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AA ‘true oilman’ and one-
time energy adviser to
Margaret Thatcher turned
figurehead for a powerful
environmental lobby
‘down under’ seems the

most unlikely career move. But, says Greg
Bourne, formerly head of BP Australasia
and now chief executive officer of World
Wildlife Fund (WWF) Australia, everyone
has more than one life to lead.

Bourne was brought up in Fremantle,
with a farming family on his mother’s side.
Hardly a protestor on environmental issues

while studying chemistry at the University
of Western Australia – as a science student,
as opposed to arts, he says, somewhat slyly,
that he had no time – he joined BP straight
after graduating in 1971. There followed
three decades of hard graft in global
exploration and production, including
stints as a North Sea drilling manager
‘wearing a helmet and getting covered in
mud like everyone else.’ 

In 2003, as ‘retirement’ approached,
and having thoroughly enjoyed his BP
career, he was looking for something
different. 

“I grew up living very much an outdoor
life, with a kind of ‘waste not, want not’
attitude instilled in me, and have retained
those deep values through life,” Bourne
says. “When I left BP, things were linked
to family life. My parents had died
relatively young, and I was very
determined not to do what a lot of people
do when they retire: the same job with a
different logo, or just go sailing or play
lots of golf. I took a year off and was able
to take the time to think about the future.”

Bourne’s BP roles had also taken him to
Abu Dhabi, the UK, Canada, the US,

In the green corner
– WWF Australia’s
GREG BOURNE…

“Some NGOs simply point out the issues and problems, get
prominence in the press, say ‘it’s your problem’ and then leave
you [the business] to get on with it.WWF has always been
an organisation for governments and businesses to work with
to find solutions to environmental problems.”
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Brazil, Ireland and China, on various
projects that necessitated valuable contact
with social and environmental NGOs. He
also wrote a 1988 paper on the economics
of climate change, while seconded to 10
Downing Street, which ignited an interest. 

During his year off, he did a lot of pro
bono work with various groups on climate
change, renewable energy and renewable
transport fuels. While some of this was for
Australian government departments,
Bourne declined to become attached to any
particular group. So it was serendipity, he
says, when his current role at WWF
Australia appeared in a Sunday newspaper
in summer 2004. 

“I hadn’t even been thinking about it,”
he says of the move.  

So were people surprised? “The BP
people and environmental NGOs who
knew me were not surprised,” he recalls.
“But the people who did not know me
reacted with a ‘What the hell is this?’”

However, BP had given him plenty of
experience in what he calls the three-
corner boxing ring between the
corporate sector  – in any industry, not

only oil  – environmentalists and social
NGOs, and he has quickly become one
of Australia’s most outspoken
environmental lobbyists. It is society that
gains, he says, by open dialogue and
people seeking solutions.

“If all three elements stand in their
corners, it is just about fighting,” he says.
“It’s only when they come into the middle
together, they talk and can find solutions.
On the corporate side, there have been a
few, like BP and Shell and others, who have
worked with NGOs for some time, but
plenty of others who stay in their corner.

“Similarly, some NGOs simply point
out the issues and problems, get
prominence in the press, say ‘it’s your
problem’ and then leave you [the business]
to get on with it. WWF has always been an
organisation for governments and
businesses to work with to find solutions
to environmental problems.”

For Bourne, one of the biggest
differences between a corporation that
operates responsibly and one that does
not, comes down to the importance, or
otherwise, of its own reputation.  

“It is fascinating that only a small
proportion of world supply is marshalled
by household names,” he remarks. “These
companies have their reputations to worry
about. But other companies are far less
sensitive to criticism and still behave as if
they are in the 1950s. For the household
names, however, a failure for one
company has a negative impact on
reputation across the industry.   

“BP has done a lot of good work in
areas such as climate change,
environmental impact and social
responsibility over the past decade. The
key thing is to maintain this effort. If
things are reversed in a month, or three
months, all the investment of the past
decade is diminished and becomes
worthless.” 

