
unpredictability in future weather patterns, according to the
UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)96.
This is in part because of its “low adaptive capacity” (see
below).  The IPPC cites the following probable impacts on
the continent:

By 2020, between 75 and 250 million of people are
projected to be exposed to increased water stress due to
climate change.

By 2020, in some countries, yields from rain-fed agricul-
ture could be reduced by up to 50%. Agricultural produc-
tion, including access to food, in many African countries is
projected to be severely compromised. This would further
adversely affect food security and exacerbate malnutrition.

Towards the end of the 21st century, projected sea level
rise will affect low-lying coastal areas with large popula-
tions. The cost of adaptation could amount to at least 5 to
10% of GDP.

By 2080, an increase of 5 to 8% of arid and semi-arid land
in Africa is projected under a range of climate scenarios
(high confidence)97.

One recent report analysing the potential security implica-
tions of a changing climate in Africa, argued that the region is
likely to be particularly vulnerable to climate-related conflict
given its reliance on “climate-dependent sectors (such as
rain-fed agriculture) and its history of resource, ethnic and
political conflict”98. Impacts will be determined by many,
inter-twined factors, including how Africa’s complex climate
system interacts with “socio-economic challenges like
endemic poverty; poor governance; limited access to capital
and global markets; ecosystem degradation; complex disas-
ters and conflicts; and urbanization – all of which may under-
mine communities’ ability to adapt to climate change”99.

In short, climate change is likely to be a “threat multiplier”,
intensifying existing problems such as water or food scarcity.
The precise contours of what unfolds will ultimately depend
on how other, systemic factors are managed and on the inten-
sity and rapidity of climate impacts, which could render “adap-
tation” increasingly untenable100. In “resource curse” states
like Congo, without deep-rooted governance reforms, climate
change is likely exacerbate their existing governance deficien-
cies which, in turn, could render them less capable of dealing
with ongoing impacts. This means it can no longer be a ques-
tion of “energy business as usual”, either on the part of
investors in Congo’s oil sector or of the Congolese government. 

Congolese citizens are already well-aware that they are not
benefiting from the current economic and energy model. In
fact, the urgent need to plan for climate change adaptation
adds even more weight to the argument for serious improve-
ments in transparency and accountability structures in such
resource-curse countries, in order to drive truly sustainable
development and deal with climate impacts. 

This is even more essential given the increasingly global
role Congo plays as one of states responsible for managing
the second most important tropical forest on the planet. It is
encouraging that the Congolese government regards preser-
vation of the area’s bio-diversity as a priority101. President
Sassou, who will represent the AU at the Copenhagen climate
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change summit in December, is reported as long being “com-
mitted to conservation, sustainability and other environ-
mental protection measures”102. In an Open Letter to
President Obama, Sassou calls for a concerted multilateral
effort: “Our resources are limited [....] We need the same tech-
nical expertise and resources of the West to develop sound
environmental policies which benefit us all”103.

Congo certainly needs support to diversify its economy
away from dependence on oil production and destructive
forestry practices. However, as the next section discusses,
the Congolese government must also reform its own gover-
nance practices, prioritizing its citizens’ rights and demon-
strating effective and sustainable management of the coun-
try’s natural resources. The new deal with Eni, agreed with-
out prior consultation with those citizens most likely to be
affected by it, and with the potential to cause irreversible
damage to the country’s and sub-region’s biodiversity, only
further undermines its credibility on environmental stew-
ardship of the Congo Basin.

Equally, other actors at national, regional or international
level should not incentivize, directly or indirectly, export-led
energy investments in Africa that ignore wider developmen-
tal and energy sustainability goals. Particularly in countries
that are themselves struggling to meet the UN Millennium
Development Goals. The Italian state bears a clear responsi-
bility in the case of Eni’s Congo investment, due to its key
shareholding. It should ensure adequate oversight of the cli-
mate impact of the company’s investment strategy as part of
its efforts to meet global targets to reduce carbon emissions.
Equally, national policies by Italy and other EU member
states (and support for regional directives) that prioritize
hydro-carbon imports and the use of agro-fuels not only fail
to rise to the sustainability challenge, they actively under-
mine other inter-connected objectives, such as promoting
sustainable growth that protects both human rights and the
environment in developing countries.

