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Refinery hazards justified by playgrounds 

 
SAPREF’s refinery-complex is in an 
area 16 kilometres south of Durban, 
populated by poor black, Indian and 
mixed-race communities. SAPREF’s 
aging infrastructure has caused an 
appalling catalogue of accidents in 
recent years that have had devastating 
consequences for local people and the 
environment.1  
 
ABOUT SHELL , BP AND SAPREF 
The parent companies of Royal 
Dutch/Shell Group are Royal Dutch 
Petroleum Company (Royal Dutch) and 
The “Shell” Transport and Trading 
Company, p.l.c. (Shell Transport). The 
parent companies are based in the Netherlands and in the UK respectively. Shell 
operates in over 145 countries2, and has an annual profit of $ 8.40 billion3. BP has its 
international headquarter in London, United Kingdom. With a annual profit of  $10.27 
billion it’s one of the worlds largest energy companies4. BP and Shell are ranked 
number 5 respectively 13 on a ranking of the world's biggest companies, measured by 
a composite of sales, profits, assets and market value5. 
 
Shell and BP South African Refineries (SAPREF) is a 50/50 joint venture between 
energy multinationals, Shell SA Energy and BP Southern Africa. SAPREF is southern 
Africa’s largest crude oil refinery, with 35 percent of the country’s refining capacity, 
which equates to 180 000 barrels of crude oil per day or 8.5 million tons per year.6  
 
WHAT SHELL,  BP AND SAPREF HAS SIGNED UP TO 

Both Shell and BP signed the Global Compact Principles in July 26, 2000. Through 
principle 9 in the Global Compact Shell and BP has promised to “encourage the 
development and diffusion of environmental friendly technologies”.7 Other guidelines 
that applies to the companies are for example: Shell Group Business Principles, 

                                                 
1 Friends of the Earth, Behinde the Shine, The Other Shell Report, p. 8, 
http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/reports/behind_shine.pdf  
2 http://www.shell.com, 2004-12-16. 
3http://www.forbes.com/finance/mktguideapps/compinfo/ForeignCompanyTearsheet.jhtml?cusip=5202
704 2005-01-10. 
4http://www.forbes.com/finance/mktguideapps/compinfo/ForeignCompanyTearsheet.jhtml?cusip=0798
059, 2005-01-10. 
5 http://www.forbes.com/2004/03/24/04f2000land.html, 2005-01-05. 
6 http://www.sapref.com/profile.htm, 2004-12-16. 
7 www.unglobalcompact.org, 2004-12-01. 

 
Black Wednesday. Clouds of black smoke 
billow over the Durban waterfront during a 
plant shutdown at SAPREF, the Shell and BP-
owned refinery, in south Durban on the 21st 
April 2004. The refinery is more than 15 
kilometers from the city center. 
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SAPREF General Business Principles, OECD Guidelines for Multinational 
Enterprises (Shell, BP and SAPREF) and OECD Section Concerning the Environment 
and relevant South African law. 
 
Both holding companies are highly promoting their CSR-work and make much out of 
their responsibilities and ethical behaviour, on paper and websites. BP states their 
goals as: “no accidents, no harm to people, and no damage to the environment.”8 
Much can be read about BP’s responsible behaviour in their Environment and Social 
Reports9, Ethical Conducts10, Health, Safety and Environment Policy11.  
 
Shell has been recognized by many as one of the pioneers of CSR, based on its initial 
response to the international outcry over the execution of Ken Saro-Wiwa, and the 
proposed dumping of its Brent Spar oil platform in the North Sea. CSR was a promise 
that companies would go beyond their existing legal obligations to address issues of 
sustainability, development, and human rights.12 
 
