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On the evening of January 13,1986,
six members of the Free South Africa
Movement occupied the Washington,
D.C. offices of Shell Oil, USA. The
following day they launched a national
boycott of Shell products as a part of
their "Economic Education
Campaign". Their aim was to raise
public awareness of the strategic support
multinational corporations like Shell
give apartheid and to pressure those
companies to use their influence to bring
about change.

In June 1986 ICCR announced the
addition of Shell to the list of twelve com
panies targetted for intensive action
because of their roles in support of apar
theid. In this historic merger of antiapar
theid forces, the churches have joined the
Free South Africa Movement and
numerous others from around the world,
to challenge Shell whose South African
involvement literally oils the engines of
apartheid. The move signals a new con
centration of efforts to pressure South
Africa's racist regime through its foreign
corporate partners.

Keep the Oil Flowing

Petroleum products are the
lifeblood of the modern police and
military which enforce racist rule in
South Africa, illegally occupys Namibia
and invaded Botswana, Lesotho, Angola
and Mozambique. Petrol deliveries to
police translate into raids in black
townships, into preservation of order
based on the brutal suppression of
blacks. Without this crucial energy sup
ply, white supremacy in South Africa
faces a serious crisis. South Africa has no
indigenous exploitable oil deposits nor
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does it have oil stockpile to last more
than two years. In addition, very costly
processing oil from coal cannot provide
more than 25 percent of the country's
needs. As a consequence, nearly all
petroleum must be imported - apar
theid's achillies heel.

In an effort to lessen their
vulnerability, South African officials
make particular demands of the oil in
dustry. Laws passed as early as 1967
order refineries to process crude from
any available source. Companies must
reinvest a percentage of profits in the
South African energy industry. Since
1977 regulations on oil companies
stipulate to whom their products must be
sold and military requests cannot be
refused. The Key Points Industries Act
allows the government to assume control
of strategic plants in a national emergen
cy. The Official Secrets Act classifies oil
as a munition of war, making it illegal to
disclose information on South African
oil consumption or on sales to the police
and military.

While the oil industry's autonomy is
severely restricted by South African
government regulations, it is protected
- even coddled - by state policies. Oil
companies in South Africa enjoy a secure
market, favorable pricing laws and
special monetary compensation for sup
plying foreign oil at abnormally high
costs.

International Opposition to Selling
Oil to South Africa

Outside South Africa, however, this
status becomes a liability. The interna
tional community has condemned South
Africa's morally repugnant racist
regime. As early as 1960 international
organizations called for a halt in oil sales
to South Africa. OPEC members, the
Organization for African Unity and the
United Nations have placed embargos on
oil sales to South Africa, imposing
penalties on violators. The Nigerian
government, for example, in 1979 na
tionalized British Petroleum interests
partially in response to that company's
South African involvement. Eighty-five
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percent of South Africa's imported oil
now enters the country secretly. I

At the Center of South Africa's
Petroleum Industry

Established in 1900, Shell South
Africa and its subsidiaries have extensive
operations in the petroleum, chemical
and mining industries of South and
South West Africa. The Financial Mail
estimated the total value of Shell's South
African assets to be US$ 400 million. The
Shell Shadow Report, July 1986, put the
value at one billion rand. In particular,
Shell plays a key role in supplying oil.
Shell is the operator and part owner of
the buoy through which eighty-five per
cent of all South African oil passes. Shell
also owns 853 gas stations, 18 percent of
South Africa's retail market. 2

According to the Free South Africa
Movement, since the 1979 UN oil em
bargo, Shell has been the only interna
tional oil giant to continue supplying oil
on a large scale to South Africa in viola
tion of the embargo. During the first
three years of the embargo, Shell
delivered 4.5 million tons of crude 
nearly one third ofSouth Africa's annual
needs. [Multinational Monitor, Apr. 15,
1986] According to the London
Observer, [August 5,1984] in 1980 Shell
received $8 a barrel in "incentives" from
the South African government to import
oil.