The logo on his business card might now
be entirely different, but some things never
change. Endless meetings also prevail at
the top of the green sector, and last-minute
meetings with the Australian Environment
Minister rightfully take precedence over
anything else, not least interviews with his
old company’s magazine!

No more suits for Louise
Johnson. She spends
her summers on a boat,
undertaking research
on the UK’s largest
wild resident, the

basking shark, and is shortly embarking
on a round-the-world sailing trip with no
plans to return. 

It’s a far cry from her former BP life
developing and implementing company
policy on biodiversity, a role that afforded
her plenty of contact with NGOs. Johnson
says she actually ‘turned green’ while at
Amoco, which she joined in1989 after
studying geology. Her interest in
biodiversity was heightened during a one-
year secondment in 2001-2002 to Fauna
and Flora International (FFI).    

“As an oil company, we recognised that
we were not conservation specialists,” she
says. “I enjoyed the NGO contact and
admired those who used credible
argument and science-based evidence. I
would say that some in BP saw this as a
necessary evil, but it was important for the
company to be developing its own

…and for the shark,
Louise Johnson

environmental protection capacity and
not just give money to a cause.

“BP wanted a secondee from FFI to
help demystify what was an important
relationship. I felt it could work in reverse
and managed to blag my way over to FFI!
That was my first dabble working solely
on biodiversity-specific issues and being
thrown into the deep end.” 

Much of Johnson’s work at FFI was
focused on the Caspian Sea region, where
she was involved in establishing
governmental collaboration on strategic
biodiversity action planning between its
five littoral states.   

“I also acted as a conduit between BP
and FFI. We realised NGOs like FFI had
great potential to help us minimise our
impacts on biodiversity, but felt we were
not maximising that potential. So we
hoped to better understand FFI’s working
style and priorities, and identify how BP
could best work with it.”  

Johnson says she was also able to take
her oil industry experience to FFI. A solid
understanding of an oil company’s
operational issues and technical language

“BP wanted a secondee
from FFI to help
demystify what was an
important relationship
between the two. I felt it
could work in reverse and
managed to blag my way
over to FFI!”

»
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was a great help when it came to
interpreting expectations of either ‘side’. 

She returned to her job at BP as
biodiversity advisor and soon met her
partner, Colin Speedie, a marine
conservationist and professional wildlife
photographer. Following the secondment,
she could perhaps have been described as
disillusioned with the oil sector, but
readily admits this was due to some
serious soul-searching. She found it hard
to ignore impacts on climate change and
biodiversity from expanding fossil fuel
use, and felt increasingly unable to defend
the search for new exploitable oil reserves
in sometimes pristine areas.

“I was going through what you could
call a ‘hitting-40, midlife-super-crisis,’”
she explains. “Colleagues teased me that I
was ‘too green’ for the new green BP, and
I was actively undertaking voluntary
conservation projects to get my hands
dirty.” 

Her partner had set up the WiSe
Scheme, developed to minimise the impact

on marine species from ecotourism
operations and encourage sustainability.
He was also running the boat-based
Wildlife Trust’s basking shark project.

“BP was looking for voluntary
redundancies and that got me thinking. I
had 14 years’ service with Amoco and BP
and, with everything else going on, I
handed in my notice and jumped in with
both feet. I never actually intended to join
the ‘other side’ as such, I just knew I
needed to be true to myself. 

“My role now, when not searching for
sharks, is as a consultant for NGOs,
advising governments, companies and
other NGOs on minimising impacts from
energy development,” she says. “Having
seen what BP is trying to achieve and
knowing what companies should be aiming
for, I can use this knowledge to encourage
this from the other side of the fence.”  

Louise says NGOs are moving towards
a more collaborative working style.
“Corporates could learn a lot from NGOs
about science-led passion for the best

environmental outcome and achieving the
seemingly unachievable,” she says. “For
NGOs, their greatest lesson should be
that confrontation is never the best way to
persuade industry. 

“They may get their point on to the
boardroom agenda, but positive dialogue
and influence are then forever tainted.”  

