
Week 9—POLS3033 Environment, Human Security, and Conflict


Richard W. Frank

School of  Politics & International Relations

1

Natural resource & conflict
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1. Natural resource & conflict: 

An introduction
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How do natural resources affect a country’s 
political and economic stability?
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Today’s motivating question
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Source; https://www.businessinsider.com/winning-lottery-downsides-2018-12



6
Source; https://www.businessinsider.com/winning-lottery-downsides-2018-12
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Source: https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/2020/07/covid-vaccine-needs-horseshoe-crab-blood/



Having resources is usually considered an asset.


Why then is having natural resources often lead to 
negative outcomes (e.g. Dutch Disease, the 
resource curse, civil conflict)?
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Today’s puzzle
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2  |  T H E  A U S T R A L I A N  N A T I O N A L  U N I V E R S I T Y  

I. COURSE OVERVIEW 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Learning Outcomes 

 

Upon successful completion of this course, students will have the knowledge and skills to: 

 

1. Identify and explain how environmental conflicts and human security are inter-related; 

2. Analyse the tensions between interests and values of a diversity of actors involved in contemporary 

conflicts over resource access; 

3. Demonstrate knowledge of a specific case of conflict, through the application of the concepts and 

analytical frameworks introduced in the course; 

4. Identify the impact on human security of different alternatives for conflict resolution. 

 

Assessment Summary 

 

Assessment task Value 
Linked  

learning outcomes 
Due date 

Workshop participation 10% 2 n/a 

Mid-term literature review, 1,500 words  30% 1 Wed of week 6 

Essay proposal, 500 words 10% 3, 4 Wed. of week 9 

Final essay, 2,500-3,000 words 50% 1, 2, 3, 4 1
st
 week of exam period 

 

 

Course Outline 

 

Week   Summary 

 

Section 1: Defining terms, actors, and interests 

Week 1  Introduction, course overview, and conflict 

Week 2  Economic development and economic instability 

Week 3  Political institutions and instability 

Week 4  Environmental change and scarcity 

   

Section 2: Causes 

Week 5  Population 

Week 6  Migration 

  Teaching break (no class) 
Week 7  Water 

Week 8  Food 

Week 9  Natural resources 

Week 10    Natural disaster   

   

Section 3: Responses  

Week 11  Domestic responses 

Week 12  International cooperation 

   

  



Have you ever thought about the globalized resource 
chain that go into making your lives possible?


If  so, what resources concern you the most for their 
negative effects on one of  this class’ three themes?


If  not, why not?
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Lecture question #1
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Natural Resources, Conflict,
and Conflict Resolution

UNCOVERING THE MECHANISMS

MACARTAN HUMPHREYS
Department of Political Science

Columbia University

The interpretation of the resource-conflict link that has become most publicized—the rebel greed
hypothesis—depends on just one of many plausible mechanisms that could underlie a relationship between
resource dependence and violence. The author catalogues a large range of rival possible mechanisms, high-
lights a set of techniques that may be used to identify these mechanisms, and begins to employ these tech-
niques to distinguish between rival accounts of the resource-conflict linkages. The author uses finer natural
resource data than has been used in the past, gathering and presenting new data on oil and diamonds produc-
tion and on oil stocks. The author finds evidence that (1) conflict onset is more responsive to the impacts of
past natural resource production than to the potential for future production, supporting a weak states mecha-
nism rather than a rebel greed mechanism; (2) the impact of natural resources on conflict cannot easily be
attributed entirely to the weak states mechanism, and in particular, the impact of natural resources is inde-
pendent of state strength; (3) the link between primary commodities and conflict is driven in part by agricul-
tural dependence rather than by natural resources more narrowly defined, a finding consistent with a “sparse
networks” mechanism; (4) natural resources are associated with shorter wars, and natural resource wars are
more likely to end with military victory for one side than other wars. This is consistent with evidence that
external actors have incentives to work to bring wars to a close when natural resource supplies are threatened.
The author finds no evidence that resources are associated with particular difficulties in negotiating ends to
conflicts, contrary to arguments that loot-seeking rebels aim to prolong wars.

