
The  UK’s  suicidal  Rosebank
decision – Scotland needs a
stronger response
Rishi  Sunak’s  scandalous  decision  to  go  ahead  with  the
exploitation of the Rosebank oil and gas field, alongside Keir
Starmer’s cringe-worthy non-response – ‘yes, we’re opposed but
no, we won’t do anything about it’ – has left the Scottish
government and the SNP with an open goal. Unfortunately, Humza
Yousaf and his Net Zero and Just Transition minister, Mairi
McAllan, are being so careful not to blast the ball over the
bar, they seem reluctant to kick it at all.

The desire seems to be there, sort of. After weeks of edging
himself off the fence on the issue, the First Minister did say
this was the wrong decision. Mairi McAllan said the same. The
Scottish  government’s  Energy  Secretary,  Neil  Gray,  said,
rather tamely, that the SNP administration was “disappointed”
while  pointing  out,  correctly,  that  Rosebank  would  not
contribute to ‘energy security’, as most of the oil produced
would be sold abroad. In fact, Equinor, the Norwegian state
oil  company  that  has  been  given  the  go-ahead  to  exploit
Rosebank, was more forceful in its dismissal of the bogus
argument about energy security used by the Tory government in
London and the oil lobby in Scotland. It said if the UK wanted
any of the oil it plans to extract from Rosebank, it would
have to buy it on the open world market.

The sound of opposition from SNP ministers is a lot weaker
than that coming from Caroline Lucas, still the only Green MP
in Westminster, who called it “morally obscene” and “a climate
crime”, or from the Scottish Green Party, the SNP’s partner in
the Scottish government, whose spokesman, Mark Ruskell, called
it an “utter catastrophe” that showed “total contempt for our
environment and future generations”.
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The day after the announcement, Mairi McAllan told the BBC’s
Good Morning Scotland that the Scottish government had had
“long-standing concerns” about Rosebank and had been “calling
for a very strict climate compatibility test, an evidence-led
test,  to  be  applied”.  When  quizzed  on  what  evidence  was
needed, she said there were a series of things that needed to
be  evaluated:  firstly,  whether  it  was  in  line  with  both
Scotland and the UK’s climate commitments, including to the
Paris Agreement and its goal of keeping global warming within
1.5 degrees Celsius; but also to things like energy security
and the rights of workers in the northeast of Scotland.

We may agree these are vital concerns (although what exactly
was meant by energy security could be controversial). However,
insisting on them now seems pointless, unless it is just a
rhetorical device to avoid saying clearly that no oil or gas
should be extracted from Rosebank, or any other new field in
the North Sea or elsewhere. We already know because we have
been told, endlessly, by the scientists of the UN’s IPCC, by
the  International  Energy  Agency,  and  by  Antonio  Guterres
himself, not to mention the climate justice movement across
the world and thousands of representatives and experts from
the Global South, that staying within the 1.5 limit is simply
incompatible with any new oil or coal extraction, and that we
also have to phase out, rapidly, the wells and mines that are
currently operating.

Most recently and conclusively, we have also been told by the
very oil company responsible (as we mentioned before) that
Rosebank and any other new North Sea fossil fuel production
will  contribute  more  or  less  zero  to  any  kind  of  energy
security. And although there are many, justified fears among
workers in the northeast, oil workers themselves have told
researchers that they want to be involved in a just transition
away from fossil fuels. Some of them have begun to push for
that themselves and to design what it might look like, through
the important Our Power campaign.



The  SNP  government’s  problem  is  that  it  feels  unable,  or
unwilling, to confront the oil lobbies or its right wing. It’s
unclear if the suspension of the right-wing, anti-Green, anti-
woke MSP, Fergus Ewing, might signal a small shift in this
respect. But the roots of such reluctance run deeper. They
flow  from  the  party’s  history  and  its  character  –  as  a
nationalist  party  caught  between  its  genuine,  social
democratic desire to build a fairer, more decent country, that
seeks  to  combat  poverty  and  exclusion  at  home  and  deal
decently with migrants, the Global South and the planet, and
its refusal to challenge or even query the iron laws of the
market economy. The latter is cemented by its yearning to
become  a  junior  outpost  of  the  supposedly  progressive,
European capitalist class.

This  has  been  accentuated  since  the  bruising  leadership
campaign  at  the  beginning  of  the  year,  when  Kate  Forbes’
explicitly right-wing, business-first, climate-light campaign
came within a whisper of beating Humza Yousaf as bearer of the
legacy of former First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon.

The police investigation into the party’s accounts a few weeks
later, with the formal questioning of Sturgeon’s husband and
then herself, drove the process further. Whatever the reality,
if any, behind the case, it was certainly used to try to
discredit the SNP as a whole and to push the new Yousaf
administration to the right.

Ironically,  the  central  target  of  that  campaign,  Nicola
Sturgeon  herself,  has  come  out  more  strongly  against  the
Rosebank go-ahead than her proteges. She tweeted her agreement
with  Caroline  Lucas  calling  the  approval  an  act  of
environmental vandalism, and saying risks slowing the green
transition that oil and gas workers need to happen at pace.

The fact is that a sizeable majority of people in Scotland
want their government to take urgent action to combat climate
change. And despite its constrained powers under devolution,



there is a lot it can do too. Taking a clear, unequivocal
stand against Rosebank and any other new fossil fuel projects
in the North Sea would be a start. It would be one way of
marking a clear difference with the pusillanimous position of
Starmer’s  Labour  leadership  and  might  even  help  win  the
crucial Rutherglen election.

More strategically, that stance against any new oil and gas
needs to be clearly stated in the Scottish government’s long-
overdue response to the public consultation on its seriously
inadequate Draft Energy Strategy and Just Transition Plan, and
built into its new Climate Change Plan, due to be published in
November.

It should look at how it can use its existing powers – in
areas  like  planning,  transport,  and  health  –  to  wage  a
guerrilla campaign against the implementation of new fossil
fuel extraction.

And it could put in serious doubt the long-term viability of
investments like those of Equinor, if it promised that any
government of an independent Scotland would make a priority of
nationalising and closing down Rosebank and any other new
fields, without compensation.

Such  bold  action  may  seem  unlikely,  unless  there  is  some
serious pressure pushing in this direction.

We could all take courage from the historic success of the Yes
to Yasuni campaign in Ecuador, led by environmentalists and
the powerful Indigenous movement, which persuaded nearly 60%
of the population to vote in August in favour of mandating
their government to leave the oil in the soil beneath the
mega-diverse Amazonian rainforest.

Iain Bruce
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