, and what strategies can be employed to increase 

the chance of a successful subsidy reform?  

Ghana has been one of the world’s fastest growing economies since oil production started in 2010 

(Reuters 2013). Despite being an oil producer, Ghana is a net importer of energy, and the fossil fuel 

subsidies thus represented a direct fiscal burden on the government (IEA 2020). The total consumption 

subsidies during the period 2000 to 2008 was estimated to be USD 3 billion, averaging at about USD 

428 million per year (Amewu 2013). The consumption subsidies arguably increased domestic 

consumption and triggered an increase in demand for import, which in turn increased the energy 

dependency ratio and worsened the balance of payment and energy security in Ghana. The Ghanaian 

fossil fuel subsidies were supposed to protect the incomes of the poor; however, this case study shows 

this is an inefficient means to do so. According to Cooke et al. (2016), the richest quintile benefitted 

77.8% from the subsidies, whilst the poorest quintile benefitted by just 2.97%.  

Fossil fuel subsidies promoting production and consumption, are incompatible with the Paris Agreement 

on Climate Change (UNFCCC 2015), and thus undermine the international community’s efforts to meet 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of Agenda 2030 (UN General Assembly 2015) and climate 

change objectives in many ways. For instance, they divert investment away from development objectives 

such as better health care, education and access to renewable energy, and lock countries into carbon-

intensive energy systems for decades (Verkuijl et al. 2017). A large body of literature argues phasing 

out fossil fuel subsidies is a “triple win” scenario: reducing carbon emissions, reducing public debt, and 

leveraging funds for the government to invest in social protection (Lindebjerg et al. 2015). Since 2001, 

the Ghanaian government has repeatedly attempted to remove fossil fuel subsidies and link domestic oil 

prices to international ones using an automatic price setting mechanism for petroleum products. 

Although the primary incentive for the fossil fuel subsidy cuts was to reduce the public debt and was a 

result of IMF policy to deregulate and liberalize fuel prices in Ghana in line with the wider IMF Poverty 

Reduction and Growth Facility Programme (IMF 2004), the elimination of fossil fuel subsidies remains 

an important step towards low carbon and climate resilient development. 

2001 – 2004: The First Two Attempts to Cut Fossil Fuel Subsidies 

In 2001, the government implemented the first fossil fuel subsidy reform, as a means to restore fiscal 

balance (addressing the debt of the state-owned Tema Oil Refinery) and to deregulate and liberalize fuel 

prices in line with a wider IMF Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility Programme (IMF 2004).  It 

established an automatic price setting mechanism for petroleum products, which linked domestic oil 

prices to international ones (Crawford 2012). This resulted in a 91% price increase in prices for refined 

petroleum. In 2002, rising global oil prices made the government abandon the price setting mechanism, 

to protect the poor household from the increase in world prices (Reuters 2013).  

In early 2003, the government attempted the reform a second time, resulting in a 90% increase in prices 

for refined petroleum, which caused average real incomes to fall by 8.5% (Cook et al. 2014). There was 

strong public resistance, with opposition parties such as the People's National Convention condemning 

the move and thousands attending street protests in Accra, led by trade unions and the main opposition 

party the National Democratic Congress (The New Humanitarian 2005). As a result, the reform was 

suspended again in June (Laan et al. 2010). The IMF (2006) indicates that fuel subsidies accounted for 

roughly 2.2% of the country’ GDP throughout 2004, which was larger than the budget allocated to the 

Ministry of Health that same year. These huge costs led to new reform efforts in 2005. 
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2005 – 2008: The Third Attempt at Cutting Fossil Fuel Subsidies 

In 2005, the government attempted the subsidy reform for a third time, re-introducing the automatic 

adjustment formula for petroleum products, leading to a 50% price increase (Reuters 2013). Smaller 

street protests of hundreds of people occurred in Accra, again organized by the main opposition party 

the National Democratic Congress (The New Humanitarian 2005). The 2005 reforms have been 

considered successful in that they did not lead to widespread protests as before and were maintained 

over a longer period (Whitley and Burg 2015). This relative success can be largely attributed to the 

following four factors.   

Establishment of the National Petroleum Authority 

In 2005, the National Petroleum Authority (NPA) was formed to conduct the price setting, made up of 

government officials, trade union and oil company representatives, experts and some NGO 

representatives (Crawford 2012). This was an important move, as unpopular price increases would be 

seen as out of government control and thereby somewhat de-politicize the issue and prevent future 

governments from slashing the reforms. Though the NPA is not fully independent, nor transparent—as 

the president appoints the head of NPA—a more effective automatic pricing was undertaken by the 

NPA. Overall, the relative withdrawal by the government from petroleum pricing brought some 

credibility to the process in the eyes of the public (Laan et al. 2010).  

The Poverty and Social Impact Assessment 

The government launched an independent Poverty and Social Impact Assessment (PSIA) for the 

petroleum sector led by the IMF Poverty and Social Impact Analysis Group (IMF 2013). The assessment 

was done by a steering committee of stakeholders from ministries, academia and the national oil 

company Ghana National Petroleum Corporation (GNPC) (Crawford 2012). The report concluded that 

fossil fuel subsidies do not protect the real incomes of poor households – often the top income quintiles 

benefit from the subsidies, whilst the bottom income quintile experiences a 9.1% decline in welfare 

(IMF 2005). Additionally, the subsidies come at the expense of better targeted pro poor social 

programmes. This assessment was used for the information campaign and was the basis for the social 

protection programmes. 

The Government Information Campaign 

Prior to the 2005 reform, the government launched a large scale information/communication campaign, 

including a presidential public address, radio broadcasts, newspaper advertising, interviews with 

government officials and trade-union representatives, to explain and justify the reform to the public 

(Amewu 2013). They announced funds previously spent on fuel subsidies would be reallocated to social 

priorities, such as education and health. The government made a strong case by comparing Ghanaian 

prices of petroleum with its West African neighbours, which were significantly higher (Lindenbjerg et 

al. 2015). The IMF assessment report was also made publicly accessible. Overall, the targeted 

communication strategy was critical for building popular support for the reform.  

The Social Protection and Direct Cash Transfer Programmes  

It was acknowledged that phasing out fossil fuel subsidies may constitute a financial burden for poor 

households, and that measures have to be taken to offset this impact. In 2005, the government 

implemented a social protection programme, to financially assist the poor and compensate for higher 

energy prices resulting from de-subsidization (Laan et al. 2010). This included the elimination of tuition 

fees for state-run primary and junior secondary schools, and extra funds into a health-care scheme for 

poor areas. There was also support to expand an existing rural electrification scheme, and the minimum 

wage was increased from USD 1.24 to USD 1.50 (Lindenbjerg et al. 2015). In 2008, the government 
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introduced the Livelihood Empowerment Against Poverty (LEAP), which is a direct cash transfer 

programme targeting the bottom 20% through a bi-monthly payment (Lindenbjerg et al. 2015). 

Post-2008 Period 

Compared to 2000, when the government debt was as high as 79.2% of GDP, in 2008, government debt 

was 24.9% of GDP (Trading Economics 2020). Nonetheless, due to lack of political will, the subsidy 

reform was abandoned again and again, until in 2015, Ghana reached the final deregulation stage (price 

liberalization of fuel) (Reuters 2015). In the 2008 elections, energy prices became a campaign issue and 

the then-opposition party, the National Democratic Congress (NDC), promised their win would result 

in a reduction of fuel costs. Having won the election, fuel prices in Ghana were more than 45% below 

corresponding fuel prices in neighbouring countries, leading to a large increase in fuel consumption and 

smuggling out of the country (The Chronicle 2009). Tema Oil Refinery was forced to suspend 

production due to debt mounting to around $600 million in 2009 (Lindenbjerg et al. 2015). After 4 years 

of subsidies, the NDC however also re-introduced the fossil fuel subsidies repeatedly in 2013 – 

implemented in May 2013, retracted in April 2014, and re-introduced in July (Reuters 2013). The NDC’s 

reforms were not accompanied by an extensive public information campaign similar to the 2005 effort 

nor was there constant dialogue with stakeholders and civil society, which resulted in strong opposition 

by trade unions and made it difficult to maintain commitment to the reform (IMF 2013). 

Conclusion 

As the case of Ghana has shown, the removal of fossil fuel subsidies is a difficult process that is tied to 

the political economy context. The removal of subsidies were only partially and temporarily successful, 

with reform proving to be only as robust as the political will behind it. The case demonstrates that 

governments will be tempted to intervene in fuel pricing for political reasons, especially in the run-up 

to elections (Verkuijl et al. 2017). Overall, long-term political commitment to subsidies reform is key to 

win trust from the public. 