Keywords: civil war; resource-conflict link; resource dependence

1. INTRODUCTION

In early April 1975, President Tombalbaye of Chad appealed on national radio for
popular vigilance, warning that members of the army were plotting a coup against him.
He explained that if anyone wanted to know why a coup was being plotted, the answer
lay with the oil in the Doba fields in the south. This appeal turned out to be
Tombalbaye’s last public address. On April 13, he was killed during Chad’s first suc-

508

AUTHOR’S NOTE: My thanks to Nicholas Sambanis, Iain Lustik, Robert Bates, Doron Hadass, Bryan
Graham, David Hecht, Michael Ross, Jim Fearon, Habaye ag Mohamed, and Jeremy Weinstein for generous
help with ideas and with data and to Brendan McSherry for terrific research assistance.
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Great abstract
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example, describes externalities of the extraction process itself in Aceh and Papua
New Guinea such as environmental damage and loss of land rights. Or finally, natural
resource wealth may be seen as more unjustly distributed than other wealth—as has
been claimed in Sierra Leone and Nigeria. In Niger, the insurgent groups stressed not
just that the north received little investment from the political center in the south but
also that the south relied economically on revenues gained from the uranium wealth of
the north, with no visible returns to the north. Such are the fears presently in Chad:
with no expectation that any of the oil revenues will accrue to their region, local leaders
in the Doba area have petitioned to the oil corporations for direct compensation, in the
form of scooters for each village leader.13

The feasibility mechanism. Natural resources could provide a way to finance rebel-
lions that have been started for other reasons, thereby increasing the prospects of suc-
cess.14 This can occur either through control of production during conflict, or, in prin-
ciple, through the sales of booty futures. Insofar as natural resource dependence
matters through feasibility effects, it is a “permissive cause” rather than a “root cause”
of conflict. Some scholars argue that because motivations for conflict are ubiquitous
only permissive causes of this form matter, nevertheless insofar as there is variation in
motivation, the feasibility explanation implies that there is a need to take account of
root causes when responding to conflicts. In principle, there should also be observable
differences in the conduct of wars, and of negotiations, between those that are con-
ducted to access resources and those that are financed by resources but conducted to
achieve other goals (although of course motivations may change over time).

The weak states mechanism. State structures may be weaker in natural-resource-
dependent economies. There are two prominent variants of the argument, both of
which focus on the strength of state-society linkages. One variant focuses on the soci-
ety side of weak society-state relations and holds that when citizens are untaxed by
governments, they have less power over them: they may have less information about
government activity, weaker incentives to monitor government behavior, and fewer
instruments at their disposal to withdraw support from governments; accordingly,
resource-dependent states may have little compulsion to respond to the demands of
their citizens or create structures that engage their citizens. The implications of these
arguments are ambiguous insofar as they may result in greater insulation but less resil-
ience of the state. The second channel focuses on the state side of state-society rela-
tions, arguing that governments that rely on natural resources rather than taxation have
weakened incentives to create strong bureaucratic institutions.15 The argument is a

512 JOURNAL OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION

13. Formally the Chad deal provides for 5 percent of revenues to be spent in the region of oil extraction
in the south. Few in the south believe that the government, dominated by northerners, will implement this
deal (interviews with village chiefs, Doba, April 2003).

14. As noted above, this interpretation of resources providing “opportunity” (as opposed to motivation)
is indeed a “softer” interpretation of the result that is sometimes suggested by Collier and Hoeffler.

15. Although, as argued by Snyder and Bhavnani (2005 [this issue]), the degree to which resources lead
to a weakened capacity for tax raising is partly endogenous to policy choices.

