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ABSTRACT 

The paper explores the topic of the oil exports’ influence on the corruption of the public 

sector, and the degree of political freedom in the Gulf of Guinea region. The main thesis of 

the paper is that a higher level of dependence on oil exports for a country from the Gulf of 

Guinea region means a higher level of corruption and a lower level of political freedom in the 

society. The most important natural resource by far that is being exploited in the region is oil. 

So the pattern mentioned can be found in all of the states of the region that are dependent on 

oil exports. This is actually the real meaning of the term “the curse of oil” or the “oil curse”. 

A large proportion of the oil rents simply “disappears” through the corruptive behaviour of 

the political and military elites. Therefore, the overwhelming majority of the population in the 

countries of the Gulf of Guinea region spends their lives in poverty. Societies that exist in the 

Gulf of Guinea region states would be better off without the oil and that oil is the real 

“curse” of this region. The research of the human development index, the corruption 

perception index, and the degree of political freedoms and civil liberties, done on the 

countries from the Gulf of Guinea region, has shown that the main hypothesis is valid. 

Dependence on oil exports for a country from the Gulf of Guinea region means a propensity 

towards a higher level of corruption of the public sector and a lower level of political freedom 

and civil liberties in the society. 

Keywords: natural resources, oil, Gulf of Guinea region, democratization, corruption, 

diversification of economy. 
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1 INTRODUCTION: THE “CURSE OF OIL” IN THE GULF OF GUINEA REGION 

Natural resources are increasingly becoming the factors that inflate the instability in certain 

regions of the world, as well as the instability and slower (or non-existent) democratization of 

the countries that are dependent on the natural resource exports. Among these natural 

resources, oil plays the most important, but not the only role. Control over natural resources is 

a key factor that ties politics (distribution of wealth) and economy (normally production of 

wealth, but in oil exports dependent states a natural resources rent), especially through the 

subsidies and patronages that supplement most of the tax revenues that would have to be 

collected without the rents. The influence of natural resources on the economic growth is 

especially dependent on the institutional framework in which these resources are exploited1. 

Certain regions of the world, such as the Broader Middle East Region and the Sub-Saharan 

Africa, are the best examples of the regions in which the “oil curse” has the strongest effect. 

Parts of these regions are very rich in oil. 

The main aim of this paper was to verify its main hypothesis that a clear connection exists 

between the dependence on oil exports of the countries in the Gulf of Guinea region2  and the 

slowing down or complete absence of the democratization processes, and a higher level of 

corruption in the public sector. This connection is the real cause of the so-called “curse of 

oil”. The first hypothesis, therefore, was that the countries in the region have some basic 

common features that were interesting to us, such as a very low level of economic 

development, measured by GDP per capita, a high degree of corruption, a low human 

development index and a very low level of political freedoms3. However, it has to be noted 

that a high level of dependence on oil exports does not necessarily mean political instability 

and internal conflicts. Gabon and Equatorial Guinea have stable regimes, while at the same 

time having a very high-level corruption perception and a very low level of political freedoms 

(among the lowest in the world). Regimes in these states use the oil rents to finance the 

repressive apparatus and social care programs (in Gabon). The fact that the population of 

these states is small (Gabon 1.6 million, Equatorial Guinea less than 0.8 million) and oil 

deposits are abundant (in comparison to the population) makes it easier for these regimes to 

finance the repressive apparatus of the state. The regimes are “demotivating” the population 

to seek a higher level of political freedom and civil liberties (and of course, to pose the 

question where a high proportion of the money from the oil rents actually ends up). The 

indicator that confirms this claim is the percentage of GDP spent on the military and state 

security apparatus. This percentage is from two to ten times higher in the countries that are 

                                                           
1 More in: 

Le Billon, P. (2004), The Geopolitical Economy of Resource Wars, Geopolitics, 9 (1) 1-28. 
2 For the purposes of this paper, we have defined the Gulf of Guinea region and studied it here, as a region that 

comprises the following countries: Ivory Coast, Ghana, Togo, Benin, Nigeria, Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea, 

Gabon, Republic of Congo, Cabinda (Angola’s exclave), Democratic Republic of Congo, and Angola. The 

coasts themselves, the parts of these countries that are in the proximity of the coast, as well as the Gulf of Guinea 

as a body of water, are strategically and economically the most important parts of the region. A large portion of 

oil deposits lies near the coast or below the seabed. Therefore, offshore drilling has been developing rapidly. 
3 The Democratic Republic of Congo is abundant in natural resources and torn apart by conflicts connected with 

the exploitation of natural resources. However, minerals and ores (and not oil) are the primary commodities that 

are being exported. The deposits of minerals and ores mostly lie deep in the interior of this large state (primarily 

in the Shaba region) and not along the coastline, that is in fact only about 37 kilometres long. Ghana and Benin 

were also not the primary focus of our interest. They are interesting because they represent the only countries 

that differ from the majority of the countries in the region in their political stability and the degree of political 

freedom. Of course, they are not dependent on the oil exports. 