CORPORATE LOBBYING  
Alongside its activities in Corporate Social Responsibility Shell is very active in the 
business lobby. The Vice President of Shell’s External Relations and Policy 
Development, Robin Aram, lead ICC’s lobby campaign against the draft of the Norms 
for corporations from the UN’s sub-commissions on Human Rights. Through ICC’s 
lobby campaign Shell can make its voice heard about voluntary principles for 
corporations, while the company produces glossy reports on their ethical principles 
and ecological ‘achivments’, they remain silent on the issue about the Norms. When 
asked directly Aram says however: “from a Shell perspective we don’t find the Norms 
helpful”. But as Corporate Europe Observatory argues “if Shell has really come so far 
in embaracing human rights, why is the company dediating resources to a campaign 
to undermine a UN initiative that would help business implement their commitment to 
responsible business conduct?”13  
 

SAREF’S LONG LIST OF INCIDENT JUSTIFIED BY SOCIAL PROJECTS  

Sapref is probably the most accident-prone facility in South Africa.  The long list of 
leaks, spills, fires and malfunctions at this facility include the leak of more than one 
million litres of petrol into the soil under residents’ homes in mid- 2001.  This leak 
was only discovered after residents reported smelling strong petrol fumes coming out 
of storm water drains.14 

Other incidents at Sapref include: the accidental release of 5 tons of hydrofluoric acid 
into the atmosphere in May 1998; the leakage of 25 tons of tetra ethyl lead over a 

                                                 
8 http://www.bppetrochemicals.com/subsection.do?categoryId=202&contentId=2004044, 2004-12-14 
9 http://www.bp.com/downloadlisting.do?categoryId=666&contentId=2004066  
10 http://www.bp.com/genericarticle.do?categoryId=27&contentId=2000422  
11 http://www.bp.com/genericarticle.do?categoryId=27&contentId=2000432  
12 Friends of the Earth, England, Wales and Northern Ireland, Behinde the Shine, The Other Shell 
Report, page 32, http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/reports/behind_shine.pdf 
13 Corporate Europe Observatory, Info Brief, March 2004. 
14 The groundWork 2004 Annual Report, cover page. 
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SAPREF Pipelines running through the local 
south Durban residential area. 

period of four days in March 2001; a fuel leak into Durban Harbour in September 
2003; and then there was the unforgettable Black Wednesday (see picture).15 
 
Double Standards 
Shell asserts that it uses the best 
environmental standards at its facilities 
worldwide. In fact, however, Shell is 
guilty of using a double standard, one 
that often provides cleaner facilities in 
areas around the world with 
predominantly Caucasian populations as 
compared to dirtier and more hazardous 
facilities located in places where people 
of color live. For example, on a daily 
basis, the SAPREF refinery dumps 19 
tons of sulphur dioxide into the air that 
people in the neighbouring communities breath, which is more than six times the 
amount of sulphur dioxide released by Shell’s refinery in Denmark.16 
 
Sulphur dioxide is a severe respiratory irritant which can trigger asthma attacks, and a 
2002 health study by the Durban Environmental Health Department and two 
universities17 confirms that chronic asthma among local school children in south 
Durban is 52% of the population. Further, unlike Shell facilities in Europe, the 
SAPREF refinery did not employ an effective rust detecting system, which resulted in 
the leakage of 25 tons of tetra ethyl lead, a harmful neurotoxin, into the environment 
across the road from the local residential neighbourhood.18 
 
Ignoring the problem 
SDCEA (The South Durban Community 
Environmental Alliance)� and groundWork 
(Friends of the Earth South Africa), an 
environmental justice organisation, have 
repeatedly urged Shell to deal specifically with 
the environmental issues of its refinery that 
plague Durban residents. However, rather than 
taking action to remedy the excessive pollution 
and frequent accidents at its operations, SAPREF 
has gone to the expense of bringing international 
consultants from Shell’s headquarters in London 
to spend their time and resources on what they 
believe are social issues affecting fenceline 
communities. This is reflective of a strategy 
increasingly employed by Shell to offer “feel 

                                                 
15 Ibis. 
16 Friends of the Earth, Behinde the Shine, The Other Shell Report, p. 8. 
17 The Nelson Mandela Medical School and Michigan University – Ann Arbour 
18 Friends of the Earth, Behinde the Shine, The Other Shell Report, p. 8. 