Clear competing 

explanations
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Keywords
democracy, democratization, civil war, institutions, corruption, natural
resources, oil

Abstract
Since 2001, hundreds of academic studies have examined the “political re-
source curse,” meaning the claim that natural resource wealth tends to ad-
versely affect a country’s governance. There is now robust evidence that one
type of mineral wealth, petroleum, has at least three harmful effects: It tends
to make authoritarian regimes more durable, to increase certain types of
corruption, and to help trigger violent conflict in low- and middle-income
countries. Scholars have also made progress toward understanding the mech-
anisms that lead to these outcomes and the conditions that make them more
likely. This essay reviews the evidence behind these claims, the debates over
their validity, and some of the unresolved puzzles for future research.
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An exemplary literature review
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INTRODUCTION
Does natural resource wealth lead to political dysfunction? From 2001 to 2013, hundreds of
academic studies addressed this question. There is now considerable evidence that under certain
conditions one type of resource wealth—petroleum—tends to produce a “political resource curse.”

The resource curse might be defined as the adverse effects of a country’s natural resource wealth
on its economic, social, or political well-being.1 The term was first used in print by economic ge-
ographer Richard Auty in 1993 (Auty 1993). Over the last decade it has been used by both scholars
and policymakers to explain a wide range of maladies in resource-rich countries, particularly in
Africa, the Middle East, Latin America, and the former Soviet Union. New initiatives to stop
the resource curse have been launched by the World Bank, the G20, and the United Nations
Development Program. Two multistakeholder agreements—the Kimberley Process Certification
Scheme and the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative—have been forged. Both the United
States and the European Union have adopted new transparency laws that are explicitly designed
to alleviate the curse in resource-exporting countries. Dozens of nongovernmental organizations,
new and old, have devoted themselves to this issue.

The idea of a resource curse has also influenced many debates in political science—for example,
on the causes of democratic transitions (Gassebner et al. 2012), the role of taxation in state-
building (Brautigam et al. 2008, Smith 2008), the consequences of foreign aid (Bermeo 2011,
Ahmed 2012) and the factors affecting the onset, duration, and severity of civil war (Fearon &
Laitin 2003, Weinstein 2007). A large literature in economics asks how natural resource wealth
affects economic growth (Wick & Bulte 2009, van der Ploeg 2011, Frankel 2012).

This review examines the political effects of resource endowments, particularly on government
accountability, the quality of state institutions, and the incidence of civil war. It addresses three
questions:

! What are the most robust findings on these issues?
! What are the major challenges to these findings, and how valid are they?
! What are the most important gaps in our knowledge?

I argue below there is strong evidence that one type of resource wealth—petroleum—has at least
three important effects: It tends to make authoritarian regimes more durable; it leads to heightened
corruption; and it helps trigger violent conflict in low- and middle-income countries, particularly
when it is located in the territory of marginalized ethnic groups. The effects on authoritarianism
and conflict appear to be recent phenomena, emerging after the 1970s.

There are three main debates about these effects. The first is about the conditions under which
oil has these effects. Scholars generally agree that these effects are conditional and hence limited in
scope, but there is no consensus over what those conditions are. A large fraction of the hypothesized
conditions are measured in ways that are collinear, making it hard to distinguish among them. A
second, related debate is over the mechanisms that generate these conditional effects, although
on one issue—the relationship between petroleum and civil conflict—many studies now point to
a similar underlying process.

The third debate is over whether the resource curse is real or illusory. Although most studies
report evidence of some type of resource curse, a significant minority suggest that the appearance
of a resource curse is a statistical artifact created by either endogeneity or omitted-variable bias.
Others raise a second objection: that petroleum’s damaging effects may be real but are counter-
balanced by beneficial effects that are commonly overlooked.