This is not Shell's first experience
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with breaching embargos. Shell and
British Petroleum supplied 50 percent of
the oil which sustained Rhodesia's white
minority government during the
1966-1980 oil embargo. 3 They did this by
creating false front organizations to buy
and ship the oil to Rhodesia, as the
United Church of Christ in New York
later uncovered. Also, Shell South
Africa has three wholly-owned sub
sidiaries operating in Namibia, in viola
tion of UN decrees.

Other-Industrial Activity

Shell South Africa also plays an ac
tive role in refining with half interest in
SAPREF, in Durban, the country's
largest refinery, producing boat, plane
and diesel fuels. The adjacent SAMCO
plant, twenty-five percent owed by Shell,
produces lubricants and greases. In addi
tion, Shell, through its involvement with
the South African state oil corporation,
supports coal-to-oil plants which are key
to the government's strategy of protec
ting itself from embargo.

Mining is another of Shell's impor
tant ventures. Billiton Exploration South
Africa, wholly owned by Shell, prospects
for zinc, copper, lead and other base
metals. In 1985, it began construction of
a zinc and lead mine at Pering. Shell
markets coal from Kleinkopje mine and
owns fifty percent of the Rietspuit col
liery. Coal mining is increasingly impor
tant both for exports and as an energy
source. Coal exports from South Africa
rose 1,000 percent from 1975 to 1980. In
the next four years, if sanctions are not
passed, an estimated five million tons of
this coal will be sold to the U.S. 4 In 1985
according to the July 1986 Shell Shadow
Report, Shell exported 5.5 million tons
of South African coal.

In addition, Shell South Africa
owns several chemical companies and
has interest in an asphalt manufacturer.
It operates an oil pipeline in cooperation
with the government and owns the
largest coal-exporting terminal in South
Africa. The facility was built in the
seventies with heavy Shell financing.

Police and Military Sales

Although precise figures on military
and paramilitary consumption are secret
under South African law, it is obvious
that Shell has oiled the machinery of
racism through its business with the
military and police. South Africa's army
boasts nearly 1,500 armored vehicles and
tens of thousands of cars, jeeps and
trucks. The army and navy are the largest
in all of Africa. Even the 35,000 man
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police force has tens of thousands of
vehicles. 3

The Shell ShadowReport calculated
that Shell provided 18 percent of the
30,000 barrel daily oil consumption of
the South African Defense Forces, ap
proximately 5,000 barrels daily. Former
Shell managing director De Bruyne ad
mitted Shell did not differentiate among
its clients, supplying schools, military
and police alike. Shell provides the police
and military with gasoline, diesel fuel,
methanol for jet fighters and helicopters,
raw materials for napalm, defoliation
agents, raw materials for nerve gas.
South Africa has an army unit specializ
ing in chemical and biological warfare,
according to the Shadow Report.

Union Strife

The National Union of
Mineworkers of South Africa and the
Miners International Federation have ac
cused Shell of worker and union in
timidation at its Reitspruit coal mine. In
February 1985 black Rietspruit miners
took time off work to hold a memorial
service for a coworker killed in a mining
accident. Due to a disagreement with
management over the service's schedul
ing, two shop stewards were fired and
two were put on warning. In solidarity
with these stewards, 850 miners went on
strike, demanding reinstatement of the
two fired miners. Management respond
ed with intimidation, sending agents
armed with rubber bullets and tear gas.
In the end, 129 miners were fired; others
returned to work at gunpoint', several
striking miners were evicted from their
homes and a number were deported.
Barlow Rand, an equal partner with
Shell in the 'Reitspruit coal mine and
manager of the mine, claims those fired
were' 'hard core unionist Turks ... we're
glad to see the last of them" .7 Afterwards
union membership at Rietspruit plum
metted to 18 percent. 8 A worldwide
storm of protests failed to change
Reitspruit management's action.

The Shell Group:
Partners in Apartheid

Through a web of international con
nections, Shell South Africa provides its
home country with foreign oil (even from
countries which prohibit such sales9

) as
well as advanced business and
technological know-how:

Shell's diverse business and
technological expertise is sup
ported by the international
resources of the Royal Shell Group
which makes it possible for Shell

South Africa to react competitively
to the rapidly changing situation in
the fields of oil, mining and the
chemical industry. [Shell South
Africa, Social Report, 1983].