Challanges to our Energy Model

Mauritania: villagers secure sand dunes
© Clive Shirley / Greenpeace



contracted expensive new debt, over-spent on non-priority
sectors and failed to make headway with structural trans-
parency reforms120. 

Congo was re-admitted to the debt-relief programme but,
in March 2009, again breached the stipulation on no new debt
on non-concessional terms, with a new €67 million loan. This
time the lenders included public agencies such as the French
Development Agency, the European Investment Bank and the
Central African States Development Bank121.

Despite such developments, the IMF described the coun-
try’s performance as “broadly satisfactory” in July 2009, while
admitting “progress is slow and uneven in two areas (public
financial management and governance and natural resource
management)”122. Indeed, there is no record of successful
implementation of governance reforms123, although there are
some improvements:  in September 2009, an Anti-Corruption
Law was finally passed and an Anti-Corruption Observatory
has been set up. However “more budget resources are needed
to make it fully functional”124.

Most importantly, the country’s commitment to ensure
that the national oil company (SNPC’s) accounting systems
are in line with international standards, demonstrated
through successive independent audits, has not been fulfilled.
The last audit of SNPC (2006 accounts) states the accounts
“cannot be audited due to incomplete information”125. The
government has now changed auditors and it appears an
audit of SNPC’s 2007 accounts has been completed, although
at the time of writing this was not available126. 

Other auditors (KPMG) reporting on the quarterly transfer
of monies from SNPC to the Treasury stated in their last report
(Q1 2009) that proceeds from a February 2009 cargo of oil val-
ued at $48 million had still not been transferred, with no
explanation127. More fundamentally, SNPC did not provide
primary bank account information but only its own “internal
calculations [notes de calcul]” which “are not commercial
documents”128.

Overall, three years after committing to the debt relief
agreement, there is little track-record of transparency reform.
The country also signed up to a voluntary international trans-
parency framework called the Extractive Industries
Transparency Initiative (EITI) in 2004. Through EITI, the state
discloses the revenues it receives from extractive companies
(including state agencies), and the latter disclose their pay-
ments to the government. The figures are reconciled by an
independent body and published129. At the time of writing, no
data on oil revenues was publicly available through EITI,
although it appears a first report (for 2004-06 revenues) has
been approved by the national EITI committee130. 

When asked whether the company had carried out any
evaluation of political or governance risk related to its new
investment, given this context, Eni simply cited its partici-
pation in the EITI131. It appears that Eni has made no mean-
ingful assessment of risks, despite the evidence of lack of
fiscal transparency and good management in Congo. This
appears to run counter to the company’s own guidelines
(see Section 8.4).
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In order to assess the risks posed by Eni’s new projects, it is
important to look at the investment context, namely the state
of governance prevailing in Congo – primarily fiscal trans-
parency, respect for human rights and environmental protec-
tion. This will inevitably condition the terms and implemen-
tation of the agreements made by Eni and by the Congolese
authorities. Eni states that country assessment is part of a risk
management approach underpinning all its business opera-
tions. Yet in its approach to this investment, the company
appears to have paid minimal heed to the country’s funda-
mental governance deficit.

3.1 Congo’s management of oil resources

Oil accounts for around 90% of Congo’s export earnings,
earning the country around US$4.4 billion in 2008104. Yet
after decades of conventional oil production, 70% of the
population lives under the poverty line105. In terms of ener-
gy access, barely a quarter of people enjoy secure access to
electricity106,  “despite [an] energy potential estimated at
2500 MW in hydroelectricity […], 1.5 billion barrels of crude
oil reserves, 391 billion m3 of gas reserves and a very good
level of sunshine”107.