1I use “oil” to refer to both oil and natural gas, and “resource (or oil) wealth” and “resource (or oil) abundance” to refer to
the value of a country’s natural resource (or petroleum) production, on a per capita basis.
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Research questions

Debates
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1. Natural resource & conflict: 

An introduction
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Image source: https://pxhere.com/en/photo/1376005

2. Natural resources: 

Defining our terms



What is the type of  resource? 


• Extracted (e.g. minerals) rather than produced (e.g. last 
week’s agriculture)


What is the salient quality of  the resource?


• For example, quantity, value of  production or export, or 
government rents


Method used to normalise values


• For example, fraction of  GDP, exports, per capita, 
government revenue

19

Defining natural resources



Fuel minerals


• Oil


• Natural gas


Non-fuel minerals


• Gold


• Coltan


• Cobalt


• Tantalum


Gemstones


• Diamonds, rubies, emeralds
20

Types of  natural resources



“[P]rofits above and beyond production 
costs, where the costs include a normal 
rate of  return on the capital invested,” (Ross 2012: 

35, quoted in Fails and Dubuis 2015: 704)

21

Resource rents definition



Resource revenue allow governments to reduce taxes as well 
as increase public goods and private patronage.


Rents can also raise risks of  depending on one source of  
revenue (e.g. Venezuela).


Rent diversification helps reduce risk of  authoritarian 
collapse. (Fails & DuBuis 2015)


• Fails & DuBuis (2015) look at five resources (coal, forest, mineral, natural gas & oil)


• It is unclear if  their authoritarian regime failure includes conflict.

22

Rentier effects



“Australia is a significant exporter of natural resources, energy, and food. 
Australia's abundant and diverse natural resources attract high levels of foreign 
investment and include extensive reserves of coal, iron, copper, gold, natural 
gas, uranium, and renewable energy sources. A series of major investments, 
such as the US$40 billion Gorgon Liquid Natural Gas Project, will 
significantly expand the resources sector.

For nearly two decades up till 2017, Australia had benefited from a dramatic 
surge in its terms of trade. As export prices increased faster than import prices, 
the economy experienced continuous growth, low unemployment, contained 
inflation, very low public debt, and a strong and stable financial system. 
Australia entered 2018 facing a range of growth constraints, principally driven 
by the sharp fall in global prices of key export commodities. Demand for 
resources and energy from Asia and especially China is growing at a slower 
pace and sharp drops in export prices have impacted growth.”

-CIA Factbook 23Source: https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/australia/#economy

Is our perspective on this affected by 
being in “the lucky country?
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Australia

Source: Observatory of  Economic Complexity (https://oec.world/en/)
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South SudanSouth Sudan

Source: Observatory of  Economic Complexity (https://oec.world/ssd/)



“South Sudan does have abundant natural resources. South Sudan holds 
one of the richest agricultural areas in Africa, with fertile soils and 
abundant water supplies. Currently the region supports 10-20 million 
head of cattle. 

At independence in 2011, South Sudan produced nearly three-fourths of 
former Sudan's total oil output of nearly a half million barrels per day. 
The Government of South Sudan relies on oil for the vast majority of its 
budget revenues, although oil production has fallen sharply since 
independence. 

South Sudan is one of the most oil-dependent countries in the world, with 
98% of the government’s annual operating budget and 80% of its gross 
domestic product (GDP) derived from oil. Oil is exported through a 
pipeline that runs to refineries and shipping facilities at Port Sudan on the 
Red Sea.” 

-CIA Factbook 26

South Sudan



“The adverse effects of  a country’s natural 
resource wealth on its economic, social, or 
political well-being.” 