The relative successes of the 2005 reform can primarily be attributed to a joint assessment undertaken 

by the IMF on the impact of changes in fuel prices on different social sectors, the 

informational/communications campaign and constant dialogue with stakeholders and civil society 

during the reforms, the establishment of the semi-independent and transparent NPA to set prices, as well 

as to the complementary measures that were introduced to cushion the effects of price increases, 

including social-protection programmes. 

Although issues regarding climate change were not the driving force behind subsidy reform in the case 

of Ghana – with the environmental arguments overshadowed by the economic arguments – the 

elimination of fossil-fuel subsidies is an important step towards low carbon and climate resilient 

development. The existence of fossil-fuel subsidies effectively results in ‘negative’ carbon pricing 

(encouraging production/consumption), restricting the potential for much needed investment in low 

carbon energy technologies (Whitley and Burg 2015). The Ghanaian government however lacked the 

financial capacity to invest in low carbon alternatives to fossil fuels and implement pro-poor policy. 

According to Crawford (2012), providing alternatives to fossil fuels is likely to contribute to establishing 

wider public support for fossil-fuel subsidy reform and helps developing countries move towards low 

carbon development. For this, Ghana needs climate financing support.  

Despite the fact that fossil fuel subsidies slightly reduce living costs for the poorest in society, they do 

not represent a cost-efficient means of achieving this. A larger proportion of the benefits which accrue 

from fossil-fuel subsidies are captured by higher-income groups. The removal of the subsidies was an 

opportunity to deliver targeted pro-poor policies in a more socially inclusive manner, considering the 

relations between social groups, income distribution and poverty. A long-term and gradual reform 

strategy which considers both immediate cushion and long-term distributional effects is thus essential 

to achieving social gains (Lindenbjerg et al. 2015). 
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LFFU in Kenya: Resistance against the construction of a coal plant in 

Lamu County 

 
The anti-coal movement at a glance: 

• Proposed construction of a 1,050 MW coal-fired power plant proposed by the Kenyan 

government in Lamu County, Kenya 

• Lamu coal plant would be Kenya’s first-ever coal plant 

• Lamu residents and Kenyan activists are concerned about the socio-environmental 

consequences, both locally and globally 

• The project was put to a halt in 2019 until a new environmental impact assessment 

can be presented with full public participation 

 

Key actors: 

• Civil society and Lamu residents 

• Anti-coal activist coalitions such as DeCOALonize Kenya and Save Lamu 

• LAPSSET Corridor Authority and stakeholder countries 

• Institutions of the Kenyan Government: National Environmental Tribunal, National 

Environmental Management Authority, Kenyan National Human Rights Tribunal 

• Contractors for construction and operation of the plant: Amu Power, Gulf, GE 

• International investors such China Road and Bridge Corporation, China 

Communications Construction Company, South Africa Standard Bank, African 

Development Bank, Centum 

• UNESCO, Heinrich Böll Stiftung, IUCN, 350.org 

 

Key arguments in favour of the Lamu plant: 

• Believed to increase access to cheap and reliable energy for millions of Kenyans 

• Could sustain the opening of a coal mining industry in Kenya’s Kitui region 

• Attract foreign investment as part of the LAPSSET project and power the new 32-berth 

Lamu port 

 

Key arguments against the Lamu plant: 

• The project would increase Kenya’s carbon emissions by 700%, activists claim 

• Plant expected to have detrimental effects on ecosystems and livelihoods  

• Incoherencies suggest that coal will not be cheaper than renewable energy  

• Intensifies local historical struggles over land and recognition in Lamu 

• Coal plant and LAPSSET corridor as ways of foreign control over Kenyan resources and 

politics – activists demand a decolonisation of the politics of energy 

 

Key dates: 

• 1972: first conceptualisation of the LAPSSET corridor and Lamu plant 

• 2003: President Kibaki takes project back up as part of the national Vision 2030 

• 2009: Anti-coal activism forms under Save Lamu group, using various platforms 

• 2014: Chinese companies decide to fund, build and operate the Lamu plant 

• 2015: UN monitoring mission declares irreparable harm to Lamu World Heritage site to be 

expected due to the coal plant 

• 2015/16: After major project supporters back out, Kenya commits 16% of its national 

income to LAPSSET 

• 2017 May: KNHRC raises red flag on Lamu project due to human rights concerns 

• 2017: South African Standard Bank withdraws funding for the plant 

• 2019 June: Lamu project put to a halt by NET due to insufficient EIA and public 

participation; license being withdrawn 

• 2020, January: AfDB withdraws funding for the plant and all coal-related activities across 

Africa
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Context 

As part of the country’s development Vision 2030, the Kenyan government endorses the construction of a 

1,050Mw coal plant in Lamu County in Northern Kenya. While project leaders proceeded on contracting out 

future construction and operation of the coal plant, a strong opposition against the project, as well as coal in 

general, formed among Lamu residents and the Kenyan public. Roughly since 2009, activist coalitions and 

groups such as DeCOALonize Kenya and Save Lamu have actively contested the construction of the coal plant 

near the world heritage site of Lamu Island. Apart from using various platforms to express their dissent, such 

as street protests, social media mobilizations, petitions and a conversation with the Chinese ambassador WU 

Peng in Nairobi, opponents of the coal plant filled a legal complaint against the coal plant. In 2019, the case 

was put to a halt by the National Environmental Tribunal (NET); a step that was widely celebrated as a victory 

of activists over the interests of coal, and the logic of profit over environmental protection. 

With Kenya being among the countries with the cleanest energy mixes worldwide, to many, the government’s 

proposal for a 1,050 MW coal-fired power plant came as a surprise. The US$ 2 billion plant is part of the Lamu 

Port South Sudan Ethiopia Transport corridor (LAPSSET) project, an infrastructure project to connect South 

Sudan, Ethiopia, Uganda and Kenya spearheaded by the Kenyan government and part of the Chinese Belt and 

Road Initiative (Rosen 2017). With an estimated cost of $20bn, the transport corridor is claimed to be the largest 

and ‘most ambitious’ infrastructure project in Africa including a railway, port, coal plant, highway and oil 

pipeline (LAPSSET Corridor Authority 2020). However, the planned construction of Kenya’s first-ever coal-

fired power plant in Lamu has sparked dissent and widespread protest among the Kenyan public. 

In May 2017, the Kenyan National Human Rights Commission raised a red flag on the proposed coal plant due 

to human right concerns and insufficient public participation in the project in response to the activists’ 

complaint. In June 2019, eventually, the project was put to a halt by the National Environmental Tribunal (NET) 

due to ongoing pressures from activists and UNESCO findings of insufficient assessment of environmental and 

health impacts as the National Environmental Management Authority (NEMA) had been found to have 

breached the law by approving construction before conducting thorough assessments in 2017 (NS Energy 2019). 

The court mandated NEMA to conduct a new environmental impact assessment and ensure public participation 

(NS Energy 2019). However, since major investors have withdrawn their funds, the coal plant’s future is 

uncertain. The activists’ victory was named to be among three ‘landmark climate cases’ by 350.org, as both the 

construction and its inhibition could inspire similar trajectories across East Africa (Boulle 2019: 8, 350.org 

2019). 

In order to sustain and further expand its economic development, the Kenyan government regards the 

construction of the Lamu coal plant and LAPSSET project as essential. The LAPSSET project had been first 

conceptualised in 1972, however, was shelved due to the exorbitant cost of $25bn and a lack of interest on 

behalf of international investors. Nonetheless, this did not seem to negatively impact the project’s attractiveness 

among politicians and Kenyan officials as it was taken back up in 2003 by then-president Kibaki as part of the 

national Vision 2030 development program. 

After a period of planning of the Lamu plant, the construction and operation of the coal plant was contracted 

out to the Chinese corporation Amu Power. Funding for the plant was secured from Centum Energy and the 

China Communications Constructions Company committing $1.2bn to the project. Other investors included 

South African Standard Bank and the African Development Bank which committed $100 million to the Lamu 

coal plant. Once contracts were given out and funding secured, the construction of the coal plant was supposed 

to take place in 2015, sparking a wave of protest and dissent on behalf of local residents, pastoralists, 

conservationists and environmental activists in Kenya and abroad. Disregarding these first signs of backlash, 

the Kenyan government committed 16% of its national budget to LAPSSET, including the Lamu coal plant. In 

November 2015, first reports support activist claims regarding the plant’s negative effects, as the UN 

Monitoring Mission Africa declares that irreparable harm will be done to the Lamu island World Heritage Site 

if the coal plant was built. Meanwhile, the legal fight at the Kenyan National Environmental Tribunal continued, 

until a decision was reached in June 2019 and NET decided to withdraw the project license until a new impact 

assessment is presented. 