 

 

economically dependent on oil exports (an average of 2.6 percent) than in the countries that 

are not (an average of less than 1 percent) (Schubert, 2006: 10-11). In the Gulf of Guinea 

region, countries that are not dependent on oil exports enjoy a higher degree of freedom in the 

society, a lower level of corruption in the public sector and a higher degree of political 

stability. 

 

Tab. 1: The Gulf of Guinea region countries: total GDP and GDP per capita (2013) 

Country GDP in billions, current 

US$ 

GDP per capita, current 

US$ 

Angola 121.7 5 668 

Benin 8.31 805 

Cameroon 29.27 1 315 

Congo, Democratic Republic 30.63 454 

Congo, Republic 14.11 3 172 

Equatorial Guinea 15.57 20 572 

Gabon 19.43 11 571 

Ghana 47.93 1 850 

Ivory Coast 30.91 1 521 

Nigeria 522.34 3 010 

Togo 4.34 636 

Sources: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD/countries;  

  http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD/countries. 

 

2 METHODOLOGY 

The paper represents a case study of one particular region with a focus on certain common 

aspects of politics and political economy in one particular, defined geographical area. Once 

we defined the region, the main criterion was, besides the fact that all countries have a 

coastline on the Atlantic coast of Africa (Gulf of Guinea is a part of the Atlantic Ocean), the 

importance of the country regarding its overall confirmed crude oil reserves and its current oil 

exports. The Gulf of Guinea region, as a part of Sub-Saharan Africa, comprises five important 

oil producers and exporters: Nigeria, Angola, Gabon, Republic of Congo, and Equatorial 

Guinea. These countries were studied in particular. The two countries, Nigeria and Angola, 

were the most important for our research, since they are the biggest exporters of oil from the 

region and members of OPEC. The main indicators that were followed, were found for every 

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD/countries
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD/countries


 

 

country in the region, and compared. The data on the human development index (HDI)4 were 

taken from the official UNDP classification. The countries positioned from 1st to 47th place in 

the world are considered to have a very high HDI, the countries from 48th to 94th place have a 

high HDI, the countries from 95th to 141st place have a medium HDI, and finally, the 

countries placed from 142nd to 187th place have a low HDI. The data on corruption perception 

for each country were taken from the Transparency International report that comprises the 

data for the perception of corruption. The scores below 35 were considered as high level of 

corruption perception, scores from 35 to 50 were considered to be a medium level of 

corruption perception, and scores from 50 to a maximum of 100 (in theory, in reality, Norway 

is best placed among the countries studied with the score 85) were considered to represent a 

low level of corruption perception. The data on the level of political freedom were found in 

the official classification of the Freedom House, which classifies the societies into free, partly 

free, and not free, depending on the scores into the categories of political freedoms and civil 

liberties. The score of 1 represents the best, and the score of 7 represents the worst result. 

 

3 THE IMPORTANCE OF OIL FROM THE GULF OF GUINEA REGION AND OIL 

EXPORTING COUNTRIES 

Nigeria, Angola, Gabon, Republic of Congo, and Equatorial Guinea are the five most 

important oil-exporting countries in the region. The importance of their confirmed and 

estimated oil fields makes them unavoidable for the developed countries and emerging 

economies that import large quantities of oil. The importance of the region as a whole and 

especially of these five countries for the world’s oil supply is very high. The confirmed, 

mostly offshore oil reserves in the region are over 52 billion barrels. The oil from the region is 

of a high quality, contains a small proportion of sulphur and is much closer to the United 

States of America by sea than the oil from the Persian Gulf. 

 

Tab. 2: Confirmed oil reserves, daily production of oil and oil reserves per inhabitant among 

the states of the region that have significant quantities of oil reserves (2012) 

Country Confirmed 

oil 

reserves, 

billions of 

barrels 

Percentage of 

oil reserves in 

the total oil 

reserves in the 

region 

Daily 

production 

of oil, 

millions of 

barrels 

Percentage of 

oil production 

in the total oil 

production in 

the region 

Oil 

reserves 

per 

inhabitant, 

barrels⃰ 

Angola 9.5 18.1 1.8 33.8 442.5 

Cameroon 0.2 0.4 0.06 1.0 9.2 

Congo, 

Republic 

1.6 3.1 0.29 5.5 368.7 

                                                           
4 The human development index (HDI) is a combination of four indicators that relate to population: life 

expectancy, average duration of education, expected duration of education and gross domestic product per 

capita. In theory, the highest value of HDI is 1. 

