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Oil extraction 
imperils Africa's 
Great Lake 
As the world’s demands for hydrocarbons in-
crease (1), remote areas previously made inac-
cessible by technological limitations are now be-
ing prospected for oil and gas deposits. Virtually 
unnoticed by the public, such activities are on-
going in the East African Great Lakes region, 
threatening these ecosystems famed for their 
hyper-diverse biota, including the unique adap-
tive radiations of cichlid fishes (2). Countries in 
the region see exploitation of hydrocarbon re-
serves as a vital economic opportunity. In the 
Lake Albert region of Uganda, for example, the 
government foresees a $3.6 billion oil profit per 
year starting in 2018—a sum almost as high as 
the country’s current annual budget (3). How-
ever, oil extraction in the East African Great 
Lakes region poses grave risks to the environ-
ment and local communities. 

The thousands of oil spills reported in Nige-
ria (4) demonstrate that the extraction and 
transport of oil is prone to accidents. This is es-
pecially bad news for the African Great Lakes 
because they are virtually closed ecosystems. 
For example, for Lake Tanganyika that contains 
about one fifth of the world’s surface freshwa-
ter, the flushing time is ~7000 years (5), which 
implies that the recovery from an oil spill could 
take millennia. To make matters worse, the 
lakes’ location in a remote part of the world 
would impede a quick and effective reaction to 
an oil spill. Appropriate infrastructures are cur-
rently unavailable at the lakes, and bringing in 
heavy equipment at the time of a spill would be 
cumbersome, logistically impossible, or prohibi-
tively expensive.  

An oil spill would markedly affect the health, 
water supply, and food security of local com-
munities (6). More than 10 million people de-
pend on Lake Tanganyika alone for fisheries and 
water resources and many more along the Con-
go River, where the lake drains to, are highly 
dependent on the lakes’ ecosystem (7). An oil 
spill in these lakes would be a global catastro-
phe for biodiversity. Combined, these lakes are 
home to thousands of species, almost all of 
them endemic (2). An accident might deal a final 
blow to these ecosystems, which have already 
been rendered fragile by anthropogenic stress-
ors such as overfishing, deforestation, and glob-
al warming (8). 

Finally, large parts of the East African region 
still lack political stability and security (9). In ad-
dition to the possibility of accidents, competi-
tion for hydrocarbon resources could lead to 
sabotage, as unfortunately frequently observed 
in the Niger delta. 

We are concerned that the risks associated 
with the intended exploitation of fossil hydro-

carbons in the East African Great Lakes region 
are seriously underestimated. We urge the 
countries involved in these undertakings to en-
gage with the scientific and lake management 
communities to identify strong mitigation and 
control measures that could be put in place be-
fore hydrocarbon production begins. Local gov-
ernments should foster alternative, sustainable 
plans to develop the region in accordance with 
the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (10). To this end, the local population, re-
gional stakeholders, governments, nongovern-
mental organizations, and scientists must coop-
erate to develop economically and ecologically 
viable strategies for the region, as is currently 
being attempted for the Virunga National Park 
in the DR Congo (11). 
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Fig. 1: African Great Lakes region, and examples 

of the local communities and the endangered 
biodiversity in these lakes. (photographs by Ad 

Konings are available in their original resolu-
tion) 

 
 

 