Low levels of access to electricity and the uneven distribution of the same have been used to justify the 

construction of the Lamu coal-fired power plant. Besides stressing the need for increasing electricity levels 
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across the country, coal supporters use arguments of national self-sufficiency and energy independence in order 

to defend the project for domestic power generation, soon to be supplemented with the mining of Kenyan coal 

in the Mui Basin. As Richard Muiru, advisor to the Kenyan Ministry of Energy and Petroleum phrases it: “Coal 

will give us some breathing space; we see it as a shot in the arm as we continue to develop our renewables” (in 

Rosen 2017). Further, the coal deposits discovered in the Kenyan Kitui Mui Basin are assumed to contribute to 

Kenyan energy independence as once mining starts, the coal-based energy generation in Lamu will be 

independent of coal imports from South Africa. Building a national coal industry is seen to generate jobs and 

contribute positively to national income. However, critics reject this claim by stating that coal mined in Kitui 

will be too low in quality to be useful for the Lamu coal plant (DeCOALonize 2017). Another reason for 

supporters to hold on to the project is the idea that the completion of the LAPSSET corridor, for which the 

generation of extra energy in Lamu may be essential, will foster international trade and allow Kenya to further 

expand its status among leading economies in East Africa. 

On the other hand, environmental and social concerns play a major role in the opposition against the coal plant. 

Coalitions against the coal plant such as Save Lamu and DeCOALonize Kenya have set a focus on the destructive 

power that the plant is expected to have over pristine marine ecosystems, land and national carbon emissions 

should the coal plant be built. Building a coal plant with emissions as high as two million cars hitting the road, 

will, according to Mark Chenaik from Environmental Law Alliance Worldwide, “would put in serious jeopardy 

Kenya’s ability to meet the 2030 emissions target it set out” (DeCOALonize 2017). 

The coastal regions of Lamu are home to endangered species such as sea turtles and mangroves, serving as a 

main source of income for thousands of fishermen and their families along the coast. This environment would 

be particularly put at risk because of the use of a controversial once-through cooling system for the Lamu coal 

plant, where sea water is used to cool the system and then flushed back into the ocean (DeCOALonize 2017, 

Save Lamu 2019). Experts assert that ocean temperatures could rise by 9°C if construction plans were realised, 

with tremendous effects for marine life and ecosystems. Additionally, construction would entail the removal of 

large forest areas, including 70% of Kenya’s mangrove forests, as well as the release of toxic waste and coal 

ash (ibid.). Northern Kenya is also home to 75% of Kenyan wildlife which the LAPSSET corridor will cut 

across and likely damage irrevocably (Enns 2019: 371). Putting at risk the livelihoods of communities in Lamu 

county may prove particularly problematic due to the region’s historical conflicts and disagreements over land 

rights (DeCOALonize 2017, Browne 2015: 51). Browne further suggests that ‘confused and sometimes 

contradictory announcements have fuelled public anxiety over land grabbing and the wider impact of the project, 

which has both exacerbated existing inter- and intra-communal tensions and created new ones’ (2015: 6). In 

fact, Save Lamu first contested the licence on the grounds of the lack of an adequate resettlement plan, 

insufficient consideration of the impacts on marine life, and insufficient exploration of alternative energy 

options (Boulle 2019: 5). Another important factor for resistance against the coal plant is the damage expected 

to be experienced at the Lamu Island World Heritage Site, the oldest and best-preserved Swahili settlement in 

East Africa (Latif Dahir 2019). Despite this being a reason in itself to inhibit construction of the plant, Lamu 

Island also represents one of Kenya’s most important tourist attractions and sources of income, with ever 

increasing popularity and a considerable rise in luxurious resorts and holiday reserves for domestic and 

international tourists. If this was lost, local unemployment is expected to increase considerably, and national 

income affected negatively (DeCOALonize 2017). 

Apart from these environmental and social concerns, another component of anti-coal activism in Kenya is the 

feeling of exclusion and disempowerment of local communities in face of a foreign-backed mega-project. 

Central to activist demands is the idea that Kenyan energy politics ought to be ‘decolonised’ and reconnected 

to local needs and Kenyan demand, rather than that of international corporations. Activist groups understand 

China’s interest in building a coal industry in Kenya as a way to ‘outsource’ dirty emissions while retaining 

profits (Ullman 2019). Walid Ahmed, a member of Save Lamu, phrases it this way: “So many states are now 

withdrawing coal because of its emissions—because of its environmental destruction; so we don’t see why they 

should bring it here.” (in Rosen 2017), stressing that Kenya is not willing to become the world’s emissions 

scapegoat. An extensive analysis of these decolonial demands in Kenya can be found in a working paper 

published as part of the LFFU project, titled ‘Fossil fuels, environmental activism and decolonisation in Kenya: 

The Lamu coal-fired power plant’. 
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Activism in Lamu has further influenced a number of far-reaching decisions. Being major investors for the 

project in its initial phase, both the South African Standard bank and the African Development Bank pulled out 

of the project. Standard Bank took this step in 2017, when resistance against the project persisted and the bank 

feared to face ‘stranded assets’ when not divesting from the increasingly problematic project (350.org 2019a). 

Omar Elawi from DeCOALonize Kenya commented on the bank’s decision by saying “The fact that a major 

African bank refuses to fund this deadly plant sends a strong anti-coal message amidst financiers increasing 

unease when funding coal globally. Any investment in coal is a disaster for the planet” (ibid.) In November 

2019, the African Development Bank also decided to withdraw its promised funding for the Lamu project 

(Winning 2019). AfDB decided to stop funding all coal-related projects in Kenya, including Lamu and coal 

mining in Kitui due to rising resistance, and the risk of coal-related investments turning into stranded assets in 

the near future (ibid.). The bank’s director Akinwumi Adesina added that AfDB ‘has no plans to invest in coal 

power plants in the future’ (Adesina 2019). This may indeed have far-reaching effects on the project’s feasibility 

and that of future fossil-fuel-based projects across Africa, demonstrating the importance of the Lamu 

controversy for international energy politics. Due to the new financial situation and ongoing pressures from 

environmental and political activists, the project’s future is uncertain, even if a new, satisfactory ESIA was 

presented soon. 

Questions for further research 

• What insights can the Lamu controversy offer on the role of the postcolonial democratic state in 

Kenya, or Eastern Africa more generally? 

• What are possible points of divergence or similarity between environmental and anti-coal activism in 

middle- or low-income countries such as Kenya and activism in high-income countries? How could 

these be merged to increase global outreach of such initiatives? 
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Yasuní National Park, Ecuador: The first global initiative to LFFU 

The Yasuní conflict at a glance 

• In 2007 the Ecuadorian government announced at the General Assembly of the United Nations 

the proposal to LFFU in the oil fields ITT (Ishpingo, Tambococha and Tiputini) of Yasuní 

National Park (YNP) in exchange of financial support of the international community. 

• It became the first global concrete initiative of an oil dependent country to address climate 

change by LFFU. 

• YNP is considered one of the most biodiverse places in the world and is ancestral territory of 

voluntary isolated indigenous tribes. 

• In 2013 the government declared the failure of the initiative, blaming the industrialized 

countries of their lack of support and allowing oil extraction. 

• The same year the collective Yasunidos emerged to gather the necessary signatures to call for 

a referendum to decide democratically the future of the YNP. The National Electoral Counsel 

(NEC) denied the referendum by invalidating the signatures. 

• In 2019 public institutions recognized NEC committed fraud against the referendum required 

by Yasunidos. The mobilization to LFFU continues. 

 

Key actors 

• Indigenous groups living in the YNP 

• Yasunidos 

• Civil society 

• Ecuadorian government 

• International Community 

 

Key arguments against the oil extraction 

• To protect the indigenous peoples in voluntary isolation, who live in YNP. The constitution 

bans extractive activities in their territory. 

• YNP is the world’s most biodiverse place. 

• Avoiding CO2 emissions. Fossil fuels should be phased out to tackle climate change 

• Ecuador’s oil dependence hasn’t taken the country out of poverty. 