 



 

 

Equatorial 

Guinea 

1.1 2.1 0.31 5.8 1486.5 

Gabon 2.0 3.8 0.24 4.5 1227.0 

Ghana 0.7 1.3 0.08 1.7 31.5 

Ivory Coast 0.1 0.2 0.04 0.7 5.04 

Nigeria 37.2 71.0 2.5 47.0 220.3 

Total 52.4 100.0 5.32 100.0 / 

⃰ represents merely an approximation calculated by dividing the estimated oil reserves and 

number of inhabitants of each country for 2012 

Sources: http://www.eia.gov/countries/index.cfm?view=reserves 

http://www.eia.gov/countries/index.cfm?view=production 

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL/countries  

 

Table 2 shows oil reserves and oil exports, as well as the relative importance of particular 

countries from the region. It is clearly visible that Nigeria and Angola are two by far most 

important oil rich and oil exporting countries in the region. Almost 90 percent of confirmed 

oil reserves in the region lie in Nigeria and Angola, and Nigeria alone holds over 70 percent 

of the region’s oil reserves. 

Control over Nigeria’s oil reserves therefore represents a primary goal of any Nigerian 

government. Cooperation with the Nigerian government on the goal of oil exploitation and 

exports is a highly valuable strategic prize for the great powers (in this case predominantly the 

U.S.A.). When it comes to daily production, Nigeria and Angola are also by far the most 

important states in the region, producing about 80 percent of oil produced in the region. Due 

to the more recent beginning of the oil exploitation (on and offshore), and the prospective 

potential offshore oil fields (especially in Angola, Republic of the Congo and Equatorial 

Guinea), the geostrategic and geo-economic significance of the region is on the rise. The 

People’s Republic of China has made huge gains in the region, when it comes to oil imports, 

primarily from the two already mentioned countries, Angola and Equatorial Guinea. 

 

Tab. 3: The data about the dependency on natural resources and mineral fuels (mostly or 

exclusively oil) from the states of the region 

State Percentage of rents 

from the natural 

resources exports in 

total GDP (2012) 

Percentage of mineral fuels, 

lubricants and related 

materials in total merchandise 

exports (2012)5 

                                                           
5 Fuels comprise the Standard International Trade Classification (SITC), section 3: Mineral fuels, lubricants and 

related materials: 32 - Coal, coke and briquettes, 33 - Petroleum, petroleum products and related materials, 34 - 

Gas, natural and manufactured, 35 - Electric current. 

http://www.eia.gov/countries/index.cfm?view=reserves
http://www.eia.gov/countries/index.cfm?view=production
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL/countries
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/cr/registry/regcs.asp?Cl=14&Lg=1&Co=32
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/cr/registry/regcs.asp?Cl=14&Lg=1&Co=33
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/cr/registry/regcs.asp?Cl=14&Lg=1&Co=34
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/cr/registry/regcs.asp?Cl=14&Lg=1&Co=35


 

 

Angola 42.5 n/a 

Benin 4.9 0 (2010) 

Cameroon 11.1 56 

Congo, Democratic 

Republic 

33.4 n/a 

Congo, Republic 73.4 68 (2010) 

Equatorial Guinea 51.9 n/a 

Gabon 46.7 83 (2009) 

Ghana  18.7 39 

Ivory Coast 8.8 31 

Nigeria 17.3 84 

Togo 9.0 2 

Sources: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.TOTL.RT.ZS; 

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/TX.VAL.FUEL.ZS.UN. 

 

The connection between the huge oil deposits and instability, often followed by internal 

conflicts or wars is a fact that is accepted in the scientific community. In certain regions of the 

world, oil deposits are directly connected with the struggles for control over oil exploitation 

and with the interference of great powers in conflicts that are results of the quests for oil. In 

the Gulf of Guinea region, the presence of oil is usually the reason for violence to occur. The 

second effect caused by oil, besides violence, is a false sense of their own total security and 

enormous wealth, which oil gives to the elites (and the portions of “ordinary” population) of 

the countries that export it. However, the two trends are concurrent in this region: a higher 

level of the countries’ dependence on oil export rents means a higher level of corruption and a 

lower degree of political freedoms and civil liberties. In Nigeria, the situation is even worse 

and complex, since this country has over 170 million inhabitants and the population continues 

to grow rapidly. Corruption takes away a large portion of oil export rents. 