Following an appearance at the London
Boat Show next January, where the North
Sea Maritime stand will display the boat
they intend to use for their work, Johnson
and Speedie will sail off as pioneers of
‘Wave Action’, an open-ended photo-
journalism project reporting on threatened
marine habitats. For Louise, the question
of whether she would ever return to a
corporate life is hypothetical. She does
miss teamwork and the ‘comfort’ of a big
organisation, but such a move is unlikely.  

“You can never say never – but if it did
happen, I’d hope a company would see
the benefit I could bring from experience
gained in going ‘beyond BP’,” Louise says
with a definite twinkle in her eye.   
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West London can
hardly compete
aesthetically with
the Himalayas,
but the
differences

Omayma Khan makes as global
community relations coordinator at BP
are ample recompense for her stark
change of scenery. After a twisting path,
she’s happy she’s in the right place.  

UK-born, Khan took advantage of dual
nationality to go to Pakistan in 1993, to
find out about her ‘other heritage’. After a
stint on a local newspaper, she took up a
communications role with WWF.  

“I always had an interest in the
environment,” she says. “I wasn’t a student
activist, but I was aware of what I could do
individually. WWF, and the environmental
agenda, were not so big in Pakistan then. I
recall that the chief executive asked me at
my interview if I wanted the aircon on, and
I said: ‘No, no, CFCs and all that!’ He
knew then that he was getting someone
who knew and cared about the issues.” 

Khan became more interested in ‘green
economics’ and in the effects on humans
of the loss of natural resources. When she
married a WWF colleague, she jumped at
the chance to join him on a project in the
Himalayas. 

It was an amazing, if isolating,
experience and, after having their first
child, the couple left the mountains for

Islamabad. Khan became a consultant in
the development sector, as well as a
communications consultant for a joint
venture between Premier Oil and Shell,
joining her husband again to make forays
in the Kirthar National Park. Many of the
NGO contacts with whom she had
campaigned against the projects she was
now working on waited for the couple to
return with egg on their faces. 

“There was a huge backlash,” Khan
recalls. “We were known as ‘the
environmental couple’. We worked
together and had a lot of the same friends,
so, when we went to work within the oil
and gas sector together, they thought we
had sold out. Especially as they knew we
had a conviction and passion for
development issues. In fact, it was
conviction that made them believe we
would not be happy, or last.” 

Sparks flew initially. Although she “did
not understand how business could be so
dispassionate at times”, she stuck things
out, and says she eventually accepted that
this approach often got the best results.

“It was a bit of a turnaround at first and
I found myself thinking, ‘I hope this

makes sense,’” she admits. “But there was
a big change in the industry and a lot of
health, safety and environmental policy in
Pakistan was shaped as a result of this
project. And the friends who became our
adversaries professionally were still our
friends after five o’clock!”

Khan says her NGO relationships
helped her persuade contacts to attend
public hearings and listen to the oil
companies’ plans for seismic exploration.  

“We were able to say: ‘Look, it’s us,
come and air your views.’ That, for me,
was key, in terms of where I sat in the
corporate and development sectors.” 

What Khan learned, through her
freelance work, of BP and its efforts in
sustainable development impressed her.
Hearing that BP Pakistan was looking for
a communications and external affairs
manager, she applied for and got the job. 

Furthering her personal development,
Khan transferred in June 2007 to a global
role in the UK, and is now helping
business leaders implement environmental
and social policy. She says the oil sector
needs more practitioners who better
understand the methodology of
community development, while the
development sector needs to come down
from its moral high ground and accept that
it will not be able to make the change it
seeks without engaging with industry. 

“People still think twice about going
into the extractive industries,” she says.
“It is not until they get inside that they
realise there is a lot that can be done, and
that is why I feel that I have come to the
right place. Having a central support role
makes my own contribution so much
more, because I can now help those
people working in the businesses. And
having done so myself means I am able to
challenge some of the policies being
shaped from a practical point of view. It’s
great that I am able to do that.”

“There was a big change in the industry and a lot of
health, safety and environmental policy in Pakistan
was shaped as a result of this project.”