 

Key arguments in favour of the project 

• Revenues can bring development to the country. 

• Only 1% of the total territory of the park would be damaged. 

 

Key dates 

• 1990-2006: Civil society proposals for an oil moratorium and to LFFU in YNP. 

• 2007: The government proposed the Yasuní-ITT initiative at the United Nations (UN) 

General Assembly 

• 2009: At the COP15 (Conference of Parties 2015) Ecuador’s president called-off last minute 

the signing of a Trust Fund administered by UN for donors to deposit their contributions. 

• 2010: The UN Trust Fund for the Yasuní- ITT initiative is launched. 

• 2013: The government cancelled the initiative. Yasunidos emerged and started anational 

campaign to collect the signatures to call for a referendum. 

• 2013: The National Assemble declared of ‘national interest’ the exploitation ITT 

• 2014: The collective Yasunidos presented to the NEC the signatures required for a 

referendum. Months later the institution annulated many of the signatures and blocked a 

referendum. 

• 2016: Starts the oil extraction of the ITT oil block 

• 2019: Public organisms recognized NEC committed fraud against the referendum required 

by Yasunidos 
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Context 

In 2007 Ecuador surprised the international community at the General Assembly of the United Nations 

with the Yasuní-ITT initiative. An idea that almost become the first global concrete proposal to address 

climate change problem in a radical way: ‘leaving the oil in the soil’. Despite being an oil dependent 

country, Ecuador committed not to exploit the oil reserves located in the ITT oil block in Yasuní 

National Park (YNP), in exchange of a contribution of the industrialized countries to cover half of the 

revenues Ecuador would otherwise receive. This national park located in the Amazon is one of the most 

biologically diverse places on Earth and ancestral territory of the Huaorani people and the tribes in 

voluntary isolation Tagaeiri and Taromenane. Therefore, the proposal was about respecting indigenous 

rights, protecting unique diversity as well as a first step towards a post oil civilization. The Yasuní-ITT 

proposal was the product of decades of popular organizations efforts to resist oil operations and 

denounce its impacts. 

Oil extraction in YNP started already in the decade of 1980 and in the early 2000s the park biggest 

proven oil reserves were discovered in the oil blocks Ishpingo-Tambococha-Tiputini (ITT), with more 

than 800 billion barrels of oil. The interest of the government and oil companies of exploiting the 

reserves in the Amazon region generated an organized opposition in the civil society, motivated by the 

experience of the “trial of the century” against Chevron-Texaco; when indigenous and peasants of the 

Ecuadorian Amazon in 1993 sued the transnational for the aftermath of its operations in the country 

(Beristain, 2009). Popular organizations started to develop ideas to encourage the government not to 

extract the oil reserves in YNP and call for an oil moratorium. In 2001, the first proposal was to suspend 

the country’s foreign debt in exchange of preserving the Amazon. The proposal evolved until 2005 when 

the organization Oilwatch laid out a position paper proposing LFFU in YNP in an international expert 

meeting of protected areas (Acosta, 2014). 

In 2006, the idea was adopted by the presidential candidate Rafael Correa as part of his campaign. 

Alberto Acosta, close to ecologist sectors and Correa’s first Ministry of Energy convinced him to do so. 

A technique negotiating team worked on fine-tuning the proposal to LFFU in YNP’s ITT oil block: The 

government of Ecuador would not touch the oil reserves in the ITT in exchange of 3.600 million dollars 

paid by the industrialized countries (around half of the expected revenues of the oil reserve), over 13 

years. The initiative had four fundamental bases 1. To protect the territory and life of the indigenous 

tribes in voluntary isolation within the park 2. To protect the unique biodiversity of the place 3. To 

reduce the harm done by oil consumption in terms of air pollution, avoiding 410 million tons of C02, 

and 4. To give the first step to stop the economy’s oil dependence (Acosta, 2014). Environmental 

organizations, international organisms and the public received the initiative positively, for promoting 

the transition from the current oil based development model to a new one based on sustainability and 

equality (United Nations, 2011). In 2010 a Trust Fund administered by the United Nations Development 

Program was launched so that the donor countries could deposit their contributions. Among the 

guarantees of the Trust Fund the contributions would be invested in conservation, forest regeneration 

projects and renewable energy projects in Ecuador, which were estimated to help prevent the 

deforestation in 4.8 million hectares, 19% of Ecuador’s territory, allowing the Tagaeri and Taromenane 

indigenous people to remain in voluntary isolation. Lastly, the project was supposed to promote social 

development through investments in health, education, technical assistance and productive job creation 

for the people near the Yasuní National Park (Larrea, 2009). 

Six years later, President Correa canceled the widely celebrated initiative. He declared “El mundo nos 

ha fallado” (the world has failed us), as the initiative only collected 13,3 million dollars (0,37% of the 

total) (Estupinyà, 2013). The government blamed the financial crisis of 2008 but also the world’s 

hypocrisy and the logic of power above the logic of justice. But Roque Sevilla, leader of the technical 

commission of the project, and other critiques of the decision, blamed President for its contradictory 

position that didn’t reassure potential contributors (BBC,2013; Martínez Allier, Bassey & Bond, 2013; 
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Mena, 2013). In August 2013 the Assemble accepted Correa’s petition to declare oil exploitation of ITT 

of ‘national interest’ and the operations started with the promise of a damage of less than 1% of the area 

of the park. Right after the initiative was cancelled the social organizations asked for a popular 

referendum to define the future of the project. In June 2013, the poll “Perfiles de Opinión” showed that 

93% of the people in Quito and Guayaquil (the main two cities) approved the initiative and 66% said 

the oil must be kept underground even if the funding does not meet its goal (Mena, 2013). As a response 

to the government’s refusal to call for a referendum, the collective Yasunidos emerged to carry out a 

national campaign to call for a citizen’s-initiative national referendum about oil extraction in YNP 

(Yasunidos, 2016). After six months, and despite the efforts of the government to obstruct the collection 

of signatures (Yaunidos, 2014), the collective, composed by mainly young people, presented to the 

NEC 727.947 signatures. It is above the 600.00 equivalent to the 5% of the voting population required 

to activate a national referendum. However, NEC invalidated the signatures and denied the referendum, 

while the collective denounced irregularities in the process (FOEI, 2014). These irregularities were 

recognized in 2019 (El Telégrafo, 2018; El Comercio, 2019) 

Even after the failure of the initiative for a referendum, Yasunidos kept working for the protection of 

YNP denouncing their situation in the Interamerican Commission of Human Rights, participating in the 

Climate Change Summit in New York and being involved in other international events. In 2014, the 

collective was nominated to the Human Rights Tulip granted by the Dutch government (Yasunidos, 

2016). In short, the Yasuní-ITT initiative was the result of decades of popular mobilization to stop oil 

extraction damage and it opened the way to the emergence of new social actors to continue with this 

effort. Although the initiative didn’t materialize, it contributed to establish debates and mechanisms for 

launching similar initiatives in the future. An important first step. 

 

Questions for future research: 

• Is it possible to create a similar initiative that is not dependent on the will of the States but on 

the people (national and global community)? Which are the opportunities and challenges of 

such a possibility? 

• How has the Yasuní-ITT initiative inspired other LFFU ideas around the world and how 

likely is to launch a successful initiative that counts with the commitment of the international 

community? 
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  LFFU in Argentina: The Vaca Muerta fracking conflict 

   The Vaca Muerta conflict at a glance 

• The area is the largest deposit of shale oil and gas in the world and is located next to a Mapuche 

community living there since 1917 

• The extraction process started in 1918 but the problems with the local community started in 2013 

when foreign companies took the lead in the extraction process 

• Municipalities in Vaca Muerta issued the first anti-fracking ordinances in Latin America 

• Mapuches’ territorial rights were recognized in 2019 

 

  Key actors 

• Indigenous community Mapuche lof Campo Maripe 

• ‘Asambleas por el Agua Pura’ (Assemblies for Pure Water) 

• Shale oil and gas workers’ union 

• Civil society 

• Local government of Neuquén 

• Nine petroleum companies, including YPF, Shell and Chevron 

 

   Key arguments against the project 

• Protection of indigenous territory and indigenous rights 

• Environmental protection of the water bodies in the zone 

• Labour exploitation due to lack of government control 

 

   Key arguments in favour of the project 

• Revenues can bring development to the country 

• The extraction can help the development of new industries in Argentina 

 

   Key dates 

• 1917: First Mapuche community arrives from Chile  

• 1918: First small scale oil extraction production 

• 1931: Discovery of the shale oil and gas reserve 

• 2011: Discovery of new oil reserves in the area 

• 2012: The city ‘Cinco Saltos’ became Argentina’s and Latin America’s first municipality free of 

fracking via an ordinance. 