Ross (2015: 240; building on Auty 1993)
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The resource curse—definition
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Source: IMF (https://www.imf.org/en/Research/commodity-prices)
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Chart 1. Indices of Primary Commodity Prices
(2016 = 100) 1/ 

1/ Combines indices of non-fuel primary commodity prices and energy prices.
2/ Deflated by U.S. CPI.
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Chart 2. Indices of Non-Fuel Primary Commodity Prices
(2016 = 100) 1/ 

1/ Indices comprise price series for 59 non-fuel primary commodities. Weights are based on the 2014-2016 average of world 
export earnings. 
2/ Deflated by U.S. CPI.

https://www.imf.org/en/Research/commodity-prices


Source: https://www.tradingview.com/chart/?symbol=FX%3AUSOIL

Crude oil prices



After last week’s focus and this week’s readings, 
do you buy the argument that extractive 
resources are more of  a risk than produced 
resources?


Why or why not?

30

Lecture question #2
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Image source: https://pxhere.com/en/photo/1376005

2. Natural resources: 

Defining our terms



32Image source; https://pixy.org/5876535/

3. Natural resources & conflict—
mechanisms



33

An embarrassment of  
mechanisms



Other, non-petroleum resources, matter.


Effects are non-monotonic.


Location matters (e.g. off/on-shore, periphery/central)

34

How resources can affect conflict 
differently than regime stability & 

institutional quality



Greedy rebels


Greedy outsiders


Citizen and elite grievances


Feasibility/start up costs (aka. “booty futures”)


Weak states (opportunity)


Sparse trading networks
35

Natural resources & conflict onset

Humphreys’ 2005 possible mechanisms



Feasibility


Military balance


Lack of  cohesiveness


Side rent payments


International interventions

36

Natural resources & conflict duration

Humphreys’ 2005 possible mechanisms



Declining rents can cause conflict.


As risk of  conflict increases resource rents decrease 
(endogeneity).


Government weakness causes both resource rents and 
conflict risk (spuriousness).


Do spikes or dips in rents matter or how much they are? 
(levels vs. change)

37

Other explanations



38Image source; https://pixy.org/5876535/

3. Natural resources & conflict—
mechanisms



39Image source: https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/navy-aware-reports-incident-gulf-oman-n1017066

4. Oil and conflict



Oil dependence is one of  the few robust correlates of  
regime type. (Ross 2015: 243)


Oil is a predictor of  regime stability, both for democracies 
and autocracies.


Oil increases corruption.

40

Oil, democracy, 

institutions, & conflict



Source: http://www.zerohedge.com/sites/default/files/images/user3303/imageroot/2014/07/20140722_oilprice1.jpg

http://www.zerohedge.com/sites/default/files/images/user3303/imageroot/2014/07/20140722_oilprice1.jpg
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44Source: https://www.cnbc.com/2017/05/20/us-saudi-arabia-seal-weapons-deal-worth-nearly-110-billion-as-trump-begins-visit.html



45Source: https://www.dw.com/en/us-european-weapons-exports-middle-east-north-africa/a-55039271



46Source: https://www.fool.com/investing/2020/09/08/saudi-arabia-just-crushed-us-crude-oil-prices-agai/ 
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SOURCE: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/9/13/saudi-led-coalition-attacks-houthi-positions-in-yemens-sanaa
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Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/14/us/politics/us-war-crimes-yemen-saudi-arabia.html



Source: Ross (2015: 244)
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Figure 1
Oil and transitions to democracy, 1960–2008. The figure shows all countries that could have made
transitions from authoritarianism to democracy during the period—including the 61 countries that were
under authoritarian rule in 1960 plus the 43 countries that became independent after 1960 and were under
authoritarian rule in their first year of independence. The values on the horizontal axis represent each
country’s mean oil income per capita between 1960 and 2008; the values on the vertical axis denote the
percentage of the time (since either 1960 or the first year of independence) that these initially authoritarian
countries dwelt under a democratic government. Those that were continuously authoritarian have scores of
0%, whereas those that transitioned to democracy early and stayed democratic have scores approaching
100%. The dotted line shows the predicted values from a linear regression, and the shaded area represents
the 95% confidence interval. Data on oil income per capita are from Ross (2012), and data on democratic
transitions are from Cheibub et al. (2010). Abbreviations: AGO, Angola; ALB, Albania; ALG, Algeria; BGD,
Bangladesh; BHR, Bahrain; BOL, Bolivia; BRN, Brunei Darussalam; DOM, Dominican Republic; ESP,
Spain; GAB, Gabon; HUN, Hungary; IDN, Indonesia; IRN, Islamic Republic of Iran; IRQ, Iraq; KWT,
Kuwait; LBY, Libya; MEX, Mexico; MYS, Malaysia; OMN, Oman; POL, Poland; PRT, Portugal; QAT,
Qatar; ROM, Romania; RUS, Russian Federation; SAU, Saudi Arabia; SYR, Syria; THA, Thailand; TUR,
Turkey; UAE, United Arab Emirates.