Civil society activists have long campaigned to clean up the
country’s public finances and ensure that its natural resource
wealth goes to poverty reduction108. Mismanagement of this
wealth by corrupt local elites, with the complicity of corporate
interests, has been extensively documented109. In the World
Peace Foundation’s Index of African Governance, Congo is cat-
egorised as one of “the worst performing ten countries”110.  

One report summarizes the governance situation as a
decades-long “pillaging” of the country’s riches by its current
President abetted by corporate interests, with former French
state oil company Elf Aquitaine “at the heart of the misappro-
priations”111.

In 2007, a police investigation in France into assets owned
by several African Presidents revealed that President Sassou
Nguesso and his family owned twenty four properties worth
millions of euros in France112. The President himself owns “a
mansion in a rich Paris suburb”113 and his wife a luxury apart-
ment valued at just under €2.5 million in 2007114. In 2008, a
legal complaint was lodged by French NGOs, calling for an
investigation of the origin of the funds used to buy these
assets115. At the time of writing, the case is still awaiting a final
decision on its admissibility116.

In March 2006, the country was controversially granted
access to international debt relief. At the time, the World Bank
highlighted “serious concerns about governance and financial
transparency” centred on the national oil company, Société
Nationale des Pétroles du Congo (SNPC)117. 

Congo promised to reform its public finances, including
preventing “conflicts of interests in the marketing of oil”
and obliging government officials to “publicly declare and
divest any interests in companies having a business rela-
tionship with SNPC”118.  Its debt relief programme has con-
crete criteria on natural resource governance manage-
ment119. By late 2006, Congo was already “off-track”. It had
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3.2 Congo: management of forestry resources

“Implementation of REDD+ in order to preserve tropical
forests and fight against climate change is a question of com-
mitment and political will. Now more than ever is the moment
to act, to act quickly, otherwise it will be too late for everyone.”
President Sassou Nguesso, UN Summit on Climate Change,
September 2009132.

Tropical forests cover around two thirds of Congo133 and are
its second most important source of income. Yet environmen-
tal protection, including forestry sector governance, are very
weak. Congo has no functioning environmental regulation
and little enforcement capacity. A framework Environmental
Law exists (Loi 003/1991 sur la protection de l’environnement),
but this law has not been followed by the adoption of any
executive regulation (décret d’application), so there is no
means of enacting or enforcing it134.

The country now has an independent forest monitor, who
has stated that Congo’s forests are “under serious threat” due
to “the rapid growth of extractive activities and the industrial
exploitation of natural resources – mining included, the dete-
rioration of the quality of life for local populations, and the
deterioration of governance”135.

In 2006, the IMF noted that the sector was plagued by
numerous problems including “modest transfer of receipts
to the treasury, illegal logging, weak regulatory framework,
and lack of transparency and competition in awarding con-
cessions”136.  For this reason, Congo’s debt relief agreement
contained a provision for a sectoral review to improve man-
agement137. In June 2007, the review had been extended
“beyond economic reform, specifically taxation and conces-
sion auctioning, to cover biodiversity conservation, sustain-
able management of production forests, the participation of
local and indigenous peoples, legal frameworks and safe-
guards applicable to forests and the green environment, and
institutional capacity”138. As of July 2009, this review is com-
plete but the sector is still “awaiting implementation of pri-
ority recommendations”139. The findings of the review are
not publicly available. 

There have been some improvements. In 2009, Global
Timber UK stated most forestry concessions in the North were
now FSC-certified. However, a Voluntary Partnership signed
with the EU in May 2009 will likely exclude timber exported
from the South, most of which is destined for China – Congo’s
principal export destination – and which is “probably illegal”.
Furthermore, “subcontracting of logging is a particular prob-
lem in the south”, with subcontractors able to evade the legal
stipulation requiring 85% of exported logs to be processed.
Finally, statistics of timber exports recently published by the
government “are unusable and grossly misleading” with
China “not named as a principal destination”. This might be
due to “sloppiness” or reflect the difficulty “in obtaining cred-
ible data from certain sources - neither of which give confi-
dence in Congo’s purported shift towards transparency”140.