• 2013: Introduction of foreign capitals and the beginning of fracking. 

• 2013: Other municipalities issued anti-fracking ordinances. The first waves of protests to fracking 

activities start. 

• 2019: Second wave of protests 

• 2019: Judge absolved the Mapuches sued for usurpation of part of Vaca Muerta’s land and 

recognized Mapuches’ territorial rights. 
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Context 

Vaca Muerta is one of the world’s largest deposits of shale oil and gas. It has a size of 30 thousand km2, spread 

over the western Argentinean provinces of Neuquén, Mendoza, Río Negro and La Pampa. The former two 

provinces, and mostly Neuquén, is home of indigenous Mapuche communities, who have been living in the area 

from 1917 and now are affected by the fracking project (OPSur,2018a) 

The Argentinian public company YPF has conducted the oil and gas extraction for decades, until 2013 when an 

agreement allowed American oil’s company Chevron to invest in the project, which opened the region to 

international capitals. This move was followed by Shell, Total, ExxonMobil and others (Weizman, 2019). The 

reserve is especially interesting for private investors because the mineral composition and the characteristics of 

the deposit makes it economic viable for industrial scale drilling and fracking (Gavalda, et al., 2017). 

The protests have been permanent in Mapuche and also in non-indigenous territories. The city Cinco Saltos, in 

the province Río Negro, became the first municipality free of fracking in Argentina and Latin America when in 

2012 issued an ordinance banning this activity (Svampa Viale, 2014). Since 2013 the ‘Asambleas por el Agua 

Pura’ (Popular Assemblies for Pure Water) have pushed for municipal ordinances prohibiting fracking and 

claimed for a provincial ban in Mendoza. Thanks to this, departments like General Alvear, San Carlos, 

Tupungato and Lavalle, were declared ‘free of fracking’ (San Rafael, 2018; Opsur, 2018b). Social pressure has 

counteracted several attempts of the national authorities to rule out these ordinances (El Sol, 2013; AMPAP, 

2018); but not always with success. In Nequén also the municipality Vista Alegre issued an ordinance against 

fracking in 2017, but months later the provincial tribunal revoked it (El Federal, 2017). 

In 2014 started a wave of protest in Mapuche territory, when the community blocked the road to access the 

Loma Campana plateau, one of the oil wells and, later on, occupied the fracking towers and the YPF offices in 

Neuquén Capital. These actions were repeated in three periods of protests and blockades, lasting two weeks, 48 

days and another 48 days respectively, forcing the government to create a special committee to determine the 

community’s land claim. The committee argued that the Argentinian law recognizes historical indigenous 

territorial rights, stating that the property of the land does not depend on who has the land title but who lives 

and works it. But the Governor refused to recognize the committee’s finding by arguing that “the houses are 

new, they did not even exists in 2006 and it is not possible to establish their origin” (ElOrejiverde, 2016) and 

therefore the Mapuches were not officially occupying their lands. The oil companies and the regional 

government are using the governor’s rule as an argument to claim their “rightful” ownership of the Vaca Muerta 

area and working as if “the community is not even recognized where they are living. […] as they were a ghost 

community” («Lof Campo Maripe», 2016). 

In 2019, the social movement in the area started a new wave of collective actions against the project. This time 

unrest peaked when the labor unions rejected a government’s offer of 4,000 Argentinian pesos (around 67 USD) 

monthly fee, for three months, as a compensation for the damage in the area to the residents of the area (Bassi, 

2019) and the government sent the national gendarmerie to “secure the indispensable goods and supplies needed 

for the correct development of the fossil fuel extraction (Diario Uno, 2019). The labor union accused the 

measure as a militarization of the zone “to protect foreign investment in an industry more and more challenged” 

while more than 20,000 workers are forced to work in exploitative conditions (Trip, 2019). 

In May 2019, six members of the Lof (Mapuche’s community) Campo Maripe went to trial, accused of 

usurpation of part of the Vaca Muerta territory in 2013 when they were trying to defend their lands and 

demanding the compliance of national and international law. (Lavaca, 2019a). One week later, the local 

community got their first victory. The judge absolved the accused Mapuches, arguing that there is no possible 

usurpation of territory as they had the ancestral right to it, changing the recognition of the territory and applying 

the right to consultation previous to the use of land. Jorge Nawel said “The judge […] made a revision of the 

current norms, the national constitution and the 169 ILO treaty, jurisprudence and decisions of the Inter-

American Court of Justice […] it is and institutionalization of a law that was marginalized the last decades 

because judges did not want to use them to define territorial conflicts” (Lavaca, 2019b). After the trial, the 

extraction of gas and oil continued anyway. The fight for the territory is not over yet and the Mapuche 

community is willing to fight for their right to their ancestral lands until the end (Pozzi, 2019). 
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Questions for future research: 

• How the anti-fracking ordinances influence the national social mobilization to limit fracking? Can the 

national state overrun these ordinances, and what does it imply for democracy? 

 

• What is the impact of Mapuches’ territorial claim in the current Vaca Muerta conflict? 
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LFFU in Costa Rica: The national moratorium on oil drilling 

 

The oil ban at a glance 

• Costa Rica as one of the first countries to declare a national moratorium on oil drilling due to 

environmental and social concerns 

• Moratorium as a landmark victory against fossil fuels, and a milestone for Costa Rican civil society 

activism and mobilisation 

• Moratorium extended until 2050 in 2019 

• Ecotourism, fishing and environmental conservation as industries seen to foster the country’s 

development and democratisation able to thrive due to the active moratorium 

• Anti-oil activism unique in its strength across differences in class, race and region 

• Reaffirming Costa Rica’ image of a country with visionary ideas that shape reality 

 

Key actors 

• Oilwatch Costa Rica 

• Grupo ADELA (Acción De Lucha Anti-petrolera) - a coalition of anti-oil activists and organisations 

in the region of Limón 

• Civil society as a united, powerful force 

• SETENA Costa Rica (National Technological Environmental Secretariat) 

• MINAE Costa Rica (Ministry for Energy and Environment) 

• Municipality of Talamanca 

• Harken Energy: oil corporation that tried to legally fight the moratorium 

• MKJ-Xplorations as the first corporation to be granted drilling concessions 

• International environmental and scientific organisations and collectives 

• Tourism industry as one of the economy’s strongest sectors 

• Carlos Roldan: activist against the oil ban due to the loss in revenues 

 

Key arguments in favour of the ban 

• Unique levels of biodiversity which could be lost in the event of oil extraction 

• Oil extraction would supply North American demand and profit hunger 

• Inherent contradiction between ecotourism, as one of the strongest economic sectors in Costa Rica, 

and oil extraction 

• Extraction could spark social, cultural and economic fragmentation, putting at risk ancestral 

knowledge and systems of environmental conservation 

• Loss of land and livelihoods for local residents in Talamanca region 

• Environmental costs of oil extraction were estimated to amount to $57 million 

• Entering the fossil fuel market now bears high risks due to price volatility 

• Involvement of Chinese oil firms associated with human rights violations and disregard of 

environmental conservation guidelines 

 

Key arguments against the ban 

• Politicians withhold natural resource wealth from Costa Rican citizens 

• Oil revenues could be used for development programs or pay foreign debt 

 

Key dates 

• Late 19th Century: discovery of oil reserves in Costa Rica by Minor Keith 

• 1983-86: Oil exploration by PEMEX and RECOPE peaked in Talamanca region 

• 1998: 20-year oil drilling concessions granted to MKJ Xplorations for the region of Limón 

• 1999: MKJ Xploration hands over its offshore oil concessions to Harken Energy → the contract 

sparks widespread dissent within civil society 

• 2002: local moratorium on oil drilling in the Talamanca region issued by Council President George 

Brown 
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• 2002: national moratorium on all future oil drilling signed by President Abel Pacheco 

• 2003: SETENA declares Harken’s Environmental Impact Study insufficient, contract is perceived 

violated and concessions are withdrawn 

• 2003: Harken legally contests the moratorium at the ICSD and demands $13 million of compensation 

• 2011: extension of the oil moratorium until 2021 under President Laura Chinchilla 

