The Dutch State, company NAM and earthquakes caused: confirmed as a matter of human rights but in no way addressed as such
In Groningen, the Northeastern part of The Netherlands, earthquakes are caused by gas extraction. These ‘gasquakes’ are at a depth of only 3 k.m., and cause a lot of damage to the houses in the region. Around 50 gasquakes took place in 2022[footnoteRef:1]. People in this area of the country suffer in their physical health and mental wellbeing, because of the stress they endure. Their houses are unsafe (a number of houses may collapse when a big gasquake occurs) and are damaged. The general health is declining, and each year people die due to the stress caused by gas extraction, research shows.[footnoteRef:2] Children also live with the stress they see their parents endure.[footnoteRef:3] And at the same time, after many years of struggling, many of the affected are still not adequately compensated by the government and the profiting company. The gas extraction is done by: NAM, which is a Shell and Exxon owned company.  [1:  https://dashboardgroningen.nl/aardbevingen-groningen]  [2:  See https://www.groningsperspectief.nl/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/De-psychosociale-impact-van-schade-en-versterking-januari-2022.pdf]  [3:  Children from the Netherlands have also provided their testimonies on this to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child in October 2021. Read the additional submission of the Dutch NGO Coalition of the Rights of the Child on this issue here: https://www.kinderrechten.nl/assets/2021/10/21-10-05-Additional-Submission-on-CR-and-the- Environment-NL.pd] 

Despite very specific and urgent recommendations by CESCR in 2017 and CCPR in 2019, no human rights-based action or assessment was implemented, and true meaningful participation has not yet taken place. The government, which is based in The Hague, decides over the people of Groningen. But the people of Groningen are not truly heard, let alone consulted in the process of ending the gas drilling and compensating damages. 
Besides of the state taking too little action to restrict the amount and impact of the earthquakes, solutions continue to be difficult to impossible for people with damaged and unsafe houses. The state promised their citizens in Groningen to make all the houses safe by judging 27,222 buildings on safety, and by reinforcing or rebuilding them when necessary. They also guaranteed the people in Groningen a reasonable and fair compensation for the damages, like cracks in the walls, caused by the gasquakes. The implementation leaves much to be desired.

Since the start of the reinforcement operation in 2015, at this very moment only 24% of the total scope of 27,222 houses have been judged and when necessary been demolished and rebuilt or reinforced.[footnoteRef:4] The process of damage compensation takes on average an increasing amount of time. There are around 20,000 open files, thus citizens still waiting for compensation.[footnoteRef:5] Over 40% of these files last more than six months from filing to decision. When filling out a new form to report damage, people get a letter which states that the average waiting time is up to 13 months. You can also choose a standard amount of compensation money (5000 euro), but this has a high risk: after accepting the fixed fee, you can’t normally report a new damage, but the gasquakes have not yet stopped. The number of appeals against decisions of the Mining Damage Institute Groningen (IMG) is increasing.

The NAM, as a company, is also responsible to respect human rights and should – through a proper due diligence process – ensure no human rights violations take place. In the end the Dutch government remains primarily responsible, based on human rights. The Council of State, our highest administrative court on 3 July 2019 declared[footnoteRef:6] that because of human rights (the right to life and right to family life), the Minister of Economic Affairs and Climate must provide better reasons as to why gas extraction from the Groningen field cannot be phased out more quickly. Other, more recent, rulings and policy continue to cause stress and uncertainty for the people in Groningen. On 15 July 2020 the Council of State[footnoteRef:7] ruled that the Minister of Economic Affairs and Climate correctly weighed the safety interests of the inhabitants of Groningen. It affirmed that the reinforcement of houses was too slow but that its pace is increasing. It also concluded that the process of damage compensation was improving. However, when you ask someone in Groningen nowadays, they wouldn’t agree. 

On 21 July 2021[footnoteRef:8] the Council of State stated that the reinforcement of houses was still too slow and steps should be taken to accelerate the process. However, since the gas extraction was being reduced progressively, it ruled that the slow pace of reinforcement was no obstruction to the Minister’s decree. It further repeated its conclusions regarding the damage compensation scheme and the efforts to end the gas extraction as soon as possible. 

In January 2022 a Secretary of State for Mining was appointed. He now is the one who decides about the gas extraction. The world has changed in 2022 due to the war in Ukraine and the increasing demand of gas in Europe. Still, the Secretary of State for Mining states that only if people become in danger by a gas shortage, he will increase the gas extraction in Groningen. The Dutch government also has contractual obligations with other European countries like Germany, which may also lead to a demand for extra gas from Groningen.[footnoteRef:9]  The Secretary of State for Mining plans to close the gas field at the end of 2023 or early 2024.[footnoteRef:10] But because of all the unsure factors, the situation in Groningen stays uncertain. The closing of the gas field is not enshrined in the law. And even after closing the gas field, it can take up to 10 years for the ground to stabilize. So, it is of utmost importance for the future of Groningen to close the field as soon as possible. Only when the gas field is closed and the reinforcement operation is finished, we know for certain that everyone in Groningen lives a safe house.[footnoteRef:11]  [4:  https://dashboardgroningen.nl/versterken-en-veiligheid]  [5:  https://dashboardgroningen.nl/schadeafhandeling]  [6:  E.g. “Since safety is of paramount importance in such decision-making, the Minister must be able to offer a very clear explanation of how he expects to bring an end to gas extraction in the shortest possible term. And because the fundamental rights of Groningen’s residents are at stake, high demands have been placed on this explanation.” English summary https://www.raadvanstate.nl/@116238/council-state/]  [7:  https://www.raadvanstate.nl/uitspraken/@121727/201907399-1-r4/]  [8:  https://www.raadvanstate.nl/uitspraken/@126210/202005811-1-r4/]  [9:  https://www.dutchnews.nl/news/2022/01/groningen-gas-extraction-could-double-this-year-despite- earthquake-problems/]  [10:  https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/gaswinning-in-groningen/documenten/kamerstukken/2022/09/26/22457919bijlage-1-vaststellingsbesluit-groningenveld-2022-2023]  [11:  Stated by state supervision of mines: https://www.sodm.nl/sectoren/gaswinning-groningen] 