Besides the previously mentioned aspects of problems that are the product of oil rent use and 

distribution, an internal aspect that should not be forgotten is the internal geographical 

distribution of oil rents. The geographical distribution of oil rents in the countries of the 

region is highly uneven and unfair. The making of political decisions regarding the 

distribution of oil rent money is highly centralised. The population that lives in the areas 

where oil is actually exploited usually gets less than 10 percent of oil rent money. This 

problem of unfair distribution is especially visible in Nigeria, a multinational and multi-

confessional country, with a long history of conflicts in the main oil-producing region, the 

Niger Delta. In the three states in which most of the Nigerian oil is produced (Rivers, Bayelsa, 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
According to: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/TX.VAL.FUEL.ZS.UN. 

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.TOTL.RT.ZS
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/TX.VAL.FUEL.ZS.UN
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/TX.VAL.FUEL.ZS.UN


 

 

and Delta) the share of oil rent money returned to the population is only about 5 percent. 

Minority nations that live in the Delta area (Ogoni people and other nations) feel completely 

used and left out. Their demands were often crushed with brutal force throughout history. The 

rebellions against the central government in the Niger Delta are therefore a rule, and not an 

exception. 

 

Tab. 4: The human development index, the corruption perception index and the degree of 

political freedoms and civil liberties in the countries of the Gulf of Guinea region 

Country Human 

development 

index; position in 

the world (UNDP) 

Corruption 

perception index; 

position in the world 

(Transparency 

International) 

Political freedoms 

and civil liberties 

(Freedom House) 

Angola 0.508 (148.) 22 (157.) 6; 5 (not free) 

Benin 0.436 (166.) 36 (94.) 2; 2 (free) 

Cameroon 0.495 (150.) 26 (144.) 6; 6 (not free) 

Congo, 

Democratic 

Republic 

0.304 (186.) 21 (160.) 6; 6 (not free) 

Congo, Republic 0.534 (142.) 26 (144.) 6; 5 (not free) 

Equatorial Guinea 0.554 (136.) 20 (163.) 7; 7 (not free) 

Gabon 0.683 (106.) 35 (102.) 6; 5 (not free) 

Ghana 0.558 (135.) 45 (64.) 1; 2 (free) 

Ivory Coast 0.432 (168.) 29 (130.) 5; 5 (partly free) 

Nigeria 0.471 (153.) 27 (139.) 4; 4 (partly free) 

Togo 0.459 (159.) 30 (128.) 5; 4 (partly free) 

Sources: http://hdr.undp.org/en/data/map/; 

http://www.transparency.org/cpi2012/results;  

http://www.freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FIW%202013%20Booklet.pdf

. 

 
By comparing the data on the production of oil and the corruption perception index, we can 

see that Ghana, the best-placed country according to the corruption perception index and the 

Freedom House score that measures freedom in the societies, exports oil in almost negligible 

quantities. The second best placed (by the same criteria) country in the region, Benin, exports 

even less oil than Ghana and its oil reserves are negligible. The countries in the region that are 

not highly dependent on oil exports (or not dependent at all) have a greater chance to develop 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/data/map/
http://www.transparency.org/cpi2012/results
http://www.freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FIW%202013%20Booklet.pdf
http://www.freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FIW%202013%20Booklet.pdf


 

 

as free societies, and have a lower level of corruption, than countries dependent on oil 

exports. This rule is also valid for the countries in the Sub-Saharan Africa that are highly 

dependent on mineral and ore exports, such as the Democratic Republic of Congo. 

Table 4 shows that the countries that have a small population and have managed to sustain 

longer terms of political stability and growth, have been able to raise the quality of life. These 

countries are Ghana, Gabon, and Equatorial Guinea. The Gulf of Guinea region countries 

(Ghana, Benin) that are not highly dependent on oil exports to sustain their economies have a 

much better chance to democratize their societies. Ghana is, according to the data from Table 

4, in contrast to the other two oil exports dependent countries, a free and a much less corrupt 

society6. 

 

4 NIGERIA: A COUNTRY COMPLETELY DEPENDENT ON OIL EXPORTS 

In 2012, Nigeria was the 13th producer of oil in the world. It has been for four decades and 

still is a country critically dependent on oil exports. Nigerian dependency on the export of 

only one export product (actually a commodity) has risen to an unprecedented level. Nigeria 

is highly vulnerable to shocks tied with the price of oil in the world market and highly prone 

to instabilities, coup d’états, civil wars, and the influence of great powers (mostly the 

U.S.A.7). 