• December 2014: Court decision reached in favour of Costa Rica, Harken has no claims on neither 

drilling nor compensation 

• 2019, February: oil moratorium extended until 2050 by President Solís 

• 2019, September: Carlos Roldan collects signatures for referendum on oil ban 

 

 

Context  

The Central American country Costa Rica has a rich history of environmental protection and initiatives 

to leave fossil fuels underground. Being home to 6% of global biodiversity (Embassy of Costa Rica 2019), 

a variety of natural habitats and cultures dependent on the health of their natural environments, Costa Rica 

provided fertile grounds for successful LFFU activism as all of the above would risk to become severely 

endangered in the event of oil extraction. Further, Costa Rica is renowned for its efforts to preserve 

endangered marine species such as sea turtles and deep-sea sharks, as well as its abundance in corals, 

seagrass and mangroves. The Costa Rican North with its beaches, canals and wetlands is internationally 

recognised as one of the last resorts for sea turtle nesting worldwide. This environment, accommodating 

an exceptional variety of (endangered) species has become particularly precious in a time of climate 

change and the damage done to marine environments worldwide (Alvarez Mora 2018). Moreover, these 

territories often prove central in providing livelihoods to local and inidgenous communities, and are partly 

declared to be Nation Parks under environmental protection. Resting on this foundation of unique natural 

beauty, the country is often considered the birthplace of ecotourism, defined as ‘responsible travel to 

natural areas that conserves the environment, sustains the well-being of the local people and involves 

interpretation and education’ (TIES 2015). Thus, to this sector of the Costa Rican national economy, 

which contributed 6.3% to national GDP in 2018 (Alvarado 2018), a healthy and thriving natural and 

social environment is vital. 

When oil exploration started to take place in the Caribbean state, it was perceived to bear a serious risk 

of destroying the pristine environment, biodiversity and sustainability of livelihoods in due to its link to 

climate change, and the polluting properties inherent to oil extraction. After a period of anti-oil activism 

on behalf of civil society, fishermen and environmentalist organisations, the Costa Rican state decided to 

sign a moratorium on oil exploration on its territories in 2002, representing a historical decision in the 

fight against climate change, environmental degradation and fossil fuel-based development which 

Alavarez Mora calls ‘history that is born from below and from the heart’ (2018). The special power of the 

Costa Rican moratorium on oil also stems from the fact that it has been supported and upheld throughout 

the legislation periods of five different presidents from five different partes over the past 17 years, as of 

2019, and has recently been extended to the year 2050. With establishing a moratorium on oil drilling, 

Costa Rica has decided to base its development on the conservation of natural resources and the people 

for a country where tourism has become the main source of income offering, as its highlight attraction, its 

nature conservation system and its biodiversity (Alvarez Mora 2018). The Carribean state reaffirmed its 

status as a country with visionary ideas, understanding that climate change must be stopped and that 

building up an oil industry will not be part of the solution. 

The history of oil exploration and the moratorium in Costa Rica dates back to the late 19th Century when 

oil reserves were first discovered by the American businessman Minor Keith. Only in the fifties, sixties 

and eighties the country’s Northern and Carribean regions saw commercial oil extraction, however. 

Extraction peaked between 1983 to 1986, when Pemex de México and the Costa Rican Petroleum 

Refinery (RECOPE) extracted oil in various parts of Talamanca, a region largely populated by indigenous 

communities (Alvarez Mora 2018). After the exploration and extraction of oil was declared ‘public 

interest’ in the legislative period of 1990-94, allowing concessions to be granted without discussing them 
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with the Legislative Assembly before, the American oil company MKJ-Xplorations obtained four oil 

concessions through a contract with the Costa Rican state (Alvarez Mora 2018). The area in question 

covered a territory of 5,600km2 which is equivalent to 10% of national Costa Rican territory (General 

Directorate of Hydrocarbons 1998 in Alvarez Mora 2018). In the following year, MKJ Xplorations 

conducted seismic explorations of a territory covering more than 100km2. This event signified the rise in 

public dissent and mobilization against oil extraction (Alvarez Mora 2018). The protest was mainly led 

by young people, local fishermen, indigenous groups and afrodescendentes - population groups who all 

tended to have close bounds and a high dependency on intact natural environments and also accredited a 

high inherent value to the health of nature, but quickly encompassed most of Costa Rican civil society. 

Almost simultaneously, MKJ-Xplorations handed over its 20-year offshore concessions to the Texas-

based Harken Energy Corporation, which was formerly headed by the then president of the United States, 

George W. Bush and, as of 2005, emitted an estimated 8.300.000 million tons of CO2 annually (Oilwatch 

2005). 

The first signs of success for LFFU movements showed when the Constitutional Court in 1999 decided 

that EIAs provided provided by Harken were insufficient and had particularly failed to respect indigenous 

consent as according to the ILO 169. Consequently, oil drilling on inidgenous territories was prohibited. 

However, offshore oil drilling remained subject to future extracticist projects and new oil concessions 

were granted to various oil companies in 2000, amounting to another 18% of national territory and 9.497 

km2 (Alvarez Mora 2018). Shortly after, Harken presented its EIA for drilling an exploratory offshore 

well - and provoked an unprecedented negative response among the Costa Rican public. Activists and 

environmental organisations used legal contestations, scientific research and protest to contest oil drilling 

on all Costa Rican territory. The protests involved the most diverse forms of activism including art, 

improvisation shows, hunger strikes, and rituals conducted by indigenous groups. This way, the values, 

wisdom and interests of diverse Costa Rican communities came to confront technical expertise as it was 

presented by oil companies and investors. According to Alvarez Mora, the aim was ‘to clarify to the 

tourist, the investor, and the oil companies that Costa Rica would not be an oil colony’ (2018) and there 

was a sense of broad consensus across society that the country’s development should not be based on 

extractive industries. To many Costa Ricans, the wealth of their forests, wetlands, seas and democracy 

were valued higher than the revenues created from oil extraction. Public pressure peaked in August 2001, 

when SETENA convened a public hearing on the issue that ended up reaffirming the little economic and 

environmental viability of the project. During the 2002 presidential elections, the oil issue formed the 

central topic discussion, while all of the strongest candidates declared themselves jointly against the oil 

project. As it was approved that the costs of oil extraction would exceed its benefits, the government, 

judiciary and the new President Abel Pacheco agreed to issue a moratorium on all future oil exploration 

in 2002. 

However, this moratorium did not yet settle the Harken case as concessions had already been granted. 

Yet, a historical decision was taken in March 2002 when SETENA rejected the EIA for Harken’s offshore 

drilling after the review of scientific research, hearings of the public, political parties and environmental 

organisations. This event constituted the first manifestation of Costa Rica’s total oil ban. After the decision 

was reached, Harken demanded $57 billion through arbitration at the World Bank’s International Center 

for Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSD) as this was the value proposedly lost in profit. $57 billion 

represented three times Costa Rica’s GDP of 2003. Additionally, American companies and the 

ambassador at the time, Anne Andrew, pressed for the lifting of the moratorium and the expansion of 

petroleum extraction. The strong role that the US took on at all stages of Costa Rican oil-history, however, 

created strong anti-American sentiments among Costa Ricans when it came to oil. According to Oilwatch, 

one of the strongest arguments for which people disapproved of oil extraction in Costa Rica was due to 

the fact that most of the oil would be consumed within the US, and not Costa Rica, reinvoking sentiments 

of ‘oil colonialism’ where Latin American countries were to satisfy US American demands and needs 

(Oilwatch 2005). On the US American end, however, the moratorium was perceived as a major setback 

for economic liberalization. Pacheco announced that Costa Rica was not going to give in to Harken’s 

demand as Harken had failed to comply with environmental regulations. Realizing their small chance in 

receiving a full $57 billion compensation, Harken then demanded a $13 million compensation for its 

investments in Costa Rican oil between 1998-2005. However, the dispute was settled in 2014 after nine 

http://www.leavefossilfuelsunderground.org/


46 

http://www.leavefossilfuelsunderground.org/ 

 

years of conflict, outside of the ICSD, and the Costa Rican Constitutional Administrative Court settled 

the case in favour of the Costa Rican government and the company’s claim was rejected ‘in its entirety’ 

(Grey, Mazzucca 2016; ICR News 2014). After the moratorium was in place and disputes with Harken 

Energy settled, subsequent governments have consistently renewed it and in 2019, President Alvaror 

Quesada extended it until 2050. The moratorium’s extension is part of a broader government policy to 

decarbonize the country, especially in its transport sector. 