The Group was formed in 1907 with
the merger of the London-based Shell
Transport and Trading Company and
the Royal Dutch Petroleum Company
based in the Netherlands. The Group is
thought to be the largest company in the
world in terms of assets and second
largest in sales. The Group owns 300 oil,
chemical and transport companies
operating in forty countries around the
world, employing an estimated 149,000
workers. Among its assets are 132
tankers, 21 natural gas carriers and equi
ty in at least 69 oil refineries. In 1985
Shell sold 1.7 million barrels of oil per
day. Its natural gas sales averaged 5,723
million cubic feet daily. 10 The Group
received more than $5.1 million in
revenue from chemical sales. I I Forbes
said the Royal Dutch/Shell Group had
1985 sales in excess of $81.79 billion and
profits topping $3.98 billion.

Shell USA - Shell South Africa

The Royal Dutch/Shell Group is
linked by two holding companies - one
British and one from the Netherlands 
through which Royal Dutch owns 60 and
Shell Transport owns 40 percent of
Group companies. Shell South Africa is
among the companies owned by this
partnership. In June 1985, Shell Oil
Company (USA), previously 69.5 per
cent Group owned, was wholly acquired
by Shell Petroleum (NV) and joined the
ranks of the Group companies. Shell Oil
USA is an important contributor to the
Group with earnings from its fifty-seven
foreign wells." In 1985 U.S. sales ac
counted for 25 percent of the Group's
total sales and 42 percent of Group prof
its. Overall 35.4 percent of the Group's
worldwide assets belong to Shell Oil
USA, according to Forbes.

Busting the Blockade:
The Salem Incident

The Salem incident illustrates the
lengths to which South Africa and its
business partners are willing to go to sell
oil to South Africa. On December 27,
1979 the American tanker Salem arrived
in Durban, South Africa sailing under
the Liberian flag. At the Shell-operated
buoy, the ship unloaded 180,000 tons of
crude. In a deal arranged by a Dutch
businessman, the oil, the legitimate pro
perty of Shell International, had been



sold to South Africa. The Salem was then
scuttled by its crew off the coast of West
Africa and the company filed for in
surance claiming losses including the oil
no longer on board. This shipment was
one of twenty-three Shell-owned,
managed or chartered oil shipments to
South Africa from 1979 to 1982.

Recently more discreet supplying is
taking place with the help of third parties
like Transworld Oil in Oman. In 1981,
after Shell International Trading Com
pany was exposed as a transporter of
Omani oil to South Africa, Shell ship
ping from Oman stopped. At the same
time, however, Transworld Oil decided
to purchase large quantities of Shell
produced Omani oil. Much of this' 'free
destination" Transworld Oil was des
tined for South Africa. 13

Churches Go to Shell for Answers

In 1973 the Dutch Council of
Churches and the Dutch antiapartheid
group, Kairos, held discussions with
Royal Dutch board members about Shell
in South Africa and the continuing flow
of oil to Rhodesia. In a response that
would become the company's standard,
Shell leaders claimed it was not their
policy to supply Rhodesia in violation of
the embargo and, if Shell products had
been delivered there, it was through in
dependent sources, though later an in
vestigation by the United Church of
Christ uncovered an elaborate Shell
scheme to beat the blockade.

Pressing for more responsible
answers, Kairos and Pax Christi, a prog
ressive international church group,
called on the company to sever ties with
South Africa in a shareholder resolution
at the 1978 Royal Dutch/Shell annual
meeting. Though the measure was
tabled, a precedent had been set. In 1980,
the company received a resolution de
manding "progressive disengagement"
from South Africa. By 1983 a represen
tative of the two largest Protestant
churches in Holland had personally call
ed for Shell to disinvest.