governments and prevent them from transiting to democracy; and it could weaken democratic
governments and push them toward authoritarianism. Most studies of this issue find support for
the first condition, but results are mixed on the second condition.

The first condition is also consistent with research on the survival in office of authoritarian
leaders, rather than authoritarian regimes. Both Cuaresma et al. (2010) and Andersen & Aslaksen
(2013) show that oil wealth prolongs the survival in office of authoritarian rulers; Andersen &
Aslaksen also find that kimberlite diamonds have a similar effect, while alluvial diamonds and
other types of minerals can reduce the longevity of authoritarian leaders and parties. Looking
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 36 

 
Figure 5: Polity scores of oil-reliant and non oil-reliant countries, 1945-2006 

  
The solid black line shows the mean polity score (on a 0-100 scale) of the 34 oil-
producing countries that Haber and Menaldo identify as “resource reliant”; the broken 
line shows the mean polity score of all other countries. 
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Source: http://www.digitalfinanceanalytics.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/IMF-Working-Resources-1.jpg

http://www.digitalfinanceanalytics.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/IMF-Working-Resources-1.jpg


Do you know where the petrol Canberran’s put in their cars comes from?


Try Googling/Duck Duck Go-ing: “Where does Australia's petrol come from?” 


Click on the 24 Feb 2022 article by Vlado Vivoda at The Conversation and have a 
quick read.


Had you thought about the potential for petrol supply disruption in Australia?


Do you think that international sources of  disruption are something we need to 
change domestic policies to address? Why or why not? 
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Lecture question #3
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55Image source: https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/navy-aware-reports-incident-gulf-oman-n1017066

4. Oil and conflict
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5. South Sudan’s oil & conflict
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South Sudan:

A case study of  resource and conflict interdependence
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President Salva Kiir Riek MacharJohn Garang
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President Salva Kiir Riek MacharJohn Garang
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62Source: http://www.cepo-southsudan.org  

http://www.cepo-southsudan.org
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3 
 

x In March 2019, an offer of 10 oil and natural gas exploration blocks in the Red Sea’s Halayeb 

triangle sparked a dispute between Egypt and Sudan. Egypt controls the territory, but Sudan has 

claimed the territory as Sudanese since the 1950s.6 

x  South Sudan has restarted production at some of its previously shut-in fields in the Toma South 

and Unity fields in September 2018 and January 2019, providing a marginal increase to its total 

production. South Sudan seeks to increase total production to more than 200,000 b/d by the 

end of 2019. However,  uncertainty remains on whether Sudan can do so under the export 

licensing restrictions the U.S. Department of State imposed on South Sudan’s Ministry of Energy, 

Nilepet (the National Oil and Gas Corporation of South Sudan), and the three major oil field 

operators in the country: DPOC, GPOC, and SPOC.7 The licensing restrictions hinder the 

operators’ ability to secure the equipment and services required to develop or re-start 

production at its fields.8 

x In 2018, the government withdrew from negotiations to explore and develop blocks B1 and B2, 

and it is reportedly in talks with CNPC to acquire the blocks.9 

 

Midstream infrastructure 
x Plans for the construction of a separate pipeline have been reported that would allow South 

Sudan to export crude oil through neighboring Kenya or Djibouti through Ethiopia to avoid 

transit fees.10 However, the pipeline is not likely to be built in the near future because of the 

overall weak security environment and resulting supply disruptions to crude oil production in 

South Sudan.  