Although the oil moratorium has allegedly reduced CO2 emissions by 160 million tons over the duration 

of 20 years (Oilwatch 2005), maintained the conditions for a thriving ecotourism industry, helped to 

preserve endangered marine species and rural livelihoods, as well as sustain the income of 600-800 fisher 

families along the Caribbean coast, some Costa Ricans unhappy with it. The chemical engineer Carlos 

Roldan, head of Instituto Tecnologico de Costa Rica, is leading a campaign to promote a referendum on 

the oil moratorium. He states that ‘If politicians deprive us of the possibility to take advantage of our own 

resources for our well-being, the people have the opportunity to decide otherwise’. Further he claims that 

Costa Ricans ‘cannot afford to have this wealth and not use it’ (in Murillo 2019). Over the past months, 

neighbouring countries such as Cuba, the Dominican Republic and Panama have taken steps to open up 

to oil exploration. Opponents of the moratorium argue that revenues created from oil extraction could 

alleviate the country’s foreign debt burden and promote economic development. Yet, this argument is 

disputed by supporters of the moratorium, as for instance Oilwatch argues that if those estimated 160 

million tons of CO2 saved were monetarised at a rate of $4/ton, Costa Rica would in fact decrease its 

external debt by 16% over the next 20 years and foreign debt would actually increase by $3,883.7 million 

in the event of oil extraction in order to mitigate the negative social, environmental, and cultural impacts 

(2005). Today, in the context of international carbon trading and an increased global awareness for climate 

change, this estimation may be even higher, however, there are no updated numbers and it remains to be 

seen whether a referendum will become reality and what the arguments on both sides will be. Costa Rica 

has also entered free trade agreements such as CAFTA (2004), which will enable oil corporations to 

surpass national jurisdiction more easily. Hence, should the oil moratorium ever be lifted, corporations 

could encounter much more favourable conditions. 

The Costa Rican oil moratorium has also fuelled the border conflict between Nicargua and Costa Rica 

over the contested territory of and around Isla Calero on the Caribbean coast. In 2002 and 2014, Nicaragua 

tried to grant drilling concessions for the disputed territories, assuming that the island belonged to 

Nicaragua. However, Costa Rican authorities claim the land to be Costa Rican and thus included in the 

oil moratorium. According to this, oil drilling in these territories would be illegal and former President 

Laura Chinchilla has accused Nicaragua of ‘aiming to capture fishing, oil and natural gas resources that 

could be in the disputed areas.’ She adds: ‘Petroleum drilling rights have been at the heart of the maritime 

conflict’ (Dyer 2013). She later calls Nicaragua’s persistence part of its ‘expansionist policy’ (ibid.). The 

International Court of Justice in The Hague is to settle the conflict since 2010. 

Questions for future research 

• Is it possible to determine to what degree Costa Rica’s ecofriendly policies and image have 

fostered and hindered the country’s economic growth? 

• In how far is Costa Rica’s oil moratorium grounded in very particular cultural and environmental 

contexts, or in how far could it be transferable to other locations? 

• What is the probability of the pro-oil movement as advocated by Carlos Roldan to gain substantial 

support? Could the oil moratorium eventually be lifted? 
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LFFU in Belize: The 2018 ban on offshore oil drilling 
 

The oil ban at a glance: 

• World’s second largest barrier reef in Belize, most of being it in a critical state already, 

would not survive a major stress through oil drilling and/or spills 

• 5th January 2018: ban (‘permanent moratorium’) on all offshore oil drilling on Belizean 

marine territory becomes law 

• Historically close association of Belizean culture, history and livelihoods with marine 

ecosystems and intact environments played as a decisive factor against oil drilling 

 

Key actors: 

• OCEANA Belize: Belizean side of the INGO dedicated to the protection of marine ecosystems 

worldwide 

• Healthy Reefs for Healthy People Initiative Belize, founded by concerned members of the 

public and activists 

• Civil society 

• WWF and 450.000 of its supporters worldwide took action for the reef’s protection 

• UNESCO 

• IUCN World Heritage Program 

• Government and Prime Minister of Belize 

• 18 petroleum companies involved, including Belize Natural Energy, Treaty Energy, OPIC 

Resource Corporation and US Capital Energy Belize Ltd. 

 

Key arguments in favour of the ban: 

• Protection of the reef because of its intrinsic value and its use for tourism activities 

• Degradation of the reef would lead to huge losses in tourism revenue and fishing - 50% of 

the population would be negatively affected 

• Role of the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico and Obama’s ban on oil drilling on large parts of 

the Arctic and Atlantic seaboards served as an example 

 

Key arguments against the ban: 

• Drilling proponents want to use possible oil revenues for development 

• Too little information available to make an informed decision at the time 

 

Key dates: 

• 2005: first discovery and exploration of oil reserves in Belize offshore territory 

• 2010: fact that concessions had been given to oil companies becomes public - 

• 2012: unofficial referendum led by OCEANA within which almost 30,000 people voted 

with a 96% majority favoring to ban offshore oil drilling in Belize 

• 2015: moratorium of majority of oil drilling concession and definite ban of 15% of oil 

drilling in particularly endangered zones 

• 2018: total ban on offshore oil drilling in Belize, perceived as the ‘people’s law’ and 

celebrated as a victory of LFFU activism and marine protection worldwide 
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Context 

Belize has the second largest barrier reef in the world, after the Great Barrier Reef in Australia. The reef 

is 305 km long and home to 1,400 species (Green, 2018). Further, the reef carries a central role 

economically, as it supports half of the population, directly or indirectly, because of fishing activities and 

tourism. Its location within Central America makes Belize one of the best diving destinations in the world 

and the reef’s economic potential is perceived to exceed the income associated with oil extraction among 

conservationists and local populations. The reef was designated as a World Heritage Site in 1996 by 

UNESCO but in 2005 large oil reserves were discovered close to the corals with an estimated size of 18 

million barrels (Tillet, 2012). However, oil exploitation would bear the risk of destroying the wildlife in 

the zone, affecting the tourism industry which contributed more than 10% of the country’s gross domestic 

product at the time. According to Fisheries Administrator Beverly Wades, marine capture fisheries were 

worth 25 million dollars in 2011 and was an employer to more than 4,000 people. Thus, marine resources 

are ‘a mainstay in the national economy’ (Chanona 2012). 

The extraction of oil in Belize started in 2006 with a production of 3,000 barrels extracted per day. 

Because of the damage done by the extraction, in 2009, UNESCO declared the reef as in “danger” saying 

that the country needed to enact better management and safeguards in order to conserve the ecological 

value of the reef (WHC, 2009). Experts believe the fragile marine ecosystem would collapse entirely in 

the event of an oil spill and thus requires special protection. As according to Melanie McField, founder 

of the Healthy Reefs for Healthy People initiative, offshore oil drilling is a gamble, and taking the risk of 

destroying the unique marine environment would never be worth the potential profit. Moreover, she 

thinks that “if you look at photos from the Gulf of Mexico, there's just pipeline and barges, equipment 

and industrialization everywhere and I don't think anybody that's what anybody really wants our coastline 

to look like" (Chanona 2012). "We have these little guys now that are hoping to get lucky, little 

companies, taking risks and not having any deep pockets to pay for any mistakes they make. We are 

going to pay. Our fishing industry is going to pay. Our tourism industry is going to pay", is what McField 

named to be decisive aspects and motivations for a ban on oil drilling (ibid.). 

Oil extraction in the Gulf of Mexico functioned as an important worst-case example of what oil extraction 

in Belize could entail. When in April 2010, the crude spill happened in the Gulf of Mexico, it didn’t affect 

Belize’s wildlife directly but the environmental community started looking closely to the country’s oil 

extraction as they could face similar accidents and they found in the public record a map showing all the 

oil concessions in the country and the entire marine territory was blocked off and sold to oil companies. 

This, and Obama’s decision to ban offshore oil drilling in large areas of the US Arctic and Atlantic 

coastlines, was the beginning of the fight for conservation. As Audrey Mathura-Shepard explains, this 

event was significant, especially because, “in the Belize context [the problem] is magnified a thousand 

times." Compared to the US as Belize coastline is much smaller and more essential to people's livelihoods 

and emotional attachments (2010). Hence, OCEANA and other conservation groups gathered more than 

20,000 signatures in 2011 calling for a national referendum, which was not accepted by the government. 

But the environmentalists, in 2012, promoted an unofficial people’s referendum asking if they allow 

offshore oil drilling. The results were clear, 96% of the 29,235 participants voted against the oil drilling 

(Root, 2018). However, as the referendum was not official, the government largely ignored the outcome 

and did not act upon it. 