In England religious groups are also
active. In 1979 the British Council of
Churches drew up a shareholder resolu
tion with one hundred signatories,
criticizing Shell Transport and Trading
for its Rhodesian involvement. In 1980
the BCC also called for "progressive
disengagement" by Shell. The following
year at- the company's annual meeting
corporate officers spent forty-five
minutes responding to shareholder ques
tions about South Africa. In May 1986
the Methodist Church, England's second
largest church investor, divested US$
62.23 million in Shell stock, sending a

clear message to the company about its
South African operations. In the U.S.
the National Council ofChurches sold $1
million of Shell commercial paper in pro
test in September 1986.

Union and Government Pressure
on Shell

Religious investors are not the only
groups pressuring Shell. In 1978 the
Dutch Parliament launched an investiga
tion into the oil flow to Rhodesia and the
following spring the Holland Committee
on South Africa launched a campaign
focusing on Shell. Today in a legislative
challenge, the Norwegian Parliament is
considering a bill which would make oil
sales to South Africa illegal. Groups
within the Parliament are calling for the
compulsory registration of all
Norwegian ships which call at South
African ports along with descriptions of
their cargo and disclosure of the com
panies involved. In a judicial battle, Rot
terdam businessman, implicated in the
Salem incident, faces charges for oil
fraud. In spring 1986 European labor
unions joined Dutch and British an
tiapartheid groups and the Dutch Coun
cil of Churches in a petition to the Shell
Group's governing board asking the
company to withdraw.

Shell Boycott Spreads

In Sweden, Denmark, Australia,
Norway, Great Britain and the U.S., an
international boycott of Shell products
calls for Shell's withdrawal from South
Africa. Its supporters include 30 million
members of international unions like the
Miners International Federation, the In
ternational Metalworkers Federation
and Public Sector International.

Spearheaded in the U.S. by the
United Mineworkers of America, the
boycott has been endorsed by the AFb
CIO, the National Organization for
Women and the NAACP. Altogether,
sixty-five national organizations have ex
pressed support, holding rallies in
Boston, Washington, D.C., Los
Angeles, San Francisco and New York.
The City of Detroit's pension fund sold
its Shell stock. Students at Harvard
University staged demonstrations calling
for the trustees to divest Harvard's Shell
holdings. Protesters have picketted Shell
gas stations and returned or destroyed
their Shell credit cards.

Shell Responds to Critics

Shell South Africa defends it role by
pointing to its employment figures. Of its
2,558 employees in South Africa, 51 per-

cent are black. Though there has been a
50 percent increase in the number of
blacks in supervisory positions over the
past five years, in absolute terms this
represents little progress. According to
Shell, black workers are paid 50 percent
more than the official government-set
Minimum Living Level. Unions have
been recognized and a consultative com
mittee exists to address worker/manage
ment problems.

Shell South Africa's 1985 Social
Report described the company's pro
grams to encourage black education
from preschool through post graduate
levels. Adult literacy and junior achieve
ment programs focus on specific sectors
of the black community. Since 1979 Shell
has given 229 general scholarships during
a time when almost one million black
students boycotted classes to protest
apartheid's double educational stan
dards. Many protesting students have
been detained, wounded and killed by
police.

As part of its Community Project
Program, the company holds training
courses for black managers with 7,000
participants thus far. Yet for the 24
million blacks in South Africa, the reality
of apartheid is loss of life and thousands
of arrests in civil unrest as blacks struggle
for rights and freedom.

Shell claims to be a force for change
and to recognize "a wider responsibility
toward the South African community",
pointing to its support for housing and
employment for the urban black popula
tion and legal aid for the needy. Shell is
an EEC Code of Conduct signatory and
helped draft a recent business charter
recognizing basic political, economic
and social rights and calling for a
peaceful end to discrimination.

The United Mineworkers of
America points to the barrack-style liv
ing conditions, lack of political rights,
poor wages and poverty which are every
day life for South African blacks. The
UMW calls apartheid's system of
employment "slave labor". Separation
of families, company controlled

Answers to Questions on Shell

• Free South Africa Movement
545 8th Street, S.E.

Washington, D.C. 20003
(202) 547-2550

• Boycott Shell Campaign
United Mine Workers of America

900 15th Street, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20005

(202) 842-7350
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residences and regulations limiting the
length of employment serve to frustrate
and degrade the black worker.

