LETTER TO THE ECONOMIST

Sir,

Your report on the Chevron court case in Lago Agrio, Ecuador is unusually biased. You write that Chevron asked the US government to review Ecuador's trade preferences (in response to a court case started by private citizens!), and you fail to mention that some US Senators complained against this, including the then Senator Obama who signed a letter stating that the plaintiffs should have peacefully their day in court. You attack the plaintiffs lawyers because they would collect a substantial part of the damages, the innuendo being that they are working only for money ("extortion", as you say), and you fail to explain that the main Ecuadorian lawyer is Pablo Fajardo, whose honesty is beyond dispute. He is a young local lawyer, who got the environmental Goldman prize and has the personal support of Alan Gore, the singer Sting and other celebrities. This is not mentioned by you.

You echo Chevron's view trying to discredit the research done (including the number of cancer deaths, in jungle districts almost without doctors and without reliable official statistics), and you fail to mention that the court-appointed expert, a geologist by profession, relied on excellent published materials of external experts on public health, environmental impacts, economic valuation of this type of externalities. For instance, you fail to mention Carlos Beristain's report, now a book, "Las palabras de la selva. Estudio psico-social del impacto de las explotaciones petroleras de Texaco en las comunidades amazónicas de Ecuador" (2009), that the court-appointed expert used.


You also fail to mention that some groups in Ecuador (Accion Ecologica, former minister Alberto Acosta) have been pushing for many years for a scheme to leave in the ground the approximately 920 million barrels of heavy oil in the ITT Yasuni field, deep in Amazonia, where some isolated indigenous people live. President Rafael Correa gives half-hearted support to this proposal, with the condition that one part of the cost of keeping the oil in the ground in the form of lost government revenue, be paid for by foreign conservationists or governments. Pablo Fajardo is on record, speaking for the plaintiffs, saying that in case Chevron is forced by the court to pay substantial damages, one part could graciously go to preserve the Yasuni, keeping the oil in the ground, since the plaintiffs know well the havoc that oil extraction causes in such places. It seems that you do not want your readers to know that both issues (Chevron court case, and the ITT Yasuni proposal) are therefore connected.

You are right in arguing that the state company Petroecuador, is also liable for untold damage to human health and the environment, and that it has not (yet) been brought to court. It is next on line. Some money from Chevron will perhaps finance the court case against Petroecuador. The Chevron (Texaco) case is not so exceptional. While in the US there is internally the CERCLA legislation (Superfund), it becomes difficult to make American (or European) companies face their environmental and social liabilities overseas. The Chevron case is similar to attempted efforts for redress against Shell for what it has done in Nigeria, Unocal for what it did in Burma, Occidental Petroleum for what it did in Achuar territory in Peru. Would you apply the label of "extortion" to all such cases also?
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