Refining and refined oil products 
x Discussions between Sudanese and Chinese officials on a proposed second expansion to the 

refinery in Khartoum that could double the refinery’s capacity have been reported, but no 

significant progress has been made.11  

Source: US Energy Information Administration. 2019. “Executive Summary: Sudan and South Sudan.” p. 4
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South Sudan
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South SudanSouth Sudan

Source: Observatory of  Economic Complexity (https://oec.world/ssd/)





26
THE TAKING OF SOUTH SUDAN

TheSentry.org

Kiir’s global corporate network
Members of President Kiir's immediate family are shareholders and directors in companies alongside 
dozens of foreign nations from 13 different countries.*

*These relationships represent shareholder, directorship, or beneficial ownership of the given company according 
to corporate documents on file with The Sentry. 

SEPTEMBER 2019
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5. South Sudan—Oil and conflict



77Image source: NPR (https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2016/07/27/487625112/

report-u-n-peacekeepers-did-nothing-as-south-sudanese-soldiers-raped-women)

6. International efforts 

against the resource curse

https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2016/07/27/487625112/


International companies and 
governments fund repressive states and 
armed groups to extract resources.


Sometimes with side payments…
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Congo Brazzaville

Many Congolese citizens are bitterly aware that oil has not
benefited them, its owners, and a resurgent civil society
has begun to demand more accountability. In 2002
Congolese church leaders wrote in an open letter to their
president: ‘The Congolese people do not know much about
how much our country receives from this black gold, and
even less about how the revenues are managed. What it
does know is the price of oil is measured not in barrels or
dollars, but in suffering, misery, successive wars, blood,
displacement of people, exile, unemployment, late
payment of salaries, non-payment of pensions.’8

Given its huge debts, Congo is understandably keen to
join the IMF’s Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative
(HIPC), which offers massive debt relief in return for
policy reforms agreed with the IMF and the World Bank.
However, its oil earnings continue to be managed
unaccountably, especially the operations of the national
oil company Société Nationale des Pétroles du Congo,
undermining the promises on improved transparency that
the government has made to the IMF and others. The
Sassou-Nguesso government cannot be allowed simply to
take the IMF’s money and run.

The message of the Elf affair is clear: if the company had
been obliged to disclose its financial relationship with the
Congolese government, there is no way that its ‘African
Strategy’ could have worked. At the same time, if the
government had managed its oil income accountably,
Congo might not be reeling economically, politically and
socially from the crushing burden of debt and war.

Elf’s legacy in Congo
The trial of 37 former senior executives of the now-defunct
Elf, for ‘misuse of company assets’ to the tune of hundreds
of millions of dollars, ended in Paris in mid-November
2003 with the conviction of 30 of the accused.9 The 600-
page indictment listed allegations of corrupt behaviour by
top Elf officials including siphoning-off commissions into
secret bank accounts, buying multi-million dollar
properties and expensive
jewellery and embezzling money
for divorce and alimony fees.10

The penalties handed down
included fifteen prison sentences,
seven suspended sentences and
heavy fines. Loïk Le Floch-
Prigent, former chief executive of
Elf, was given a five-year
sentence and a US$471,000
(€375,000) fine; Alfred Sirven,
his right-hand man, was also
sentenced to five years and fined

US$1.25 million (€1 million); and André Tarallo, former
Director for Africa and of Hydrocarbons was given four
years and a US$2.5 million (€2 million) fine.11

But this is not just another corporate fraud scandal. The
indictment alleged that the accused took advantage of the
pre-existing ‘Elf system’,12 whereby the company paid
African decision-makers from offshore accounts to
maintain its powerful market position in several
countries. There was nothing illegal under French law
about the largesse distributed by Elf at the time, and the
Paris trial looked only at allegations of misuse of the
company’s own assets by individual employees. 

