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Oil sector in balance as Norway votes;
‘Red-Green’ opposition seen winning

Green Party leading the charge in calling for an immediate halt to oil exploration 
OSLO: Norwegians voted yesterday in a parliamen-
tary election broadly expected to see the “Red-Green”
opposition win, potentially influencing the fate of oil
activities in the largest producer in Western Europe.
Polling stations opened at 9 am (0700 GMT) and first
estimates based on advance ballots were to be
released when voting ends at 9 pm.

According to opinion polls, a clear majority is
emerging to unseat Prime Minister Erna Solberg’s cen-
ter-right government, which has ruled the Nordic
country for the last eight years. The leader of
Norway’s Labour Party Jonas Gahr Store, a 61-year-
old millionaire who has campaigned against social
inequality, seems well placed to succeed her, but the
exact shape of the coalition needed to pave his way to
office is still unclear.

His party’s preferred allies are the agrarian Centre
Party and the Socialist Left Party, but if they are
unable to reach a majority on their own they might
depend on the support of the Green Party and or the
communist Red Party, potentially complicating negoti-
ations. According to an average of opinion polls con-
ducted between August 2 and September 11 and pub-
lished late Sunday by TV2, Store’s preferred three-

party coalition was due to get 85 of 169 seats in par-
liament, giving it the narrowest possible majority.

The center-right was seen garnering 67 mandates,
while the Red Party was predicted to take nine and the
Greens eight. “I have a good feeling,” Store said as he
cast his ballot at a school in Oslo on Sunday, with vot-
ing opening a day earlier in the major cities. More than
1.6 million Norwegians, or 42.3 percent of the elec-
torate, had made use of early voting opportunities.

Overcoming addiction 
The August “code red for humanity” report from

the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) put the issue at the top of the agenda for the
election campaign and forced the country to reflect on
the oil that has made it immensely rich. The report
energized those who want to get rid of oil, both on the
left and, to a lesser extent, the right.

The Green Party is leading the charge in calling for
an immediate halt to all oil exploration and a 2035
deadline for exploitation. That ultimatum has been
rejected by Store, a former foreign minister.

Like the Conservative Party, the other dominant
political force in the country, Labour instead advo-
cates a gradual withdrawal from oil. The oil sector
accounts for 14 percent of gross domestic product, as
well as 40 percent of its exports and 160,000 direct
jobs. In addition, the cash cow has helped the country
of 5.4 million people amass the world’s biggest sover-
eign wealth fund, today worth close to 12 trillion kro-
ner (almost 1.2 trillion euros, $1.4 trillion). “The demand
for oil is on a downward path. This is happening by
itself, by market forces. We don’t need to decree it...
but instead build bridges to future activities,” Labour’s
energy chief Espen Barth Eide told AFP. “We will con-

tinue to have oil activities but we have to admit that
the best oil years are behind us,” he said.

Arctic exploration in question 
According to many observers, a compromise will

depend on the success of the parties with environmen-
talist leanings and could involve cutting off certain
waters for oil exploration, particularly in the Arctic. For
voter Fredrik Wessel, a 62-year-old lawyer at an insur-
ance company, the main issue in the election was to
“maintain good economic policy”.

“And then of course I’m concerned about the cli-

mate, that we consider everything we can to improve
our climate,” he told AFP as he left an Oslo polling sta-
tion. After eight years in power, and multiple crises
including migration, falling oil prices and COVID-19,
Solberg is likely to pass the baton.

“If you think things are going well in Norway, vote
Conservative,” the 60-year-old said yesterday as she
cast her ballot in her home town of Bergen. Asked
what stood next on her agenda, the popular leader
said she was heading home to “empty (her) suitcas-
es” after seven weeks of election campaigning and
“do laundry”. — AFP
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OSLO: Norwegian Prime Minister Erna Solberg, leader of the Conservative Party Hoyre, casts her vote for the 2021 par-
liamentary elections at Skjold School in her home town of Bergen yesterday. — AFP

TACUEY, Colombia: Colombian indigenous environmentalist Celia Umenza, 48, touches a tree in Tacueyo, department of
Cauca, Colombia.— AFP

WELLINGTON, New Zealand: New Zealand’s Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern (second right) and Police Commissioner
Andrew Coster (second left) arrive for a press conference in Wellington following the country’s first COVID-related death
in six months. — AFP

JUBA: In this file photo, refugee mothers from Sudan’s Blue Nile State wait at a clinic in South Sudan to have their chil-
dren measured for malnutrition and to vaccinate them against measles.