 
Shell and BP in community 
neighbourhood. 
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good” projects, such as academic scholarships and new playgrounds, in order to divert 
attention from the serious health and environmental impacts of its operations.19 
 
In the report the Filthy Five, Milieudefensi (FOE Netherlands) analysed how well 
Shell and SAPREF lived up to the principles they’ve signed up to. The result shows a 
conflict with several guidelines and principles. One example is that the many 
accidents and spills (see below) is in stark contrast to its stated goal of sustainable 
development and to seriously address issues involving environment, health, and 
safety, as clearly stated in the Shell Business Principles. It also conflicts with the 
paragraph in the OECD Guidelines that address the environment, which calls for 
companies to contribute to sustainable development and environmental protection.20 
 
 
COMMUNITY ACTION FOR A CLEAN ENVIRONMENT  

 
The refinery is owned by 
Shell and BP in a 50-50 
joint venture, but is 
managed using Shell’s 
operational procedures.  
Local residents, supported 
by groundWork, have had 
numerous meetings with the 
local refinery management, 
the chairperson of Shell 
(SA) and have gone so far 

as purchasing a single share in Shell International so as to be heard at Shell’s AGMs 
in London and The Hague. Chief amongst the south Durban community’s demands is 
that the pipelines be replaced.21 
 
The local community has always questioned SAPREF’s public information claiming 
that they often misrepresent information on environmental impact.  Finally in 2003, 
the local Durban Municipality stated that SAPREF’s “statement regarding health 
impact is questionable”22. This validated the community long held concern and 
perceptions. 23 
 
Dialoge without action 

SAPREF has been holding Community Liaison Forum meetings for a number of 
years. However, people in the community are tired of “talkshops” that have achieved 
nothing. SAPREF managers say they that want to build trust and move beyond an 

                                                 
19 Ibis., p. 9. 
20 Milieudefensie, 2003, Amsterdam, The Filthy Five, p. 25. 
http://www.milieudefensie.nl/foenl/publications/shell.pdf  
21 The groundWork 2004 Annual Report, cover page. 
22 Letter to Sapref 19 February 2003 
23 The groundWork 2004 Annual Report, cover page. 
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adversarial role with the community, but these managers have completely ignored the 
community’s repeated admonitions that trust cannot be bought with so-called “social 
projects”.24  
 
Milieudefensie conclude in their report The Filthy Five about Shell and SAPREF in 
Durban that:  “The history of this refinery reveals the urgent need for international 
binding regulations for companies, including on environmental issues. South African 
legislation (and the understaffing of local authorities who must enforce the 
regulations), in combination with voluntary guidelines such as those produces by the 
OECD, do not appear to be enough to motivate SAPREF to become a more 
responsible enterprise.”25  
 
The battle to get Shell to clean up in south Durban has won allies around the world.  
Local community people from Nigeria, the Philippines, Russia, the U.S. and Japan 
have joined forces to catalogue their stories of environmental damage and pollution-
related health problems caused by Shell’s global operations. Together they are 
seeking to debunk Shell’s “green image” and force the company to put health before 
profits.26 
 

 
Example of Shell's documented spills, fires and toxic releases since the 2003 Shell AGM  
 
October 2003. SAPREF pipeline leaks 75,000 litres of diesel into Durban Harbour. Dead fish 
were found floating in the Harbour the next day. Monitoring data from the Settlers 
Monitoring Station show that SAPREF is partly responsible for exceeding sulphur dioxide 
emission limits.  
 
24 December 2003. SAPREF refinery engulfs the community in huge clouds of black smoke. 
Residents are exposed to toxic gases affecting their health.  
 
28 December 2003. SAPREF pipeline leaks marine fuel oil into Durban Harbour.  
 
12 January 2004. SAPREF pipeline leaks approximately 20,000 litres of marine fuel into 
Durban Harbour, once again affecting marine life.  
 