The Niger Delta is the most important oil producing area in Nigeria and in the whole Gulf of 

Guinea region. The Delta has about 70 thousand square kilometres in nine Nigerian federal 

states (Abia, Akwa Ibom, Bayelsa, Cross River, Delta, Edo, Imo, Ondo, and Rivers)8. Port 

Harcourt, the capital city of the Rivers state, has a large harbour that is a key point for the 

export of oil from the Niger Delta. The rebels from the Niger Delta started an uprising in the 

early 2000s, against the environment devastation that has been occurring in the Delta for 

decades (oil spills, burning of natural gas as a co-product of oil exploitation). Their uprising 

was also targeted against the highly uneven and unfair distribution of oil rents, which are 

distributed solely by the central government of Nigeria9. All of the oil producing federal states 

of Nigeria that are located in the Delta receive only a small portion of oil rents from the 

central government. The three states that produce most of the Nigerian oil, Rivers (until the 

split of this state into two states, Rivers and Bayelsa, it produced about 40 percent of all oil 

from Nigeria), Bayelsa and Delta (it produces about 35 percent of all Nigerian oil)10 receive 

an especially small proportion of oil rent money from the central government. These states are 

continuously punished for having such abundant quantities of oil. At the same time, they 

represent a centre of activity (violent and non-violent) directed towards the demands for 

regional autonomy and more even distribution of oil money. The political goals and ideology 

of the rebels from the Niger Delta quite rapidly gave way to interests that wanted only one 

thing: more money from the oil that would be distributed among local authorities and clans, 

                                                           
6 Benin is highly dependent on the agricultural products exports, and so is Togo. Cotton makes 80 percent of 

Benin’s export earnings. Cocoa is the main export commodity of Togo. Nevertheless, these states show a much 

lower level of proneness towards corruption and hindering of political freedom and civil liberties in the society 

than oil exports dependent countries. 
7 Oil originating from Nigeria accounts for more than 5 percent of all oil spent and more than 10 percent of all 

imported oil in the U.S.A. The strategic value of the Gulf of Guinea region for the U.S.A. is increasing rapidly 

since the quantity of oil imported into the U.S.A. from the region is larger than from Saudi Arabia. 

8 http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=Nigeria’s_oil_industry.  
9 http://www.stakeholderdemocracy.org/context/history-of-the-delta.html. 
10 http://www.nigeriagalleria.com/Nigeria/States_Nigeria/Delta_State.html.  

http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=Nigeria's_oil_industry
http://www.stakeholderdemocracy.org/context/history-of-the-delta.html
http://www.nigeriagalleria.com/Nigeria/States_Nigeria/Delta_State.html


 

 

which started to fight among themselves about the participation in the “protection” of oil 

fields. Until 2004, the rebels managed to decrease the production of oil in Nigeria by 40 

percent. They forced the central government of Nigeria to recognize them as a party in 

negotiations (Collier, 2006: 3). 

More than 70 percent of the population lives with less than one US dollar a day11, although 

the Nigerian state has received more than 270 billion US dollars merely from oil exports since 

the 1960s12 (Watts, 2004: 51). Other estimates, that take into account the inflation, put the 

earnings from oil rents to one billion US dollars13. 

Since oil is a non-renewable commodity, the long-term sustainability of Nigerian economy is 

highly uncertain. The dependence on oil export rents has very negatively affected the 

democratization, human rights and the presence of corruption in Nigeria. Besides the fact that 

a high proportion of oil rent money simply “vaporizes” through corruption, a significant 

portion of this money is used to finance the military, in order to keep most of the population 

“quiet”. Nigeria has a population that is too big to be “bought off” by social programs so the 

repression is necessary for the system to function in the way it does. 

In the last four decades, most of the Nigerian population that reside in the areas where oil is 

being exploited has not become richer and more educated. It has only become poorer. 

Environmental degradation continues. At the same time, the central Nigerian government 

receives about 20 million US dollars every day from oil (Oviasuyi, Uwadiae, 2010: 111-113). 

Oil money is predominantly used to keep the status quo and to secure exploitation and export 

of oil in order to receive oil rents. If this status quo continues, secessionist tendencies will 

probably arise in other parts of Nigeria, not only in Delta. Social stratification will rise, as 

well as regional inequalities. New instabilities and conflicts could jeopardize the steady 

exploitation and flow of oil from Nigeria, so we can expect great powers that import Nigerian 

oil, mainly the U.S.A., to interfere in internal political relations in Nigeria, as well as in the 

whole Gulf of Guinea region. 

