Royal Dutch Shell's massive Sakhalin II oil and gas project
Many Forum members probably already know the name of the Sakhalin II project because of legitimate concerns over the impacts of a drilling platform and pipelines on the critically endangered Western Grey Whale. What most birders maybe do not know is the size of the development and the number and range of bird species which will be affected...species that include "Korean specials" like Spoon-billed Sandpiper and Nordmann's Greenshank, raptors like 

Steller's Sea Eagle, and seabirds including Long-billed Murrelet and Aleutian Tern.

Sakhalin II is not just about whales...

Described in the Environmental Impact Assesment (EIA) as (quote) " one of several oil and gas exploration and production and related infrastructure projects onshore and offshore Sakhalin " ,   the Sakhalin II project entails no less than FIVE major components.

These apparently include:

1)  An offshore rig and undersea pipelines in an area of sea /coast used not only by the Critically Endangered Western Grey Whale, but also by over a million migrating waterfowl and a million seabirds (these are the numbers given in the online EIA);

2)  A connected onshore processing facility near a nature reserve and in a wider area of forest and wetland which holds breeding Nordmann's Greenshank (Endangered and declining) and breeding actites Dunlin (an endangered subspecies nesting only on Sakhalin, with a population recently estimated at only 900 individuals);

3)  A pipeline averaging between 33 and 66 m wide, cleared of vegetation along its length and with fencing, running for ca 800 km, crossing 1103 water courses (194 of which support either periodic or more major fish spawning), and 60% of it through genuinely natural habitats (wetlands, meadows and forests);

4)  A massive amount of support infrastructure upgrades and construction (roads, bridges, culverts) along the length and to key areas of the pipeline, with 40 km of extra road also being built along the beach in a key shorebird area, known for also holding colonies of nesting Aleutian Tern;

5)  And in the far south of the island, linked by the pipeline to the rig in the North-east, a natural gas and an onshore loading facility right on the coast, and right next to an estuary.

This last wider area, according to the EIA report (as in all of the above) apparently supports nesting and wintering Long-billed Murrelet (Near-threatened), breeding White-tailed Eagle (Near-threatened) and up to "10-15 pairs" of wintering Steller's Sea-Eagle (Vulnerable), breeding 

Yellow-breasted Bunting (Near-threatened), 10 000 - 15 000 Whooper Swan (more than are found here in the whole of Korea each winter!) and flocks, yes flocks, of Spoon-billed Sandpiper (Endangered).  The EIA reports glibly that this highly charismatic and threatened species is  (quote) "occasionally seen on coast in flocks up to 200 individuals " (!!) which make them among the largest flocks seen anywhere in the world (with previous highest counts globally known to Birds Korea being 215 in the Nakdong estuary in September  1970, and 185 at Saemangeum in1998 : both highly threatened wetlands in South Korea).

It seems therefore that even as the EIA perhaps reveals one of the key, previously undiscovered staging sites of the Endangered Spoon-billed Sandpiper, it  still does not recognise that conversion of the very same habitat into a large natural gas plant and tanker jetty will have any 

significant impact.

From piecing together various reports and papers on subjects ranging from impacts of oil spills to those of disturbance, it seems that impacts to birds will be both varied and major.

Already Sakhalin is apparently suffering from frequent oil-spills; recent images show some streams (that support salmon that likely support breeding Stellers Sea Eagle) are becoming turbid and lost to wildlife due to pipe and road construction; huge tracts of once remote forests are being opened up; disturbance to nesting, staging and wintering waterbirds is surely increasing dramatically; and very likely, as in previous developments there, construction camps will attract increasing numbers of scavengers like Carrion Crows.

This indirect impact seems especially significant (and as yet is not addressed anywhere in the EIA).  Back as long ago as 1991, Nechaev identified the decline in breeding numbers of Nordmann's Greenshank in a similar area of Sakhalin to that now being affected as quote "most probably due to increased predation of their nests by Carrion Crows Corvus corone which were benefiting from human activities".

Whatever I write personally on this project will surely not be sufficiently complete or powerful. It might even include some inaccuracies.  For the record, I have never even been to Sakhalin, and have only read, at the request of one of the leading NGOs involved in the issue (Friends of the Earth-Japan), what has been written in the huge, online, development-biased EIA.

However, based only on that document, it is extremely obvious that (as outlined above) the project really presents very clear potential threats to several already threatened and declining bird species, and that such issues are not being properly addressed in the EIA; they are not even known about by some of the NGOs most vocal in the protests; and they have yet to addressed by the media or by Royal Dutch Shell or by those funding the project.

Surely, a rather greater effort needs to be made by concerned persons and NGOs everywhere to identify and describe potential impacts to waterbirds from this and related projects, and this information then needs to be circulated as widely and quickly as possible ---- to NGOs already active in the issue, to Shell and to the media.

There is some very real possibility, at the least, of reducing some of these impacts.  As reported in the most recent Sakhalin II update (produced by Pacific Environment and CEE Bankwatch Network: August 2005), several aspects of the project have been heavily criticized already; some parts have been modified or even suspended; and some of the funding has already been frozen. Although the project comes at a time when the oil-guzzling world resents paying record-high prices, still Sakhalin II is attracting strengthening and growing opposition.

With the right kind of approach (and pressure) it really seems possible that Royal Dutch Shell could be encouraged to accept some improved information into a special addendum on impacts on birds that they are apparently preparing at present for the EIA.  This will likely be similar to, though less well-researched than, the special section on impacts to whales already within the project EIA.  As well as increasing the level of science, and attracting the involvement of the IUCN, the whale part of the EIA has already helped greatly in raising international concerns about this project. 
Sakhalin II was even introduced as a kind of battle between the whales and Shell on CNN earlier this week.  With Royal Dutch Shell headquartered in the UK and the Netherlands (were there ever two countries with a higher density of [car-driving] birdwatchers??), it can only be anticipated that more detailed research on and fuller revelation of impacts on key bird species from Aleutian Tern and Steller's Sea Eagle, to Nordmann's Greenshank and Spoon-billed Sandpiper would raise theprofile of Sakhalin II -  right in Shell's financial and PR heartland.

For more information about Sakhalin II from groups deeply involved in the project, please go to:

Http://www.sakhalin.environment.ru/en/
Http://www.pacificenvironment.org/russia/sakhalin.htm
Http://www.bankwatch.org
In the hope that the information in this mail and in the online project EIA

(at: http://www.sakhalinenergy.com/about/abt_eshia_eia.asp) is circulated as WIDELY as possible.
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