WFP to slash food 
aid to 100,000 
in South Sudan
JUBA: The UN World Food Programme will suspend
food aid to over 100,000 displaced people in South
Sudan, as funding shortages force the agency to make
“painful decisions”, it said yesterday. The cuts will start
next month and last until January, affecting 106,000
people living in the capital Juba as well as Bor South
county and the town of Wau, WFP said, warning of
further reductions unless funding was increased.

“Drastic times call for drastic measures. We are
forced to take these painful decisions and stretch our
limited resources to meet the critical needs of people,”
WFP representative and country director Matthew
Hollingworth said in a statement. “If funding levels
continue to drop, we may have no choice but to make
further cuts as the needs of vulnerable communities
continue to outpace available resources,” he said, with

the agency calling for an additional $154 million (131
million euros) in assistance.

The announcement comes shortly after the UN’s
humanitarian agency OCHA reported that 380,000
people had been affected by heavy flooding, which
deluged farmland, submerged homes and displaced
families in the impoverished nation. OCHA last month
also warned of a funding shortfall, having received
only 54 percent of the $1.7 billion required to fund
programs in the country.

Four out of five of South Sudan’s 11 million people
live in “absolute poverty”, according to the World
Bank in 2018, while more than 60 percent of its popu-
lation suffers from severe hunger from the combined
effects of conflict, drought and floods.

Since achieving independence from Sudan in
2011, the young nation has been in the throes of a
chronic economic and political crisis, and is strug-
gling to recover from the aftermath of a five-year
civil war that left nearly 400,000 people dead.
Although a 2018 ceasefire and power-sharing deal
between President Salva Kiir and his deputy Riek
Machar still largely holds, it is being sorely tested,
with little progress made in fulfilling the terms of the
peace process. — AFP

Death stalks 
Colombian defenders
of nature
TORIBOO, Colombia: As the sound of gunfire erupts
near her office, Celia Umenza takes the briefest of
pauses from discussing her battle against farming
expansion and mining that threaten indigenous land
and water in Colombia. Death is a constant companion
for indigenous defenders of nature in the violence-rid-
den country, and Umenza has already survived three
attempts on her life. While speaking to AFP, bursts of
gunfire and explosions reverberate in the mountains
near her office in Toribio, in the rural Cauca depart-
ment. She stops speaking for just a moment before
resuming the interview, seemingly indifferent to the
looming threat that has become a part of life for many
in Colombia. In a report released Sunday, the non-
governmental group Global Witness said Colombia
was the most dangerous country for land and environ-
ment defenders for the second year in a row in 2020,
accounting for 65 of the 227 killings reported world-
wide. “We have the threat of government repression,
of retaliation by the guerrillas and also by the paramili-
taries,” said Umenza, 48.

The most recent attack on her life was in 2014.
“A neighbor was driving me in a van... they riddled

the van with bullets,” she said. According to Global
Witness, 2020 was the deadliest year on record for
environmental activists since 2012, when its records
begin. A third of deadly attacks were on indigenous
peoples, and many were linked to opposition to log-
ging, mining, agribusiness, hydroelectric dams and
other infrastructure threatening natural resources that
communities have relied on for generations.

Preserving the water 
Since the 1970s, the indigenous peoples of the

Cauca region of southwest Colombia have been fight-
ing an expansion by sugarcane growers they say are
driving them from the fertile lowlands they rely on for
survival, and destroying the forest. “We no longer have
those forests that used to exist, we no longer have that
fauna, that flora. It is really worrying,” said Umenza.

