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Business & Human Rights Resource Centre invited Total to respond to a statement by Burma Campaign UK, available at: http://www.burmacampaign.org.uk/pm/weblog.php?id=P354 

In response, Total provided the following statement:

“As an answer to Burma Campaign, Total recalls its long term commitment to helping the population of Myanmar, as highlighted by the company’s assistance during recent hardship suffered due to Nargis. Total reiterates that helping the populations from the inside is a key element in its approach ; in this respect, the 50,000 people living near its operational sites are pleased with Total presence. They appreciate the fact that Total provides free medical care, increased opportunities to earn a living through agricultural and micro-credit programmes, and better educational opportunities than they would have if we were not there.

More significantly, people say they are grateful for the fact that all forms of forced labour in the area where Total operates have been eradicated. 

Total also realises that our impact on society reaches beyond the direct area where we operate. That is why we decided to undertake humanitarian programmes on a national basis, including support for orphanages, surgery for glaucoma (with the Helen Keller Foundation) and a prevention and treatment programme for AIDS. The design and outcome of these programmes are observed and audited by independent specialists (please view 2008 Collaborative for Development Action’s report at http://www.cdainc.com) as well as by humanitarian organisations working in Myanmar. International Organisations and NGOs in Burma as well as in the neighbouring countries know the reality of the situation, talk about the merits of our programmes with respect and appreciation and often work with us.

The people in Myanmar know it themselves too and, most frequently, urge us to stay. They tell us they are eager to improve their quality of life and they see western investment in general and our company’s more specifically, as a sign of hope for their future. They see it as one of the few windows available to them onto the external world. They need this vision to develop an understanding of what's going on beyond their closed borders. 

Total believes that there is a close link between economic development and the progress of human rights. Boycotts and divestment policies simply hurt the people and delay the return of the targeted country to the international community, especially when the country in question is outside the mainstream of the global economy. This opinion is widely shared by a great number of experts worldwide, as well as of governments in Europe and in south-east Asia. In this respect, the presence of western companies has a valuable contribution to make.

Being there brings responsibility, but a decision to leave the country would entail similar responsibilities; because of the fierce competition taking place between Asian countries for their energy supplies, we know that if our presence in Myanmar were ended, we would immediately be replaced by other operators who might not apply the same social or ethical standards. There would be no real impact on the Burmese State’s revenues or on the political debate, but there would certainly be a negative effect on its people. As long as we believe our operations on the Yadana project can also contribute to the welfare of the people of Myanmar, we are committed to staying in the country and to demonstrating that our presence is more beneficial for the Myanmar people than our absence could be.”
