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My name is Patrick Wilson, and I am a professor of Anthropology at the University of Lethbridge.  I have conducted research in Amazonian and cloud forest regions of Ecuador during the last twelve years, with my research focusing on the social impacts of different kinds of development on indigenous inhabitants and indigenous political organizations in these regions.  Multinational oil companies are the primary kind of extractive corporations working in the region, and one focus of my research has been on the strategies employed by them to internally divide indigenous communities and representative organizations through bribes, intimidation, and false promises, and when these tactics fail, sometimes through the overt use of force by arming and funding paramilitary forces who threaten local leaders and, in some contexts, have been accused of kidnapping and even murder.  As an anthropologist, my interest in the impacts of extractive corporations relates primarily to socio-cultural impacts, although environmental costs invariably translate into social costs as well.  In keeping with the mandate of these public hearings, I will focus my attention not on an indictment of the activities of specific multinationals working in Ecuador or elsewhere, but rather on offering some possible policy applications that can aid in the regulation of Canadian extractive corporations when working abroad.  I will orient my recommendations around two central themes:  first, the responsibility of multinationals for the activities and actions of subsidiary companies and groups hired by the multinational; second, the responsibility of multinationals to work closely with the legitimate representative organizations of the region impacted by extractive industry and to work closely with social scientists in the evaluation of possible social impacts of their work.  To date, neither of these are regulated in the international arena, and the lack of this regulation is responsible for many social conflicts caused by the presence of extractive corporations in places like Ecuador’s Amazon.


My first recommendation is that Canadian extractive corporations be held legally responsible for the actions and activities of subsidiary companies that they hire, or local organizations that they create and fund.  It is common practice within extractive industry to out-source elements of a job, whether it be to hire a specific company for seismic exploration, drilling, or community relations.  Yet, while these subsidiary companies and organizations are paid by the multinational, the multinational tends to shirk responsibility for their activities.  When human rights abuses occur, they are often committed by these subsidiaries or newly created local organizations.  When there are conflicts or questions about the conduct of companies working in the region, these are again typically traceable directly to different subsidiaries.  Yet, when determining culpability, both the multinationals and the subsidiaries claim that the other is responsible.  Multinationals claim the subsidiary acted independently of company wishes; subsidiaries claim they are only following orders of the multinational.  This is the prosthetics of global capitalism at work, as multinationals are free to associate or disassociate themselves from actions of subsidiaries, as convenience dictates.  Since these subsidiaries tend to be responsible for the bulk of the environmental and social problems resulting from the presence of extractive corporations in a given region, multinationals are free to act with impunity with limited legal recourse by local peoples.  I would suggest that Canada should make its extractive corporations responsible not only for their own actions, but also for the actions of all subsidiaries, intermediaries, and local organizations on the multinationals’ payroll.


Second, it is critical that social impact studies be taken more seriously by multinationals.  In Ecuador, this is part of the rubber stamp procedure (including environmental impact and archaeological impact assessments) that companies fulfill, but are not required to take seriously by the Ecuadorian government.  We cannot rely on many Third World governments, that are heavily cash strapped, pressured by the IMF and World Bank to make their economies desirable for international investment, and lacking the technological capacity to develop their mineral resources themselves, to impose strict standards on multinationals.  I would suggest that the Canadian government should require strict social and environmental standards for all extractive companies regardless of where they work.  In order to implement an effective social impact statement, two things must occur.  First, I would suggest that corporations contract independent social scientists to do detailed social impact statements.  Research for such a statement would not be quick, depending on the size of the region taking several months to complete, but neither would it be costly for the corporation.  A second, and related, activity would be to identify the legitimate representative organizations in the region and work closely and transparently with them in negotiating agreeable terms for working in the region.  One common strategy that I have witnessed on several occasions in the Amazon is for multinational corporations to invent their own indigenous organizations, claiming them to be the legitimate representative organizations of the region and refusing to negotiate with the authentic grassroots organizations.  In one extreme example, an oil company invented and financed its own indigenous organization made up of three indigenous communities while refusing to negotiate with the regional federation representing 150 communities, suggesting that the latter was not the legitimate indigenous organization of the region.  



While these suggestions will certainly not be a panacea for the complex social and environmental problems that accompany the work of extractive corporations, treating local people with respect, negotiating with them sincerely, and respecting their dignity and human rights are important first steps towards improving the conduct of multinational extractive corporations.  Given that Canadian multinationals are at the forefront of the global mining sector, if the Canadian government chooses to establish a set of regulatory guidelines on its extractive corporations when working abroad, it would set a laudable precedent for the global mining community and send a clear message about Canadian commitment to corporate social responsibility.
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