Belize Audubon Society’s Position on Offshore Oil Exploration, Extraction and Production 

The Belize Audubon Society aims at creating a balance between people and the environment, educating, advocating and managing protected areas for sustainable development in Belize. We call for development that is socially responsible, economically feasible with the least negative impacts to the environment. We urge that proper planning is done by all, private and public sector alike, as it relates to the use of our natural resources. 
BAS believes that the budding oil industry in Belize cannot contribute to the sustainable economic development of the nation without proper adherence to environmental and socio-economic policies and plans. BAS also recognizes that these national policies and plans will be flawed without full, transparent stakeholder consultation, participation and consensus. 
Learning from the mistakes of countries worldwide regarding oil issues, priority should be given to policy development for oil exploration and production to ensure best environmental practices and equitable distribution of the benefits derived from oil production. Consequently, Belize Audubon Society calls on the greater Belizean citizenry to advocate for a ban on offshore oil drilling in light of the need for a national strategic plan for development in Belize, addressing economic industries, specifically the emergent oil industry.  

Whilst oil exploration has been occurring in Belize for more than 30 years, it is only in the last decade with increases in oil prices did it become profitable in Belize. With the 2005 discovery of oil in commercial quantities, Belize is now experiencing a “black gold” rush. As it stands, most of Belize’s 8,867 square miles of territory and much of the waters offshore have been allocated to 18 different petroleum concessions. 
Presently, the Belizean experience is with one land-based oil production company; however, concessions have been given within the marine environment. We must recognize that each step of oil exploration and production significantly changes the ecological character of the environment and may cause detrimental and irreversible damage to the marine environment.
For instance, during exploration, measurement of sediments is done by seismic testing in which large vessels fire compressed air guns, shooting pulses of air into the water. The blast can reach volumes of 260 decibels. Various international environmental agencies have voiced great concerns about the impact of this activity as the ocean is a highly acoustic environment. It is believed that the sound energy from these air guns can be damaging to many species of marine life; those mobile species not directly impacted, exhibit aversion, an activity that can temporarily impacting fishing grounds for the several weeks of testing.  

Drilling within the exploration phase also has its associated risk. The initial placement of offshore drilling rigs will undoubtedly be a feat by itself as Belizean waters are known to be navigationally challenging. During this activity we run the risk of the seabed and patch reefs being damaged as the rig is being moved into place and anchored. Once on site, rigs produce routine pollution in the form of drilling muds and cuttings, produced waters, work-over fluids, deck drainage, and a series of other concerns is associated with this activity. In addition, it has been estimated that for every well that is drilled, about 8,000 square feet can be covered by as much as a meter thick of drilling waste, which can remain in the environment for at least two years. Furthermore, the contents of the cuttings and effluents can contain contaminants which can amplify and bioaccumulate in larger predatory species thus affecting the food chain including humans who consume these fisheries products. Ultimately the effects of offshore drilling can have damaging consequences for our reefs, fisheries, ecosystem balance and health. 
Events such as the BP incident in the Gulf of Mexico have only highlighted the risk of offshore drilling, despite the regulations and safety standards believed to have been in place.  Granted a massive spill would be a worst case scenario, the oil industry is risky and incidents do occur, proper planning and risk management plans are vital in the various steps of oil exploration and production. Human error is difficult to account for and while petroleum science is improving within the petroleum industry, technology is only as good as those manipulating it. The application of expensive technology requires strong regulations and constant enforcement to properly monitor the industry. 
Natural disasters, such as hurricanes and recent earthquakes, have only highlighted how ill prepared Belize is for emergencies. And yet, the potential for spills and damage will become a daily concern once oil is being extracted, as it will be transported and ultimately stored onshore while in-transit. Given that all offshore concessions granted are within Belizean territorial water their proximity to the reef and other sensitive and fragile ecosystems is quite significant. Belizeans take great pride in these natural resources especially our reef, which occur primarily in shallow waters running the length of our entire coast. 
We host rich marine biodiversity, home to various endangered and threatened species and rich coastal mangrove and seagrass ecosystems; areas that will be placed at great risk as we delve into offshore marine oil exploration. Studies of the Belizean coral reef and mangrove ecosystems have placed a cumulative value of USD $445million with USD$164million respectively in direct contributions to the Fisheries and Tourism Industries of Belize. We run the risk of compromising the integrity of these ecosystems and all the benefits we gain by proceeding with these offshore concessions.
Oil exploration in Belize has potential economic gain; the contribution to the economy comes as 40% in taxes and the recent $1 per barrel tax. The risk associated with oil exploration and production in Belize, however, have not been assessed. Quantifying risk is essential. Vital to the discussion is the fundamental fact that oil is a non-renewable natural resource, meaning it is a finite resource thus with short term economic gains. If the funds are not earmarked and properly invested in capacity building and other social needs, we run the risk of damaging other natural resources we are heavily reliant upon while still not deriving long term quantified benefits. 
The oil industry requires safeguards: strict legislation and enforcement, reinvestment of funds and more importantly a large technical and human capacity. The production of oil and how we address and deal with the oil industry in Belize is still in its infancy. Without any previous data collection or scientific studies taking into account sensitive areas, we have divided the country into concession areas. Additionally,  if we closely review the geology and petroleum map (with concessions) and overlap it with a map of Belizean protected areas it can be noted that concessions are within the boundaries of the protected areas, thus oil exploration poses a real threat to these most important areas. The threat manifests itself as the government can use “ministerial discretion” to de-reserve marine or terrestrial protected areas. 

The reality is that in Belize we are reliant on most sectors to be largely self-regulating, dependent on their goodwill. But in the case of the oil industry we can no longer operate in this manner. We need to have a cohesive long-term plan of how to proceed. Investments must be made into building the capacity necessary to deal with this growing industry. Our lack of institutional experience in adequately mitigating oil-related risks mandates the implementation of appropriate safeguards, control and precautionary mechanisms. Government needs to look into the development of a Belize Petroleum Trust Fund for equitable distribution of benefits to all Belizeans. Current estimates project oil revenues at $120 million; and yet, the most recent poverty assessment indicated that more than 43% of the country’s population is considered poor.  Let us not contribute to a “dirty” energy future. We are calling on the Prime Minister and his government to place a ban on offshore drilling for exploration and production. 
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