
The Shell Boycott: The Faith Community's Response

A growing chorus of US religious institutions have joined labor and
anti-apartheid organizations in endorsing the international boycott of Royal
Dutch/Shell. The boycott will continue until the company stops supplying oil
to South African military and police forces and severs all other economic ties
with apartheid. As the boycott grows Shell cites various reasons why it
opposes this effort. This paper will raise up the views of South African
church and labor leaders to-€hallenge Shell's arguments.

Shell says: disinvestment will leave South Africa's economy in a state of
chaos. The executive director of Shell South Africa has said, "there is little
use in political rights (for blacks) with an economy and society in'ruins."
But: Archbishop Desmond Tutu has stated that South AfIjca is already
"burning and bleeding" and that it is apartheid, not disinvestitient, that
threatens South Africa's economy and society with chaos. Shell is missing the
point: there can be no last~g stability in SOllth Africa while civil rights and
justice under the law are systematically denied 'on the basis of race.

Shell says: disinvestment will only increase black suffering and
unemployment ".
But: The Reverend Allan Boesak reminds us that "there is no easy walk
to freedom. It didn't happen in the United States when this country was
fighting Britain; it didn't happen elsewhere in the world...And (it won't
happen in South Africa) when our children have marched peacefully and
been mowed down by South African police and their guns, as if they were
dogs."

Black South African leaders accept that disinvestment may result in
unemployment for blacks. This is why they encourage foreign companies
like Shell to adhere to the guidelines for disinvestmt:nt black unions have
created to minimize potential job loss. However, the greatest threat to
workers is not disinvestment but the 30 to 40 percent structural
unemployment created by apartheid. After 7S years of lucrative investment
which has helped prolong this exploitative system, Shell's concern for black
suffering resulting from disinvestment is, at best, belated. In the words of
Reverend Boesak: ''Why can't the business community be honest and say that
its primary concern is for profit and not for people."



Shell says: continued investment will aid "post-apartheid South Africa."
But: Reverend Frank Chikane, General Secretary of the South African
Council of Churches responds: "It's hard to discuss post-apartheid South
Africa when we're being killed now."

In emphasizing "post-apartheid South Africa" Shell minimizes the
daily suffering of black South Africans. This is a cynical attempt by Shell to
divert attention from its current support of the apartheid government
through promoting its own plan for the black majority's future well-being.
Black union leader, Sidney Mafumadi, Assistant Secretary General of the
Congress of South African Trade Unions challenges Shell to drop this ruse
and help end apartheid by supporting goals articulated by black South
Africans themselves:

"If Shell were really serious about contributing to the struggle against
apartheid it will have to bring itself to see things froVl our perspeGtive. That
perspective is one which has been calling for Shell aiM other multinationals to
disinvest from our country."

Shell says: continued investment will economically "empower" black South
Africans thereby leading to fundamental democratic refonns.
But: The Southern African Catholic Bishops' Conference declared,
"...there can be no recondliation and peace in our country until substantial,
responsible and courageous steps are taken to dismantle apartheid." Shell's
defInition of black empowerment leaves out the fact that periods of economic
growth in South Africa have historically coincided with increased repression
of the black majority. Blacks will only be empowered when apartheid is
abolished and democratic elections establish a legitimate government in a
unifIed non-racial South Africa.

James Molatsi, President of the National Union of Mineworkers of
S01,lth Africa, summed up Shell's interests: "Shell isn't interested in
democracy in South Africa. S~ell delivers oil to a government that kills
innocent women and children in the black townships...They don't have
respect for human dignity. Shell should leave South Africa."

According to South African church and labor leaders Shell's
investment in South Africa has not brought about fundamental change nor
will it in the future. As long as foreign support for the South African
government continues, so will Pretoria's belief that it can afford apartheid.
To raise the cost of apartheid, Archbishop Tutu encourages US support for'
the Shell boycott as an essential ingredient in the non-violent struggle for
liberation: "Such economic pressures may be the international community's
last available instrument to help bring Pretoria to its senses and justice to our
land, without which there can be no genuine lasting peace."
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