Overall, the independent monitor concluded in its last
report that there is “significant potential for effective forest
law enforcement”141, but major gaps still exist in policy and
enforcement. One is the lack of a national strategy for forest
sector law enforcement. Other recommendations are: “opti-
mizing the use of human, financial and material resources;
establishing systematic enforcement mechanisms to help
detect all types of infractions and improving the monitoring
and evaluation of enforcement mechanisms”142. On the fiscal
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side, there is a very low recovery rate of fines from companies
and the Treasury does not transfer all the allocated funds to
the Ministry of Forests. Finally, logging companies’ compli-
ance with their social responsibility obligations (cahiers de
charges) is very poor143.

According to a new website, the Congolese Government is
now committed to prioritizing protection of the Congo
Basin144. The website advocates in favor of adopting the ini-
tiative for “reducing emissions from deforestation and degra-
dation in developing countries” or REDD, at the final UNFCC
discussions on a successor treaty to Kyoto. This could “deliver
millions of dollars to impoverished communities in the Congo
Basin in carbon credits, providing a powerful incentive to pro-
tect this land of great value to the planet”145.

REDD is a draft financing mechanism under discussion at
the UNFCC whose aim is “to generate the requisite transfer
flow of resources to significantly reduce global emissions
from deforestation and forest degradation”146. According to
the Ecosystems Climate Alliance147, in its current form,
REDD-plus risks “failing to either reduce emissions or to pre-
vent deforestation”148. 

Among its criticisms of the current proposals is that the def-
inition of forest does not distinguish between natural forests
and plantations. The framework being proposed for “sustain-
able forest management” would thus, in practice, promote
“destructive activities such as industrial-scale logging of intact
natural forests”149. One illustrative example concerns a logging
concession “run by Congolaise Industrielle des Bois (CIB) in
the north of the Republic of the Congo”. Research has shown
that although this concession had been touted as a model of
“sustainable forest management”, its “reduced impact logging”
did not, in fact, reduce carbon emissions150.

Another key deficiency of current REDD proposals is that
they do not sufficiently ensure protection of the rights of for-
est-dependent communities151. Finally, most countries that
will benefit through REDD “suffer from poor legal frame-
works, weak enforcement, and collusion between political
elites and the logging industry”, which makes “[g]ood gover-
nance and comprehensive systems for monitoring […] vital to
effective REDD implementation”152. 

The Congolese government’s own record to date on man-
agement of the country’s forests regrettably falls into the
above category. Congo’s citizens have long suffered from a
lack of political will and a lack of institutional capacity to pro-
tect both Congo’s environment and communities impacted by
extractive and logging activities, as Section 8 will discusss.

The Investment Context
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Canada has the second largest oil deposits in the world, in
the form of tar sands, after Saudi Arabia153. These extend
over 138 000 km2 of land (an area the size of Florida) in
Northern Canada that includes 4.3 million hectares of the
Boreal Forest154. Companies are now producing over a mil-
lion barrels of oil per day from the tar sands, and this num-
ber is constantly increasing155. The number one export des-
tination for Canadian synthetic crude is the USA. 

Tar sands (called oil sands by the oil industry) are
deposits of sand and clay saturated with bitumen. Bitumen
is oil in a solid or semi-solid state. The bitumen requires
unconventional extraction methods to get it to flow to the
surface and processing or “upgrading” to convert it into
synthetic crude.. Because of the large scale of operations in
Alberta, large amounts of fossil fuels are burned to produce
the energy needed to extract bitumen from the tar sands
and upgrade it.