 

5 ANGOLA AND OTHER GULF OF GUINEA REGION STATES HIGHLY 

DEPENDENT ON OIL EXPORTS: CORRUPTION, POVERTY AND THE LACK OF 

FREEDOM IN THE SOCIETIES 

 

Angola is the second most important country in the Gulf of Guinea region, according to oil 

reserves and production, as well as oil exports. It produces about one third of the oil from the 

region. Angola is a very relevant example of how natural resources (diamonds and oil) have 

prolonged the ideological conflict that has arisen in the Cold-War era. It is also a relevant 

                                                           
11 http://www.unicef.org/wcaro/Countries_1320.html.  
12 In 1974, after the first world oil price increase, Nigeria was producing 2.2 million barrels per day. Later in the 

1980s, prices and production levels dropped dramatically. By 1980, Nigeria’s revenues from oil rose to 

approximately 23 billion US$ and the upward trend continued for about two decades before the crash in the 

prices worldwide and the subsequent global economic meltdown. 

More in: http://www.thenigerianvoice.com/news/35801/22/nigeria-at-50when-oil-runs-out.html.  
13 Seventy percent of Nigerian citizens live below the poverty line despite the nearly 1 trillion US$ Nigeria has 

made from oil exports alone since the 1970s.  The answer to this question for many theorists is simply, 

corruption. 

More in: 

http://www.africanoutlookonline.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1916%3Anigerian-oil-

production-corruption-and-its-effects-on-post-colonial-economy-of-nigerian&Itemid=54.  

http://www.unicef.org/wcaro/Countries_1320.html
http://www.thenigerianvoice.com/news/35801/22/nigeria-at-50when-oil-runs-out.html
http://www.africanoutlookonline.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1916%3Anigerian-oil-production-corruption-and-its-effects-on-post-colonial-economy-of-nigerian&Itemid=54
http://www.africanoutlookonline.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1916%3Anigerian-oil-production-corruption-and-its-effects-on-post-colonial-economy-of-nigerian&Itemid=54


 

 

example how irresponsible use of oil rents establishes and maintains an economy (and the 

state) very dependent on the money from oil exports rents. Besides the negative economic 

effects, political distribution of oil rents and corruption hinder the democratization of Angola. 

The political economy and economic geography of diamonds and oil were the key factors that 

determined the duration of the civil war in Angola. Civil war in Angola therefore should be 

studied regarding the above-mentioned factors, and not just through the ideological prism and 

accentuation of ethnical differences and tensions in Angola. Diamond finding sites were 

primarily in the interior of Angola, then under the control of the anti-leftist UNITA movement 

(National Union for the Total Independence of Angola), while the oil deposits (near the 

Atlantic coast of Angola and in the Atlantic ocean) were mostly under the control of the 

Angolan government, comprised of leftist MPLA (People’s Movement for the Liberation of 

Angola). Consequently, neither of the warring parties managed to take away the sources of 

funding from its adversary. The exploitation of oil and diamonds not only financed and 

motivated military operations (outside of their Cold War and Southern African setting). It also 

determined the success in legitimizing the government and economy. International 

corporations and outside powers, for a long period immune from investigations about the 

ethical dimensions of their interference, acted for decades, providing all parties in this conflict 

the prolongation of struggle and bloodshed. At the same time, wartime profiteers and 

international corporations earned huge profits, primarily from selling conflict diamonds14. 

Civil war in Angola was much more than just an ideological conflict. It was a natural resource 

war, since the duration of the conflict and the unwillingness of the warring parties to put an 

end to war can only be explained through the abundance of Angola’s natural resources. This 

has brought Angola almost three decades of conflict, economic downturn, enormous human 

suffering (half a million dead, four million displaced), and a widespread poverty (Hodges, 

2001: 1, 167). The impact of predatory motives of the looters of natural resources that cause 

and/or prolong civil wars has been significant. Most of the rebel groups in countries that are 

rich in natural resources finance themselves through the looting of the natural resources, 

particularly in the areas rich in natural resources that they consider as their own. Le Billon 

(2001), as well as Collier (2004), sees the Angolan civil war through this prism (and not 

primarily ideological, since the war continued15 well after the breakup of the U.S.S.R., which 

supported MPLA). 