21 April 2004. Power failure at SAPREF shuts down steam boilers, causing flare gases to be 
burnt off, forming thick black soot. Local residents wake up to sirens at the refinery and a 
cloud of thick black smoke over their homes. 27 
 
8 October 2004. An incident as a result of an electrical discharge during shutdown preparation 
resulted in a fire and injured two people. One person was treated and returned to work on 
Friday afternoon, the other one was hospitalised. 28 
 

                                                 
24 Friends of the Earth, Behinde the Shine, The Other Shell Report, p. 9. 
25 Milieudefensie, 2003, Amsterdam, The Filthy Five. 
26 The groundWork 2004 Annual Report, cover page. 
27 October 2003 - April 2004: Friends of the Earth, Behinde the Shine, The Other Shell Report, p. 28.  
28 8 October 2004 : Bobby Peak, groundWork, correspondence with Lora Rossler, Sustainable 
Development Manager, 11 October 2004.  



 Corporate Irresponsibility 
 Case-study: Shell, BP and SAPREF 

 
 

 
27 November 2004. Three personal were injured at the refinery when a fire occurred while 
they were de-spading a section of the hydrocarbon flare line in the central zone area. This was 
a planned activity to enable the hydro-desulphuriser unit to be commissioned after the 
scheduled maintenance shutdown. As is our standard requirement, a risk assessment was 
conducted prior to the start of the work. This identified the possibility of gas in the isolated 
section of the header and as a precaution breathing apparatus was an additional personal 
protective equipment requirement in the event of a gas release. The investigation this far 
suggests that liquid hydrocarbon was also present in the line and when the flange was 
loosened it ignited. 29 
 
9 December 2004. SAPREF released fine catalyst particulates from the separators and out of 
their stacks into the environment after experiencing problems during a start up phase. They 
have indicated that the release was non-hazardous. The release was visible to local residents 
who raised concerns about the incident.30 
 
 
Shells behaviour all over the world  

Behind the Shine, The Other Shell Report, 2003, 
http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/reports/behind_shine.pdf 
Failing the Challenge, The Other Shell Report, 2002, 
http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/reports/failing_challenge.pdf 
Shell international's legacy of pollution and damage, groundWork, 
http://www.groundwork.org.za/Pamphlets/Shell.asp 
More examples and analysis in which way Shell and SAPREF are breaking their promises in 
the publication the Filthy Five, Milieudefensi, 
http://www.milieudefensie.nl/foenl/publications/shell.pdf 
 
Examples about BP 
Friends of the Earth, England Wales and Northern Ireland, case study on BP. 
http://www.foe.co.uk/campaigns/corporates/case_studies/bp/index.html  
Baku-Ceyhan Campaign http://www.bakuceyhan.org.uk/  
 
More information 
groundwork, Friends of the Earth south Africa,  
http://www.groundwork.org.za/ 
Friends of the Earth England, Wales and Northern Ireland  
http://www.foe.co.uk/ 
Milieudefensi, Friends of the Earth the Netherlands 
http://www.milieudefensie.nl/ 
South Durban Community Environmental Alliance, SDCEA 
http://www.h-net.org/~esati/sdcea/index.html 
Friends of the Earth Europe, Corporate Accountability 

                                                 
29 27 November 2004: Bobby Peak, groundWork, c ommunication to the SDCEA by Margaret Rowe 
Communications Manager - SAPREF, 13 December 2004. 
30 9 December 2004: Bobby Peak, groundWork, communication with Margaret Rowe, 
Communications  
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http://www.foeeurope.org/corporates/Index.htm 

 

All main information, except when referred differently, on this case are from the report Behind the 
Shine, the Other Shell Report, 2004, Friends of the Earth (England Wales and Northern Ireland), The 
groundWork 2004 Annual Report, and the report the Filthy Five, Milieudefensi (Friends of the Earth 
Netherlands). Information referred to differently are researched by Linda Nilsson, Friends of the Earth 
Europe. Editorial work is done by Linda Nilsson. Photos are from Bobby Peak, groundwork and 
SDCEA. 
 
 
 