In 2013, the Belize Supreme Court declared some of the granted oil concessions invalid because of 

inadequate environmental impact assessments. Thereafter in 2015, Prime Minister Barrow declared that 

all on-going oil concessions that had expired will not be renewed. In an interview with OCEANA leader 

Janell Chanona, he said that ‘I want to do this, because it's the right thing to do. If nobody was asking for 

it, I would still be doing it’ (in Ortiz 2015). Additionally, oil drilling was banned across 7 world heritage 

sites: “a total of 448 square miles being banned. In addition, Cabinet agreed to a ban offshore exploration 

within one kilometer on either side of the Belizean Barrier Reef System, resulting in an additional 868 

square miles falling under the offshore exploration ban. The total area covered by the ban is 842,714 

acres or 1,316 square miles…". However, this still left about 84% of offshore territories free of a ban, but 

under a moratorium that could be lifted ‘if conditions are right’ (Barrow in Anonymous 2015a,c). This 
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step was perceived as a good starting point for a permanent ban on oil drilling in Belize, nonetheless, 

activists such as Geovani Brackett, who was among the first to campaign against offshore oil drilling, 

states that more needs to be done and that ‘this move by the Prime Minister and cabinet is an excellent 

start to a complete ban on offshore drilling.’ (in Anonymous 2015). After the decision, there was little 

movement about the oil extraction up until 2016, when there was a seismic ship discovered on the coast. 

Environmentalist groups claimed that the only reason to collect seismic information is for oil extraction 

and the community started fighting for a change in the legislation. After one year of legal battles and 

successful campaigning on the side of conservationists, in 2018, the "Petroleum Operations Maritime 

Zone Moratorium Act" was signed as a law by by Belize’s Prime Minister Dean Barrow. The new 

legislation contains “a moratorium on the exploration and exploitation of petroleum and other petroleum 

operations in the maritime zone of Belize”, and has made Belize the first country in the world to put a 

total ban on all offshore oil exploration and extraction within its territories (Root, 2018). The International 

Union for Conservation of Nature advised UNESCO to remove the Belize Barrier Reef from the list of 

World Heritage in Danger. The definition of ‘endangered’, used by UNESCO, is based on four metrics 

assessing living coral, fleshy macroalgae, commercial fishing and herbivorous fish. In ten years, the 

overall health of the reef improved from 2,3 to 2,8 out of 5, thanks to environmental movements (Root, 

2018). This improvement might not be too substantial, but all reefs across the world are under threat 

because of the rise of sea temperature, so this small increase is a good accomplishment. 

Opponents of the ban claim that the government approved the legislation without knowing exactly how 

much oil they were giving up and there was no debate, discussion or technical review to support the 

decision, especially when it comes to possible revenue lost through the ban (Root, 2018). Conservationist 

groups think the democratic process to ban oil extraction in Belize can be a model for other countries in 

the world and global engagement is important to tackle environmental issues, therefore they are already 

sharing their experience in other countries such as Cuba, Indonesia and the Philippines. 

Belize - Guatemala dispute 

In 1859 the British Empire and Guatemala signed a treaty that defined the borders of both countries and 

it included an article that said both parties would work to build a cart road from Guatemala to the atlantic 

ocean. The road was never built and Guatemala blamed Britain for it and tried to cease the treaty in 1946 

because of it. After 60 years, Guatemala and Belize held referendums asking their people if they should 

go to the International Court of Justice to solve the problem, with positive results on both sides. The main 

problem Belize is facing is the population growth of Guatemala which is leading to deforestation in the 

border region and its affecting the ecosystem of the Belize’s side which is a natural protected area (Belize 

Referendum Commission, 2018). In the context of possible oil extraction in Belize, however, the question 

of territorial borders could become more pressing than ever as many Guatemalans still feel a strong 

feeling of ownership over Belizean land and resources. According to Romero, ‘Generations of 

Guatemalans have been taught in school that "Belice es nuestro," or "Belize is ours," a slogan that might 

acquire new resonance if abundant oil is found in Belize’ (Romero 2006). Hence, the ban on offshore oil 

drilling in Belize might have prevented the escalation of this long-brewing conflict. 

Ideas for future research: 

• How are civil society and environmentalist NGOs interconnected and what role do individual actors 

play? 

• Would Belize also have decided in favor of a ban if oil was found outside the coral reefs? What is the 

value of the reef to Belizean communities and culture? 
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Conclusion  

In this report series, we have analysed the initiatives of various actors – local communities, civil society 

organizations, governments, and transnational NGOs – to LFFU. Phasing out fossil fuel is a challenging 

issue and there are many arguments for and against such a phase out. These 8 cases have exhibited a 

wide range of arguments used to mobilize action to LFFU. The arguments include environmental 

concerns (such as biodiversity preservation, water bodies protection, CO2 emissions reduction and 

environmental conservation), social reasons (such as poverty reduction, livelihood protection and 

decolonisation), legal reasons (such as human rights, territorial rights and indigenous rights protection) 

and economic reasons (such as ensuring adequate labour conditions, reducing the economy’s oil 

dependence and protecting industries such as ecotourism, fishing and farming). As environmental 

injustices constitute multiple layers of oppression, along the lines of ethnicity, race, gender, class and 

geographic location for instance, each initiative analysed was driven by a mix of the arguments above. 

This highlights the intersectional nature of conflicts and movements associated with LFFU, which 

enables solidarity and agency across and beyond social categories, allowing for potentially more 

inclusive LFFU outcomes. 

The strategies employed to mobilise participants include educational outreach programmes, campaign 

tours, social media outreach and (transnational) coalition building. Strategies employed by the 

movements to achieve their respective objectives included the creation of science-based and 

independent reports, citizen-led referendums, the establishment of a bill of rights, lobbying at local and 

state government, litigation, protest marches, blockades of extraction sites and offices and boycotts.  

In terms of outcomes, the LFFU initiative in Costa Rica resulted in an oil drilling moratorium, which 

was upheld by five different presidents from five different parties over 17 years and is extended until 

2050. The initiative in Belize likewise resulted in a moratorium, on off-shore oil drilling. The anti-

fracking movement in South Africa, has resulted in a moratorium on fracking, however, for now, only 

until the correct government authority re-issues an environmental regulatory framework. In Lamu 

County, Kenya, the resistance to the construction of the country’s first coal plant succeeded, as the 

project license was withdrawn and likewise a new environmental impact assessment is required. In 

Nigeria, the Ogoni resistance movement successfully expelled Shell from operating in Ogoniland, and 

Shell has not resumed operations in the area since. 

Despite the petroleum subsidy reform by the Ghanaian government proving to be instable over time 

and not being primarily motivated by environmental concerns, the initiative is an exemplary case study 

for other governments in phasing out fossil fuel subsidies, to reduce carbon emissions and redirect funds 

into better targeted social protection programmes. In the cases of Ecuador and Argentina, even though 

the objectives of the initiatives did not materialize in the ways the previous initiatives did – as the 

international community failed to raise the funds to compensate Ecuador for non-extraction, and the 

extraction of oil continues in Ecuador’s Yasuní National Park, and in Vaca Muerta Argentina – these 

initiatives have been invaluable. They have established debates and mechanisms for launching similar 

initiatives in the future and in challenging the dominant discourses and policies which are incompatible 

with the international commitments to the Paris Agreement, contribute in moving towards a globally 

inclusive and sustainable energy transformation. 

Overall, these cases have exemplified that fossil fuel extraction, with the industry ideology of profits 

over people and nature, comes hand in hand with environmental catastrophes, human rights abuses, 

inequality, the destruction of livelihoods and thereby exacerbates poverty. Contrary to common belief, 

LFFU initiatives thus do not need to imply negative trade-offs with other important national concerns 

such as inequality, poverty, employment and energy access, but rather are driven by these concerns, 

and seek to empower the most vulnerable communities who are most susceptible to the immediate 

damaging effects of fossil fuel extraction as well as the catastrophic effects of the climate change it 

causes. These initiatives have sought to engage all peoples in the politics of development, climate 

governance and energy transformation and have pointed out fossil fuel exploitation cannot be addressed 
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without dismantling the social structures and rights abuses which accompany the fossil fuel industry. 

To conclude, LFFU initiatives thus have the potential to simultaneously combat socio-environmental 

injustice, ecosystem degradation, climate change and achieve inclusive and sustainable development 

(Gupta and Vegelin, 2016). 
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