Angola is also considered to have many features of the so-called “predatory state”, and not so 

many of a “developing country”, since most of the oil exports rents that do not “vaporize” 

through corruption) are primarily used to finance the military and state security apparatus. By 

the early 2000s, the conflict in Angola developed into a pure predatory, brutal struggle behind 

the confronted elites for control of the natural resources whose exploitation enabled enormous 

profits. The enormous rise in oil exploitation enabled the government to finance the military 

expenditures in the struggle against UNITA (Hodges, 2001: 171-172). Ideology (capitalism 

versus Marxism), as an issue that divided the two sides, by that time became meaningless. If 

ideology was ever relevant, by the end of the conflict it was completely irrelevant. Similar to 

Nigeria, secessionist tendencies also occurred in Angola, since most of Angola’s offshore oil 

deposits lie in front of the coast of Cabinda, Angola’s exclave, separated from the territory of 

Angola proper by the narrow corridor that provides the Democratic Republic of Congo access 

                                                           
14 More in: Le Billon, P. (2001), Angola’s Political Economy of War: The Role of Oil and Diamonds, African 

Affairs, (100) 55-80. 
15 Angolan civil war ended only in 2002, after the leader of UNITA, Jonas Savimbi, was killed by the 

government forces. Only then could the process of peace-making start. 

More in: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/africaandindianocean/angola/1389946/Unita-signs-peace-

treaty-with-Angolan-army-to-end-27-year-civil-war.html.  

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/africaandindianocean/angola/1389946/Unita-signs-peace-treaty-with-Angolan-army-to-end-27-year-civil-war.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/africaandindianocean/angola/1389946/Unita-signs-peace-treaty-with-Angolan-army-to-end-27-year-civil-war.html


 

 

to the sea. This corridor is a product of colonial heritage of border creation between the parts 

of the Portuguese, Belgian and French colonial empire in Africa. Nevertheless, the borders 

from the colonial era persist, and a secessionist movement in Cabinda occurred decades ago, 

with demands for secession of Cabinda from Angola16. The origins of the movement lie in the 

fact that oil money (the portion left after the corruption “eats” its part) does not do any good 

for the people of Cabinda, since it is almost completely seized by the central government, and 

not used to raise the living standard of the people. Cabinda receives only about 10 percent of 

oil money rents paid by the foreign oil companies to the central government17. 

Widespread corruption is also a great problem for Angola. In 2012, Angola was the 157th of 

the 174 countries for which the research on corruption perception was done. Angola today is a 

state in which the central government earns 90 percent of its income from oil. At the same 

time, two thirds of the Angolan population do not have access to clean water. A recent IMF 

audit revealed that $4.2 billion in oil revenues went missing between 1996 and 2001. When 

asked, the Angolan government allegedly replied that it was an accounting error; it had 

simply lost the receipts (Schubert, 2006: 9). Because of the widespread corruption and almost 

complete dependence on oil exports, Angola is very similar to Nigeria. It is almost a “mono 

economy” like Nigeria. Angola represents another example of the “oil curse”. Its population 

is also rising rapidly, as the Nigerian. The population of Angola should rise from 21.5 million 

in 201318 to 54.3 million in 205019. By that time, if production of oil remains as it is, and new 

enormous oil reserves are not found, the oil reserves should already be depleted. The Angolan 

future, like the future of Nigeria, seems completely bleak. 

Equatorial Guinea is another example, maybe even the best, of the “oil curse” in the Gulf of 

Guinea region. It is a state completely dependent on oil exports, with a low human 

development index, very highly corrupted (163rd place of 174 countries on the Transparency 

International list) and without any political freedoms and civil liberties (score of 7 on the list 

in the Freedom House report). It is a state without any opposition or even daily newspapers. 

The overwhelming majority of the population lives in complete poverty, while at the same 

time, the President, his family and the elite in power spend hundreds of millions of dollars 

from oil export rents. The fulfilment of key socio-economic rights, such as the right to 

education and basic healthcare, remains poor, despite significant oil revenues and the 

country’s small population, which make Equatorial Guinea’s per capita gross domestic 

product, at approximately US$30,000 according to UN figures among the highest in Africa 

and the world. Much of the population lacks access to adequate sanitation, potable water, and 

reliable electricity20. Besides corruption, money is also used for financing the repressive 

apparatus, in order to crush any notions of opposition. After the unsuccessful coup attempt in 

the early 1990s, the ruling elite cancelled the cooperation with British and the U.S. oil 

companies and started developing cooperation with Chinese companies. Therefore, China 

became the leading importer of oil from Equatorial Guinea. Since Equatorial Guinea has 

abundant oil reserves in comparison to its very small population, the regime will be able to 

finance social programs in the future.   

                                                           
16 http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/war/cabinda.htm; 
17 More in: Lyle, B. (2005). Blood for Oil: Secession, Self-Determination, and Superpower Silence in Cabinda. 