Prosecuting judge Renaud Van Ruymbeke aimed to show
that the Elf system was used as a ‘pompe à finance’13 (cash
cow) that effectively transferred revenues from public to
private hands. To make this case, the prosecution provided
extensive details about how offshore structures were set
up to buy off African leaders, by diverting signature
bonuses (one-off payments) and ‘abonnements’ (money
skimmed from oil sales) into personal accounts. These
leaders were also encouraged to take out oil-backed loans
that enriched ‘the secret funds of Elf’.14 In Congo, this
created conditions of unaccountable government and
direct indebtedness to the company that progressively
secured Elf’s hold on the country’s politics.

The three top Elf executives who were convicted in the
trial enjoyed particular influence in Congo. Loïk Le
Floch-Prigent was Elf’s chief executive between 1989 and
1993. Alfred Sirven held the catch-all title of Directeur des
Affaires Générales (Director of General Affairs), and André
Tarallo, known as ‘Mr Africa’, was a former president of
Elf’s subsidiary, Elf Congo. André Tarallo admits to acting
as Elf’s ‘secret financier’ until 1989, a role he testifies was
then taken over by Sirven.15 His role was to liaise with
‘existing heads of state’ whilst Sirven developed contacts
with opposition leaders.16 The secret payments and oil-
backed loans began in the early 1970s but the company’s

Convicted: Elf’s Tarallo, Sirven and Le Floch-Prigent. Credit: AFP/Getty Images

19Less savoury…
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FDI projects, 2003-2017

Data source: FT Markets
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FDI to Africa
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More FDI to Africa than aid



The United Nations Security Council, World Bank, and other 
IO’s have tried to increase transparency.


So have non-governmental organisations like Publish What 
You Fund
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Extractive Industries 

Transparency Initiative (EITI)



Formation: 2003


Global standard to promote open and accountable 
management of  natural resources


56 implementing countries with 31 compliant with 2011 
rules
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Extractive Industries 

Transparency Initiative (EITI)



89

EITI compliant & 

candidate countries
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Why is transparency of  resource 
rents seen as being so important?
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Largest gem-quality diamond in the world 
(3,106.75 carats). 

Discovered 1905 in South Africa. 

Value: USD$2 billion

The Cullinan diamond
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Sceptre with the Cross

530 carats
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Cullinan mine

South Africa


Currently 747m deep

Can go to 1,000m
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Source: https://www.npr.org/2012/11/23/165271466/sierra-leone-holds-a-vote-not-a-war-on-diamonds

Alluvial diamond mine

Koidu, Sierra Leone
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Launched in 2003


Narrow definition of  what constitutes a conflict diamond


“rough diamonds used by rebel movements to finance wars against 
legitimate governments’.”Applies only to rough diamonds


The Kimberley Process Certification Scheme (KPCS) outlines the rules that 
govern the trade in rough diamonds. 


As of  November 2013, there are 54 participants representing 81 countries, 
with the European Community counting as a single participant. 


The participants include all major rough diamond producing, exporting 
and importing countries (99.8%).


Global Witness suspended their involvement in 2011.
100

Kimberley Process



Motivating question: How do natural resources affect a 
country’s political and economic stability?


Multiple mechanisms by which natural resources can affect 
political institutions and political stability.


Oil has had the greatest effect.


A mix of  small and large-scale international efforts have 
been undertaken to increase transparency.


Unclear what effects transparency will have.
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Conclusions



102Image source: NPR (https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2016/07/27/487625112/

report-u-n-peacekeepers-did-nothing-as-south-sudanese-soldiers-raped-women)

6. International efforts against 

the resource curse

https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2016/07/27/487625112/

