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Looking Back to Move Forward: 
Resolving Health and Environmental Crises

The U.S. legal system was built to address predictable 
health and environmental injuries, but it can seize 
up when health or environmental crises combine 

legally confounding fact patterns with huge humanitarian 
and financial stakes. Because these crises present seri-
ous societal challenges that affect large slices of America, 
however, they must be addressed—and resolved—in an 
open, fair, and equitable fashion.
 
Looking Back to Move Forward: Resolving Health & 
Environmental Crises, released by the State Energy 
& Environmental Impact Center at the New York 
University School of Law, describes the tools that 
advocates, judges, legislators, and policymakers have 
applied to address and resolve—with varying levels of 
success—seven major health and environmental crises of 
our time. From Diethylstilbestrol to Dieselgate, the seven 
crises provide a rich source of insights that should inform 
and guide how the legal system responds to future health 
and environmental crises—including crises that already 
are on our doorstep, such as the opioid and climate crises.

Essential reading in understanding the policy implications of health and environmental tragedies. A cogent study 
of when our Courts work effectively—and when they don’t. What are the competing alternatives? You’ll find the 
answers here. 

—Kenneth R. Feinberg, Administrator of the September 11 Victim 
Compensation Fund & the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill Fund

The non-partisan State Energy & Environmental Impact Center supports state attorneys general in defending 
and promoting clean energy, climate, and environmental laws and policies.
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The Developing World

ON March 21, UN Secretary 
General Antonio Guterres 
offered a bleak assessment 

in the aftermath of the 26th Confer-
ence of the Parties to the U.N. Cli-
mate Convention. Glasgow offered 
a ray of hope that governments and 
the private sector might take stronger 
actions to promote a climate-friendly 
world economy. Guterres said that 
these hopes were “naïve optimism,” 
that virtually no concrete follow-up 
has occurred, and that the world is 
“sleepwalking to climate catastro-
phe.” Worse, the Russian war in 
Ukraine is pushing governments to 
seek other sources of oil and gas, with 
the effect that they 
“kneecap policies 
to reduce fossil fuel 
use.” “This is mad-
ness,” he lamented.

An example of 
sleepwalking to cli-
mate catastrophe is 
the massive international public fi-
nance abetting exploitation of the 
world’s largest newly discovered off-
shore oil and gas deposits, along the 
coast of Guyana and Suriname. At 
the very least one would expect de-
velopment institutions supported by 
richer nations to encourage reduced 
fossil fuel production. This column 
examined in early 2021 investments 
of ExxonMobil and the Chinese oil 
company CNOOC off the coast of 
Guyana, facilitated in part through 
loans by the World Bank and Inter-
American Development Bank. Rath-
er than reconsidering this approach, 
these institutions have doubled 
down, as if the Glasgow agreements 
took place on a different planet.

Next door to Guyana, oil explo-
ration off the shore of Suriname has 
found so far an estimated 3 to 4 bil-
lion barrels of reserves. Last year the 
New York Times reported that Exxon, 
Shell, Total, and Apache (now APA 
corporation) were “gearing up op-

erations” in Suriname. Chevron and 
Petronas, the Malaysian oil giant, are 
also involved. Fifteen or more new 
wells are planned for development 
over the coming months.

Since 2019 the IDB, Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, and World 
Bank approved $805.5 million in 
government budget support and spe-
cific fossil fuel-related investments in 
Suriname, whose population is only 
596,000. These loans included $34.5 
million from the IDB for technical as-
sistance in the natural gas sector and 
port expansion for offshore oil ser-
vices, a $23 million World Bank loan 
for extractive industries technical as-

sistance, and another 
IDB loan of $50 mil-
lion for budget sup-
port last March.

The IDB and 
World Bank are pre-
paring another $280 
to $550 million to be 

approved in the near future, to sup-
port the debt-ridden nation’s govern-
ment. Suriname defaulted on its sov-
ereign bond payments last year. The 
IMF approved a 36-month $688 mil-
lion budget support loan last Decem-
ber, to be disbursed over exactly the 
period of the most intensive oil and 
gas development. Such “non-project” 
loans have no provisions for excluding 
their use for oil and gas development.

This multilateral funding is ori-
ented to sustain the Suriname gov-
ernment until fossil fuel revenues 
start flowing in 2025. A study by the 
German NGO Urgewald notes that 
the IMF and IDB lending programs 
impose austerity measures to raise 
income, such as increasing electric 
tariffs (“which has led to social unrest 
in the past”), a new value-added tax, 
and reducing public employment 
costs—measures which all dispro-
portionately affect the poor.

The IMF claims its bailout has 
nothing to do with oil and gas de-

velopment, and that its program 
will “soften negative impacts from 
program adjustments on the most 
vulnerable,” inter alia, through a 0.5 
percent increase in government pay-
ments to the poor. But the IMF and 
IDB loans do not address what is 
fiscally much more important—the 
bad financial deal of the fossil fuel 
contracts offered by the government. 
The royalty rate is 6.25 percent, 
while the average rate in developing 
nations, according to the New York 
Times, is around 16 percent. The for-
eign contractors are exempt from Su-
riname import and export taxes. As 
in the Guyana contracts, most of the 
income—80 percent—goes to the 
fossil fuel companies until explora-
tion and development costs are paid 
back. The remaining 20 percent is 
divided between the companies and 
the Suriname government by a “re-
covery ratio” which gives little to the 
Suriname government at the outset. 
In desperate financial straits, Suri-
name offered the world’s major fossil 
fuel companies one of the cheapest 
new extraction deals on the planet.

The over $1.3 billion which the 
international financial institutions 
are lending Suriname amount to 
more than $2,300 in additional of-
ficial debt for every inhabitant of the 
country. These loans are de facto sub-
sidies to accelerate climate change, 
and multinational gas and oil profits, 
with few long-term sustainable bene-
fits for the country’s inhabitants. This 
indeed is madness.

Climate ‘Madness’: Public Finance 
Abetting Gas and Oil in Suriname

The war in Ukraine is 
“kneecapping policies 
to reduce fossil fuel 
use,” said Guterres
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