THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 12, 2013

THE AGE

19

Today, Emmanuel de Merode, the
park’s new chief warden, estimates
almost 4 million people live within a
day’s walk of the park boundary.
That it should come to this in Virunga
is less surprising than that there are any
gorillas left there at all.
THE Democratic Republic of Congo
covers an area the size of Western
Europe, has a population larger than
that of France and is one of Africa’s
richest countries when it comes to
proven natural resources.
And yet, its annual budget is less than
the $US3.5 billion that Kenya receives
annually from tourism alone. Figures
such as these go a long way towards
explaining why the Congo government
has sold off 85 per cent of Virunga
National Park as concessions for oil
exploration.
‘‘Oil companies are standing on the
doorstep of one of the world’s most precious and fragile places,’ says Lasse
Gustavsson, executive director of the
World Wildlife Fund for Nature.
‘‘Virunga has snow ﬁelds and lava ﬁelds,
but it should not have oil ﬁelds.’’
Acknowledging concerns over the
environmental sustainability of drilling
for oil in the Virungas, the French oil
company Total, which holds several of
the Virunga oil concessions, announced
in May that it would not explore for oil in
the park.
But one company, the Britishregistered Soco International, has so far
refused to follow suit. Driven by the discovery of commercial quantities of oil
just across the border in Uganda, Soco

has announced plans for
initial exploration and
feasibility studies in the
park’s boundaries.
‘‘Despite the views of
WWF, Soco is extremely
sensitive to the environmental signiﬁcance of
Virunga National Park,’’
says Rui de Sousa, Soco’s
chairman. ‘‘A successful
oil project has the potential to transform the economic and social
wellbeing of a whole
country.
‘‘The park has, sadly,
been in decline for many
years, ofﬁcially falling
below the standards required for a
World Heritage site. The potential for
development just might be the catalyst
that reverses this trend.’’
In any event, the company says, its
concession covers lowland areas of the
park, around the shores of Lake
Edward, and therefore steers clear of
gorilla habitat: ‘‘Soco conﬁrms it will
never seek to have operations in the
mountain gorilla habitat,’’ according to a
company statement.
Soco also says its plans involve only
exploration: ‘‘We remain several years
away from concluding these initial studies. At this stage, no drilling has been
planned, or is even warranted.’’
The WWF and other bodies remain
unconvinced.
The outer reaches of Soco’s concession, the WWF says, lie just 32 kilometres north of areas which mountain

Main: young eastern
mountain gorillas in
Virunga National
Park. Inset: Villagers
carry one of the
seven gorillas
slaughtered in the
park in 2008.
Photos:
Brent Stirton, AFP

gorillas are known to inhabit.
As for the gorillas, so, too, for the
wider Virunga ecosystem. Within
Virunga’s borders are active volcanoes,
leading environmentalists to warn of
potential environmental disaster due to
heightened risk of oil spills arising from
future eruptions.
‘‘In an area prone to violent conﬂict
and lacking systematic government
legislation and enforcement,’’ a recent
WWF report argues, ‘‘pollution-free
extraction will be extremely difﬁcult, if
not impossible, to guarantee.’’
Then there is the instability that frequently follows the discovery of commercially signiﬁcant quantities of oil
and other natural resources in Africa.
‘‘The security situation is already
bad,’’ says Raymond Lumbuenamo,
WWF’s country director for the Democratic Republic of Congo. ‘‘Oil would be a

curse. It always increases conﬂict. It
would attract human sabotage. The
park might become like the Niger Delta.
Developing Virunga for oil will not make
anything better.’’
Locals have also made their opposition to the exploration plans clear in the
form of two declarations calling for an
end to what they describe as ‘‘illegal
exploitation’’ of local natural resources.
‘‘When you start exploiting oil, the
closest neighbour of the oil exploitation
will not beneﬁt from it at all,’ one ﬁsherman recently told the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature.
‘‘Reﬁnery installations will not be
built here. Where will they take the oil?
To the white men’s continent in
Europe.’’
The arguments against oil exploration in the park’s boundaries have won
some powerful international
supporters.
In 2012, the British government
announced that it ‘‘opposes oil exploration within Virunga National Park’’.
Earlier this year, the UNESCO World
Heritage Committee called for the
immediate cancellation of all oil concessions in the park’s boundaries.
For now, such appeals have fallen on
deaf ears. The Congolese government
has dismissed the controversy, with its
oil minister Crispin Atama Tabe telling
local media last year that ‘‘the DRC has
the right to know what resources it has
under the earth, even if it’s in the park or
the forest, anywhere.’’
Not surprisingly, Soco agrees: ‘‘It is
surely the place of the elected government ofﬁcials to decide the future of
their country. If the DRC state did proceed with oil exploration, an accountable and responsible British company
like Soco would be the best operator in
the circumstances.’’
All of this matters because with only
two other viable populations, and not a
single mountain gorilla successfully
raised in captivity, the
loss of the Virunga gorillas would be a devastating and potentially
fatal blow to the species’ prospects of
survival.
If, on the other hand,
the gorillas are allowed
to inhabit the Virunga
slopes in relative peace,
they have shown a
remarkable ability to
survive against the
odds.
Earlier this year,
after a months-long
absence due to rebel
occupation, the park
rangers were able to
return to the park and
conduct a census. The
rangers succeeded in
tracking down all six gorilla families,
and, despite gun battles raging around
them, seven gorillas had been born during the rangers’ absence. It was a
remarkable result, a reminder of the
gorillas’ resilience in the face of overwhelming threats.
Even so, the survival of Virunga’s
remaining gorillas remains a delicate
balancing act, one in which the numbers
that could make the difference between
survival and extinction can be counted
on the ﬁngers of two hands.
In the end, it all comes down to a
simple equation: while wars can one day
be stopped, our need for oil appears
insatiable. Or as Raymond Lumbuenamo points out: ‘‘Once you start drilling
for oil, there’s no turning back.’’
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