The dispute is also about water, she said. Unlike the
native vegetation, she explained, the sugar cane “draws
a lot of water and little by little” has been drying up the
streams. In its report, Global Witness said 17 people
worldwide were killed in 2020 for their activism against
agribusiness, and 20 in disputes over water and dams.
“Companies have been acting irresponsibly for decades,
contributing to, and benefiting from, attacks on land and
environmental defenders,” it noted.

In the crosshairs 
Near Toribio, where Umenza lives and works, illegal

gold mining contaminates water with mercury. Further
north, pesticides used in the cultivation of marijuana
poison the soil.

Both illegal activities finance dissident FARC gueril-
las, who rejected a peace pact with the government in
2016 to end a near six-year civil war, as well as fight-
ers of the last remaining rebel group the ELN and
paramilitary forces that are still active. According to
the Global Witness report, paramilitary and criminal
groups have increased their control of rural areas
through violence.

“Those seeking to protect their land and environ-
ment are increasingly being caught up in the
crosshairs of this violence-with those protecting
indigenous land particularly at risk,” it said.

Frequently the victims are community members
seeking to benefit from a government program to con-
vert illegal coca crops, from which cocaine is derived,
into legal ones. The situation was worsened by the
COVID-19 pandemic, with official lockdowns leading
to defenders being targeted in their homes, and gov-
ernment protection measures being cut.

To make matters even more complicated, Umenza
says legal companies benefit from the illegal gold
extraction, buying at low prices. She is protected by
the Indigenous Guard, a self-defense organization that
confronts perceived intruders armed with batons and
two-way radios, but no guns.

“In the indigenous territories we have fortunately
managed to keep mining out,” said Umenza. But the
price is high, with one member of the Guard killed
every week so far this year, she added.

‘A moving target’ 
Umenza says she has received countless death

threats since 2001. The first attempt on her life came in
2005, she says by FARC guerillas, who shot at her
while she was walking in the countryside.

Five years later, continued threats forced her to
move-the first of several involuntary relocations, the
most recent of which was in January this year. In 2011,
the government’s National Protection Unit assigned a
vehicle escort to protect Umenza and four other
threatened people in the Toribio region.

A few months ago, it offered her a bodyguard and a
bullet-proof vest.

She “did not accept because walking around in the
vest makes me feel more vulnerable,” like a moving
target, she told AFP. Since 2009, Umenza’s three chil-
dren have been living far away for their own safety,
and she says their father left her because he “could not
stand” the constant threats, attacks and regular
uprooting. She has a new partner today-but she is
realistic about her happy ever after. “It is not easy liv-
ing with someone who today takes you on the run, and
tomorrow, who knows,” she said. —AFP 

NZ extends lockdown
in virus-hit Auckland
WELLINGTON: New Zealand’s largest city of
Auckland will remain in strict COVID-19 lockdown for
at least another week as a Delta variant outbreak
“rumbles along”, Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern said
yesterday. Ardern said the city’s two million residents
needed to abide by stay-at-home orders because of
the emergence of several “mystery cases” which had
not yet been linked to existing clusters.

“These mystery cases are still coming through and
the fact we’re finding them through surveillance and
community testing, rather than contact tracing, is what
we’re concerned about,” she said.

New Zealand imposed a national lockdown on
August 17 when the first case of the highly transmissi-
ble Delta variant was found in the community. But

stay-at-home orders were lifted outside Auckland last
week as it became apparent that all new cases were
emerging in the city. Ardern ruled out lifting
Auckland’s hard lockdown before September 21 but
said the city should then move down an alert level on
the country’s four-tier coronavirus response system.

With 33 new community cases recorded in the city
yesterday, Ardern said she was wary of lifting restric-
tions too early. “(Case) numbers are rumbling along
and this has been evident in the last three days,” she
said. “This doesn’t mean our collective efforts in
Auckland are not making a difference.”

New Zealand is pursuing a “COVID zero” elimina-
tion strategy-which has resulted in just 27 deaths in a
population of five million throughout the pandemic. It
had been free of community cases for six months
before the August outbreak, with residents enjoying a
near-normal domestic life alongside tight restrictions
on international borders. The Delta infection prompted
immediate lockdowns because of low vaccination
rates, with data this week showing only about a third
of the eligible population are fully jabbed. — AFP


