DISPATCHES

Nigerian communities
demand end to gas flaring
Leslie Bienen

Environmental  Rights  Action
(ERA)/Friends of the Earth Nigeria
has released a report, co-drafted by the
Climate Justice Program, calling for
an end to gas flaring in Nigeria.
Several communities across the Niger
Delta, where gas flaring is common,
have also filed a law suit against the
Nigerian government, the Nigerian
National Petroleum Corporation, and
several multinational oil companies
(Shell, Exxon, Chevron, Total, and
Agip) in an attempt to stop this prac-
tice. Multinationals account for 95%
of Nigeria’s oil production.

Flaring refers to the burning or
venting of the associated gas (AG)
that is released during crude oil
extraction. Peter Roderick (co-
Director, Climate Justice Programme,
London, UK) explains that flaring, as
opposed to reinjecting or usage,
enables the oil to be processed more
quickly, but notes, “Burning the gas
leads to particulate emissions and by-
products or unburned components

Children walking past the Shell flare at the
Obigbo oilfield near Port Harcourt.

such as sulfur dioxide, dioxins, and
benzene. It also contributes signifi-
cantly to global warming. Either CO,
is produced or, as often happens if the
gas is simply released without being
burned, methane.”

Nigeria banned flaring in 1984, but
oil companies take advantage of a
loophole that allows flaring to be done
by “ministerial consent”. While it is
difficult to determine exactly how
much gas is flared, a 2004 World Bank
report stated that Nigeria flares about
75% of its production, or roughly 2.5
billion ft’ of gas per day. Despite previ-
ously referring to gas flaring as consti-

Courtesy of P Roderick

tuting some of the worst “environ-
mental neglect” in Africa, last year
the World Bank failed to insist that
companies use AG, instead of flaring
or venting it, before receiving guaran-
teed loans for development projects.

“Gas flaring is an insane waste”,
laments Roderick. “The annual eco-
nomic loss to Nigeria has been put at
US $2.5 billion, but flaring has been
allowed to continue because of corrupt
politicians and companies that have
traditionally seen AG as an inconve-
nient by-product. As a result, for
decades companies have been allowed
to develop oil fields without integrat-
ing the economics of oil and associated
gas; doing so now requires a significant
investment in infrastructure.”

Shell had agreed to phase out flar-
ing by 2008, but the company
recently issued a statement saying it
will not meet this goal. “The commu-
nities involved in the law suit are
arguing that flaring violates their
right to live in a healthy environ-
ment”, continues Roderick. “They
are saying, enough is enough. This
would never be allowed in the devel-
oped world.” [ |
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