For Big Oil –
Omayma Khan… 

»
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Writer biography>
HELEN CAMPBELL is a UK-based
journalist specialising in energy,
geopolitics, conflict and the
environment. She was a staff
journalist reporting on energy
markets and corporate news for four
years, and has worked on a freelance
basis for the past seven.

Another individual who has
worked on both sides of the
fence is Colombian national
Miguel Cañas, who has
extensive experience
dealing with politically-

charged and highly-sensitive issues, very
often with added security concerns. 

Prior to joining BP in 1994, Cañas
worked for more than 14 years for
Corporación El Minuto de Dios (CMD),
a leading social NGO focused on work,
education and housing, as well as in post-
disaster rehabilitation.

His first experiences of the oil and gas
sector were through Colombian national
oil company ECOPETROL, which asked
CMD to construct social intervention
models for its operational areas. It was a
sensitive time, as legitimate worker claims
coincided with the influence of the
National Liberation Army (ELN) in areas
where the industry was working.

The work of Cañas and his colleagues
was to have considerable reach, as he
explains: “Based on CMD’s ethos, all
people of working age are responsible for
contributing to the wellbeing of their
fellow men, as well as to the state,” he
says. “The oil industry was not exempt
from this and, as a major investor, was
obliged to take a leading role. The social
intervention model that we designed for
the Catatumbo region was later
implemented nationally by ECOPETROL
and by many other oil companies working
in Colombia.”  

Having later worked with BP in
developing and observing its social
programmes designed around the
Cusiana and Cupiagua fields in the
Casanare province, Cañas was asked to
join BP Colombia’s community affairs
group. He was struck, he says, by the
“different dimension taken on by time,
cost and results in the oil industry.”

“After seeing the model implemented by
BP, I was aware how much of what had
been proposed 10 years earlier was
working just as we had planned at CMD,”
he says. “I only found one important
difference. For a social NGO, the
immediate motivation is to create a better
life for people, via education, housing etc.
For the industry, the social model seeks to
facilitate operations, make them viable
and to leave a legacy.    

“What really moved me was the
possibility to raise the importance of
social matters in the organisation, and to
go from thinking to doing,” he continues.
“Given BP’s evident leadership, it was
possible to interact with community
representatives to influence the structure
and formulation of local and regional
development plans. I found a denser field
of action, where focus and permanent
action leads to more palpable results.”   

Cañas is now one of two representatives
in the Tierras group, the point of contact
for the 1,500 property owners in BP’s
operational areas. Varying and conflicting
community interests, coupled with wider
political issues, all within the sphere of
influence of violent armed groups, mean a
wide range of attitudes and
preconceptions. For Cañas, it is a
challenging and rewarding job to
negotiate with legitimate landowners. He
says communicating is fundamental in
this field and to overall BP success, and
corporations could do more of it. 

“The practise we should use daily is
listening,” he says. “At the same time,
NGOs have to get to know the corporate

world better, how it works and its
priorities, and could also make good use
of corporate goal, measurement and risk
assessment systems.”     

Corporations like those systems and
results, of course, but social development
programmes are never ‘complete’. 

“After more than 15 years, someone
might say ‘it’s all done,’ and that would not
be right,” he says. “Communities change,
overcome the lack of one thing and feel the
absence of another; children become adults
with responsibilities and, since they are
BP’s neighbours, they also adopt positions
regarding what we do; politicians
pressurise companies to get involved in
their purposes.  This all translates as
history repeating itself, with new
challenges and achievements, new actors
and audiences.”

Would he ever ‘switch sides’ again?
“Yes, I have considered that one way to
give back to society is to become involved
with an NGO again. I think having
worked on both sides would enable me to
contribute valuable experiences and help
improve communication between the
NGO and corporate worlds.”   

Crossing over

…and (for the
moment) Miguel Cañas

“Based on CMD’s ethos, all people of working age are
responsible for contributing to the wellbeing of their
fellow men, as well as to the state.”

BPM
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