
 

In Arctic, Greenpeace picks new fight with
old foe

August 29 2012, by Karl Ritter

  
 

  

Greenpeace activists including Executive Director of Greenpeace International,
Kumi Naidoo, board energy giant Gazprom's Arctic oil platform Prirazlomnaya
off the North-eastern coast of Russia in the Pechora Sea on Friday, Aug. 24,
2012. Greenpeace activists have stormed a floating oil rig in Russia's Pechora
Sea to protest oil drilling in the Arctic, the environmental organization said on
Friday. (AP Photo/ Denis Sinyakov, Greenpeace)

(AP)—Global warming has ignited a rush to exploit Arctic
resources—and Greenpeace is determined to thwart that stampede.

Employing the same daredevil tactics it has used against nuclear testing
or commercial whaling, the environmental group is now dead-set on
preventing oil companies from profiting from global warming by drilling
for oil near the Arctic's shrinking ice cap.
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The campaign took off in May 2010, when oil was still gushing from a
ruptured well in the Gulf of Mexico. At the time, Greenpeace was
startled by reports that a small Scottish energy firm was proceeding with
plans to drill for oil and gas in iceberg-laden waters off western
Greenland.

"It felt slightly surreal," recalled Ben Ayliffe, now the head of
Greenpeace's campaign against oil drilling the Arctic. "After what
happened in the Gulf of Mexico, how can anyone respond to that by
going to drill in similar depths in a place called Iceberg Alley?"

Greenpeace quickly arranged to get a ship to Greenland, where four
activists attached themselves to a drilling rig for two days until a storm
forced them to abandon the protest.

That stunt, a similar one in 2011 off Greenland and protests this month
at an oil rig off northwest Russia are at the core of what Greenpeace
calls "one of the defining environmental battles of our age."

"Polar work feels like it's going back to the early campaigns: simple
message, people get it and the lines are very clearly drawn," Ayliffe said.

From a publicity standpoint, the campaign has been successful:
Greenpeace officials say since June, 1.6 million people have signed the
group's online petition urging world leaders to declare the Arctic a global
sanctuary, off limits to oil exploration and industrial fishing. Dozens of
celebrities, including Robert Redford, Paul McCartney and Penelope
Cruz have announced their support, according to Greenpeace activist
Sarah North.

"I have never experienced engaging famous people at this kind of rate
and with such ease in a campaign issue," said North, a 15-year veteran at
Greenpeace.
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The impact on the oil industry, however, is unclear. The Arctic is
believed to hold up to a quarter of the world's undiscovered oil and gas
reserves. Despite difficult operating conditions and high costs, the
payback for Shell, Gazprom, Statoil and other companies searching for
commercial quantities of hydrocarbons could be huge.

"It probably sounds a bit cynical, but if they invest billions of dollars it's
not likely they will give it up just because somebody is attacking their oil
rig," said Mikhail Babenko, an oil and gas expert at the World Wildlife
Fund's Global Arctic Program.

Unlike Greenpeace, WWF isn't seeking a complete ban on drilling in the
Arctic but wants to make sure the most vulnerable areas are protected.

  
 

  

Greenpeace activists are in a boat in front of energy giant Gazprom's Arctic oil
platform Prirazlomnaya in the Pechora Sea on Friday, Aug. 24, 2012.
Greenpeace activists have stormed a floating oil rig in Russia's Pechora Sea,
hundreds of miles (kilometers) from the nearest port, to protest oil drilling in the
Arctic, the environmental organization said Friday. (AP Photo/Denis Sinyakov,
Greenpeace)

"We want to be part of this discussion," Babenko said. "We don't want to
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stimulate oil and gas development, but if we follow (Greenpeace's)
approach we will be simply out of the game."

Greenpeace and other environmental groups say an oil spill in the Arctic
could cause irreparable damage to wildlife and marine ecosystems.

Fears that the oil industry is ill-prepared to operate in the hostile
conditions of the high north were reinforced last December when a
floating oil rig capsized off eastern Russia, killing more than 50 workers.
While that accident happened outside the Arctic region, it underscored
the challenges of drilling further north, where ice ridges are meters
(yards) deep and storms are frequent.

Oil industry officials say they are taking the necessary precautions to
conduct safe operations in the Arctic.

Cairn Energy, the Scottish company whose platforms off Greenland
were targeted by Greenpeace protests in 2010 and 2011, isn't drilling
there this year. By all accounts, that has nothing to do with Greenpeace
but to the fact that the initial drilling was unsuccessful.

Asked what, if any, impact the Greenpeace actions had on the company's
future plans for Greenland, Cairn spokeswoman Linda Bain referred to
its second-quarter report, which doesn't say anything about Greenpeace.

Shell, which has also come into Greenpeace's cross-hairs for plans to
drill off Alaska, also refused to discuss the group. Still, there's no doubt
that Shell takes Greenpeace's Arctic campaign seriously.

In March, Shell won an injunction by a U.S. judge ordering Greenpeace
to stay 1 kilometer (.6 miles) away from its drilling rigs in U.S. territorial
waters.
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A month earlier, New Zealand actress Lucy Lawless of the TV series
"Xena: Warrior Princess" and six other Greenpeace activists had climbed
aboard one of the drilling rigs before it left for Alaska. They later
pleaded guilty to trespass charges and are awaiting sentencing.

Greenpeace activists also climbed aboard icebreakers contracted by
Shell as they left the Baltic Sea. And the Greenpeace ship "Esperanza" is
now shadowing Shell's drilling vessels as they head north to bore
exploratory wells in Alaska's Chukchi and Beaufort Seas.

"We will follow the oil industry into the Arctic," Ayliffe said. "This is
such an important campaign. We're not going to let them off the hook
that easily."

Founded in 1971, Greenpeace initially focused on nuclear testing. Its
first Rainbow Warrior ship was sunk in New Zealand's Auckland harbor
before it set out to protest French nuclear testing at Muroroa Atoll.
Greenpeace photographer Fernando Pereira drowned.

The group claims its actions helped bring about the nuclear test ban
treaty as well as a ban on dumping toxic chemicals into the ocean. It also
takes credit for forcing Apple and other major companies to become
more ecologically responsible.

In the 1990s, Greenpeace campaigned for years to persuade oil
companies to bring disused offshore installations to land for recycling,
instead of dumping them in the ocean.

The Arctic campaign is part of the group's overarching focus on climate
change.

On Friday, six Greenpeace activists, including executive director Kumi
Naidoo, spent several hours hanging off the side of the Prirazlomnaya
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platform in Russia's Pechora Sea, attached to the rig's mooring lines.
Three days later, more than a dozen activists intercepted a ship carrying
Russian oil workers to the platform and chained themselves to its anchor.

While Greenpeace is sometimes accused of being "alarmist,"
environment and climate activists in general applaud the group for
calling attention to global warming issues. Their activities don't always
resonate well, however, with some of the indigenous communities in the
Arctic.

The Inuit seal hunters of Greenland, for example, blame Greenpeace
campaigns against seal hunting for nearly wiping out the demand for seal
skins, a key part of their income.

Ove Karl Berthelsen, Greenland's minister for oil and minerals, said he
was skeptical of Greenpeace's claims to be acting in defense of
indigenous communities.

"People here see through it," Berthelsen said. "Their star is not very high
up here."

Copyright 2012 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material
may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.
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