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Environment

Frackers vs the people: ‘We are the
ones who will suffer’

How residents in the tiny Colembian village of Santa Teresa are
standing up to a state-run cil company
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People stage a demonatration against the use of fracking in Bogota, Colombia
By Inigo Alexander

July 23,2022 6:00 am  (Updated 6:00 am)
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Flanked by kilometres of broad silver pipelines and sandwiched between large cil

extraction sites in Colombia’s northern region of Santander, lies the tiny community of

Santa Teresa. The village, on the cutskirts of the town of Puerte Wilches, is not much
to lock at. It {s made up of a cluster of colourful, single-storey homes dotted along
dusty streets leading to the vast palm plantations that dominate the area.

The willage, on the cutskirts of the town of Puerto Wilches, is not much to lock at. Itis
made up of a cluster of colourful, single-storey homes dotted along dusty streets

leading to the vast palm plantaticns that dominate the area.

Santa Teresa has a small primary schocel, a bar and simple shep, but ne running water
or sewage system. The water well lies abandoned at the side of the focthall pitch - cut
of use since 2018, only months after it was installed. Instead, many hemes in Santa

Teresa have home-made wells which supply families with dirty, pelluted water. Locals

have little choice but to use this water for drinking and washing.
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O 28 Mareh, Colombias enviranmental regulatar green-lit the development of the country's first fracking
pilat praject, spearheaded by the state-run ail campany Ecapetral

“The pelluticn is what cencerns us, the envirenmental impact,” the local leader said.
“We would be moere vulnerable, water would no lenger be of use and crops could be
affected. We fear there will be more pelluticn.”

On 28 March, Colombia’s envirenmental regulator green-1it the development of the
country’s first fracking pilot project, spearheaded by the state-run ofl company
Ecopetrol. The project was designed to assess the viability and impact of fracking in

the area, before a decision is taken on whether to run projects on a commercial scale.

If the pilot projects prove successful, Ecopetrel aims to build between 100 and 250
extraction wells across 40 different sites throughout the Puerto Wilches area. The
Colombian government estimates there are between three billion and nine billien
barrels of ofl stored in non-conventional deposits, which are accessible through

fracking.

Ecopetrel argues unlecking these reserves would allow Celombia access to ol reserves
that would provide another 22 years’ worth of supply. In mid-April, a judge suspended
the project’s licence claiming local communities had been excluded from the
consultation process - a legal obligation in Colombia for such projects. Yet that

decision was reversed by the courts in early June.

“When the pilot projects were approved again, the community in Puerte Wilches felta
lot of anget, alot of discomfort and a lot of discontent. There was a big strike, they
demonstrated, closed the roads and protested against the court’s decision,” says
Leonardo Gutiérrez, 66, alocal opponent of fracking and member of the committee

advising the pilot projects.
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A quick strell through Puerte Wilches reveals palpable anger over the plans, with a
number of murals, posters, and graffiti preclaiming the town’s uncfficial slogan: no al

fracking - noe to fracking.

Locals fear fracking in the area would pollute and disrupt key industries that underpin
the econcomy. Vast palm plantaticns covering 60,000 hectares of the surrcunding area
are the town'’s biggest employer and industry leaders fear being linked to the process
could jecpardise exports. The 2,200 fisherman who rely on nearby river and reservoirs

to source the day’s catch fear pollution could threaten their livelihood.
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More than two-thirds (69 per cent) of Puerte Wilches residents are opposed to fracking

‘ocal opposition comes with risk, as environmental activists across Santander have seen a rise in threats
Towards them

in their area, according to the Petroleum Barometer study conducted by Colombia’s
Petroleum and Gas Association. One local described Ecopetrals efforts to engage with

residents as a “farce”.

“We are the ones who will suffer while those who benefit are in a perfumed office back
in Bogotd, they are not really going to suffer the impact,” says Alexander Agudelo, a
community leader and resident of El Pedral, a community neat a prospective fracking

site.

Vocal oppoesition comes with risk, as environmental activists across Santander have
seen a tise in threats towards them. Eatlier this year, a 21-year-cld activist was forced

to seek exile in France after receiving death threats.

But Karen Zetuain Medina, a resident of the small town of Kilémetro Ochoe on the
cutskirts of Puerto Wilches, refuses to give in. “Resistance is hard because sometimes
you feel scared,” she says.

“Either you submit to threats or you give up the fight. I decided that whether they
threaten me cr not, whether they kill me or not, it doesn’t matter becanse I'm deing it
for a better Colombia”




Calambia'’s presiéent—elect.Gustavo Petra - preparing to assume powe-r an T;'Augus;c —\hés public.ly
appased fracking and vowed to end it

Celombia’s president-elect Gustave Petro - preparing to assume power on 7 Augast -
has publicly cpposed fracking and vowed to end it. So Puerto Wilches residents face a
nervous wait. But, as Mr Gutiérrez peints out, they have already made their own
positicn perfectly clear: “The community voted en masse for Petro with the hope that

he keeps his word and bans the fracking projects”
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