Washington University Global Studies Review, 4 (3) 700-718. 
18 http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL/countries.   
19 http://populationpyramid.net/angola/2050/.  
20 http://www.hrw.org/world-report/2013/country-chapters/equatorial-guinea; 

http://world.time.com/2012/07/16/teodorin-obiang-the-dictators-son-with-a-malibu-mansion-and-a-warrant-for-

his-arrest/.  

http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/war/cabinda.htm
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Gabon is a country that also has a high level of corruption and the lowest level of political 

freedoms and civil liberties. Corruption has done its job throughout the decades. A third of all 

Gabonese still live on less than two dollars a day. Corruption “eats” a lot of the oil money. 

The Bongo family is alleged to have skimmed off 25 percent of the oil-rich nation’s GDP 

over the years, and Omar was said to be one of the world’s wealthiest heads of state21. 

Significant exploitation of oil in the Republic Congo started a bit later than in the other 

important oil exporting countries of the region. A couple of civil wars, fuelled by natural 

resource looting and predation, ravaged the country. It is marked by a low human 

development index, a high level of corruption, and a low level of freedom in the society. 

Oil exports were over seven billion US dollars in 2008, yet the Republic of Congo remains 

one of the most corrupt and indebted countries in the world and its oil wealth has contributed 

to several bloody wars. While the majority of the population are mired in poverty, a minority 

surrounding the family of President Denis Christel Sassou Nguesso are able to live in 

luxury22. Weeks after putting down a rebellion, the government of the Democratic Republic 

of Congo is preparing new oil laws that could open it up to vast corruption and put its most 

important nature reserve at risk23. 

 

 

6 CONCLUSION: CAN THE “OIL CURSE” IN THE GULF OF GUINEA REGION 

BE TAMED? 

By collecting and analysing the data about the human development index, the corruption 

perception index, political freedom and civil liberties, a causal connection between the oil 

exports dependence and the lower human development index, a higher level of public sector 

corruption, as well as a lower level of political freedoms and civil liberties was proven. 

Through analysis of the countries from the same region, oil export dependent and the ones 

that do not depend on oil exports to sustain their economies, clear effects of the “oil curse” 

unravel. The destiny of every oil exporting country is a product of the stage in which its 

institutions and the society as a whole were developed at the time when oil exploitation began 

providing enormous profits, which were not a product of economic development and 

industrial production, but merely a rent. The Gulf of Guinea countries started exploiting oil at 

a time when their institutions were not developed. They were neither strong nor independent, 

so they could not affect the transparency of the public fund spending. Democratic traditions 

were non-existent. Oil money rents only inflated the amount of money that could be stolen by 

the ones who were in power and had the opportunity to steal it. Considerable proportions of 

oil money actually never physically reached the countries from which the oil was exported; 

they were simply put on the offshore accounts etc. The ruling elites in the Gulf of Guinea 

region oil exports dependent countries can rule almost without collecting the taxes, since they 

have enough money from oil rents and the support of the repressive apparatus. High prices of 

oil in the world markets only mean more and more money that fuels corruption and repression 

(and in some, rare cases some social programs). 

Nevertheless, besides the cases of Venezuela or Nigeria, there are also examples of Norway 

and Botswana (Robinson et al., 2005: 7). Contrary to the cases of Nigeria, Angola and other 

countries from the Gulf of Guinea region that export oil, there are examples of Canada, 

                                                           
21 http://content.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1903805,00.html;  

http://www.ibtimes.com/gabons-bongo-family-living-luxury-paid-corruption-embezzlement-1088930. 
22 http://www.globalwitness.org/campaigns/corruption/oil-gas-and-mining/republic-of-congo.  
23 http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/a-murky-deal-for-the-congo-as-oil-exploration-threatens-

corruption-and-environmental-damage--and-londonbased-soco-international-is-first-in-the-queue-8947899.html.  
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Norway, United Arab Emirates or Qatar. These states are also rich in oil and/or in minerals 

and ores. However, their populations have many more benefits from the oil money rents. 

These positive trends are mainly the result of institutions that were already independent and 

strong (in European and Anglo-American countries) or the result of wise decisions made by 

the ruling elites when it comes to the use of the oil money rents (in some countries of the 

Arabian Peninsula and some countries of Latin America). 

A key for reducing the dependence on oil exports of the Gulf of Guinea region countries (and 

therefore for taming the “oil curse”) is, in our opinion, contained in two main goals that these 

countries should aim to achieve: 

1. A sustained policy of reducing, instead of boosting the production of oil, in order 

to save the oil reserves for as long as possible. Nigeria and Angola are, however, 

members of OPEC and they have to keep up to the official OPEC quotas. Other 

countries from the region are not OPEC members so they can boost their 

production without limits; 

2. A more fair and even distribution of oil rent money. That means the containment 

of widespread corruption. 
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