NGOs, scientists and local Albertan residents have
expressed serious concerns about the irreparable environ-
mental damage tar sands projects have caused locally, with
its attendant health impacts, and also their global cost: pro-
duction of a barrel of Canadian tar sands emits on average
between 3-5 more carbon than production of a barrel of con-
ventional oil156. A useful overview of the manifold risks
posed by tar sands developments (for a more detailed dis-
cussion see below) identifies 6 main “risk categories”157.
Several of these categories also appear relevant to Eni’s
Congo investment, particularly that of Ecological Blowout.
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Fen and the Boreal Forest near McClelland Lake , north of Fort McMurray, Alberta, Canada. This area has been leased for future oil
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4.1 Ecological Blowout

1. Greenhouse Gas Emissions are three to five times higher
than those of conventional oil and gas production. 

2. Water Depletion and Pollution. The average of 2 to 4.5
barrels of water are used to produce one barrel of oil,
which is seriously lowering the levels of water sources,
namely the Athabasca river, and pollution is alleged to be
causing sickness among Aboriginal peoples downstream.

3. Boreal Forest Destruction. The clearance of enormous
areas of boreal forests is having a huge impact on the
sequestration of carbon dioxide emissions from green-
house gases.

4. Tailing Ponds. Enormous holding tanks the size of
lakes have to be set up to hold the waste products from
tar sands production. The water contains highly toxic
chemical products.

As an analysis of the risks raised by Eni’s investment
shows (see Section 5.4) most of these threats exist in
Congo - with boreal forest replaced by tropical forest -
and the risks to local communities and to the environ-
ment could be magnified, given the highly sensitive
ecology of the permit zone and its downstream area,
plus the country’s record on environmental and human
rights enforcement.

 



4.2 Extraction and upgrading158

Two main methods are used to extract Alberta’s bitumen
deposits. Firstly, if the deposits are less than 75m under-
ground (only about 18%), strip or open-cast mining is used.
The area is first cleared of trees, then the land is drained to
expose the tar sands deposit. The tars sands are loaded onto
gigantic trucks that transport them to an extraction plant
where heat and water separate the bitumen from the sand159. 

Most of the huge amount of water used to separate the
bitumen is untreatable and ends up with other waste materi-
als forming a toxic mix known as “tailings” that is deposited in
giant dykes the size of lakes, or “tailings ponds”. These are
among the largest man-made structures on earth, covering
over 130 square kilometres160, and can be seen from space161. 

According to one expert source, “the toxins are known to
leach into the surrounding ecosystem” and it appears there is
no lasting disposal solution since “the long-term plan to store
the tailings in the bottom of large lakes is untested and
risky”162. In April 2008, 500 ducks were killed when they land-
ed on a tailings pond, confirming their toxicity163.

Deeper deposits are recovered using techniques that
heat and extract the bitumen “in place” (in situ) so it can
be pumped to the surface164. In situ extraction primarily
involves drilling several wells, using steam to heat and
separate the bitumen and then pumping the bitumen to
the surface165. The most common techniques used are
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cyclic steam stimulation and steam assisted gravity
drainage (SAGD).

Once the bitumen has been extracted, it has to be con-
verted into synthetic crude or “upgraded”. Upgrading
plants are huge complexes that take years to construct166,
and there are “a number of methods for [upgrading] – all
extremely energy intensive”167.

4.3 Financial costs of tar sands developments

Tar sands production is significantly more expensive than
conventional oil. Research notes that “labour costs are the
single largest cost centre”168. In Congo, unskilled labour
would be considerably cheaper, although the costs of import-
ing materials and engineering would likely be higher. There is
also a question mark over what kind of employment and eco-
nomic benefits such a development would bring to Congo,
set against its long-term environmental and social costs.

Oil prices must remain high and costs kept down in order
for tar sands production to be profitable. Investment is cur-
rently being slowed by the high development costs, magni-
fied by the effects of the recent slump in oil prices and the
credit crunch. 

In November 2008, Shell withdrew an application for a
new tar sands project and postponed the second phase of
expansion on its Athabasca project partly because of rising
cost169: Shell’s production costs had risen from $29 per barrel

 


