Johannesburg/London, 23 September.
An agreement between the governments of France and Norway and the Republic of Congo to
protect its rainforest and peatlands gives a green light to oil exploitation in one of the world’s most
sensitive ecosystems.
French President Emmanuel Macron, on behalf of the Central African Forest Initiative (CAFI), and the
Congolese president Denis Sassou Nguesso, signed the $65 million agreement on 3 September[1]. Six
members of Sassou’s family had been summoned by a French judge to appear on the same day in
relation to an “ill-gotten gains” case, but the hearing was rescheduled at the last minute. Exactly a
week after the signature of the Paris agreement, the Republic of San Marino announced the seizure
of $19 million of Sassou’s personal assets[2].
The agreement to protect the Republic of Congo’s forests comes only two weeks after the Congolese
regime celebrated the “discovery” of oil deposits in the Cuvette Centrale peatlands that it said could
quadruple national oil production. The peatlands are estimated to contain 30 billion tons of carbon –
the equivalent of nearly 20 years of fossil fuel emissions of the United States[3].
Instead of expecting a ban on oil drilling in the peatlands, the agreement calls merely for the
“minimization of direct and indirect impacts” of oil and mining activities there. And it allows for
clearing of high carbon and high conservation value forests where this is deemed to be of “vital
interest to the national economy.” Among the main beneficiaries of the announcement could be
French oil giant Total, which reportedly holds rights to two of Congo’s onshore oil blocks[4].
CAFI is almost entirely funded by the Norwegian government as part of its global effort to promote a
carbon offsetting scheme for reducing emissions from deforestation and degradation, known as
REDD+[5]. Norway recently announced its own plans to expand oil production in the Arctic[6].
The accord is the latest in a long line of highly controversial international agreements with tropical
forest countries to tackle deforestation. Last month Norway suspended a $33 million disbursement to
Brazil’s Amazon Fund following a surge in deforestation and non-cooperation by the far-right
Bolsonaro government[7]. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, CAFI was forced to suspend part
of a $200 million agreement in 2017, but the regime proceeded to illegally award five logging
concessions to one of the country’s most senior generals under EU and US sanctions[8]. A Norwayfunded REDD project in Tanzania collapsed when large amounts of money were stolen by individuals
close to the president[9].
Simon Counsell, Executive Director of the Rainforest Foundation UK, said: “The agreement between
CAFI and the Republic of Congo is the latest in a long line of badly designed programmes, and is unlikely
to protect any forests. The Norwegian parliament needs to scrutinize how such a potentially beneficial
programme could have gone so badly off-track. It seems that interests other than protecting forests
are being served.”

Victorine Che Thöner, International Project Leader of Greenpeace Africa’s Congo Basin
Forest Campaign, said: “The CAFI agreement with the Republic of Congo is yet another example of
France’s lingering interests and political meddling in its ex-colonies. It is time for France and other
international donors to rethink their notion of ‘development’ and pressure the Congo Brazzaville
government to ban all industrial activities in its rainforest”.
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