Churches Step up Pressure
on Shell

Because of the company's strategic
support of apartheid, the churches have
added the Royal/Dutch Shell Group to
ICCR's intensive focus campaign list for
protest against its role in apartheid. Shell
replaces General Electric which with
drew from South Africa early in 1986.
The churches demand that all these com
panies immediately terminate business
with the South African government and
withdraw from South Africa unless apar
theid is dismantled by the end of 1986.

Fifteen heads of churches signed a
June 13, 1986 letter calling on the com
pany to make an "immediate public
statement that you will withdraw from
South Africa in light of the escalating
repression". The church leaders went on
to say:

This position is both fiscally
prudent and socially responsible.
The South African government has
ignored the calls of the business
community for meaningful social
reform and in doing so has
recklessly put the economy on a
disastrous course. . .. The South
African government needs to know
that while apartheid is in effect,
Western governments and com
panies will cut their links with
them.

In a July 1986 response, Shell noted
that recent progress has not gone far
enough in criticizing the government's
inactivity. Conceding that apartheid
must end quickly, Group President Lo
van Wachem argued that the business
community is a positive agent for change
and rejected disinvestment:

... with "disinvestment and
withdrawal" all that would be
removed would be the Shell
emblem, its enlightened employ
ment and social principles ... and
the participation of the Shell com
pany in the internal pressure from
the business community for
peaceful change in South Africa.

Without unanimous opinion among the
world's governments, he did not "think
it right for individual commercial enter
prises to take or be forced to take,
unilaterial action of a purely political
nature. "
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Apartheid's Leading
Corporate Citizen

Like other corporations with in
vestments in South Africa, Shell defends
its role there, deploring apartheid and
touting its employment and philan
thropic efforts as a positive force for
change. The improvements Shell has
made for some of its black employees
must be weighed, however, against the
overall contribution the company has
made to apartheid. For the overwhelm
ing majority of South Africans there has
been only cosmetic change in apartheid.
In fact, with Shell's partnership, the
South African government has
strenghtened the apartheid system, ac
tively promoting foreign investment.
The South African government has
threatened those who call for corporate
withdrawal with prosecution for treason.

Even Shell's specific claims are
questionable. Shell claims that over half
its 2,558 South African employees are
black and that during the past five years
the number of black supervisors has in
creased by more than half without saying
how many black supervisors there are.
While the company claims to pay blacks
more than the Minimum Living Level,
Shell does not say what that wage is, the
standard of living it provides or how it
compares to the average wage of its white
employees. In addition Shell's unionized
employees must confront company
antiunionism, as exhibitted at the
Reitspruit mine in early 1985. Regardless
of their payor. station with the company,
Shell's black South African employees
are still without basic freedom, political
and economic rights.

Most importantly Shell's reform ef
forts must be weighed against the critical
and strategic role the company plays in
the South African economy and thereby
in apartheid. Shell is a major power in the
South African energy industry, active on
every level from importing crude oil
through refining and marketing
gasoline. Shell has major interests in
mining, exporting and marketing South
African coal. Shell has investments in
mining metals including zinc, copper and
lead and manufactures chemicals and
asphalt. In addition, Shell has major in
vestments in Namibia operating under
the protection of South Africa's illegal
military occupation. Previously, during
the international boycott of Rhodesia,

Shell supplied oil to that illegitimate
white-racist government.

Shell's record of support for white
racist rule in southern Africa is
notorious, raising grave questions about
the company's commitment to changing
apartheid. In calling for a boycott of
Shell products, the Free South Africa
Movement and its allies in the American
labor movement, are denouncing Shell's
complicity with apartheid and calling for
the company to end its partnership with
white racist rule in South Africa. In add
ing Shell to their twelve company inten
sive focus list, the churches are saying
that so long as black South Africans are
denied political, economic and human
rights, Shell should not be doing business
in South Africa. The united U.S. an
tiapartheid forces - church, labor and
citizen - are committed to working for
the end of apartheid and are backing
their demands with political and
economic action.
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