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Petro-Politics in Congo
John Clark (bio)

Most political scientists acknowledge the connection between higher levels of economic
development and stable democratic institutions. In sub-Saharan Africa, only South
Africa has a truly industrial economy, which many analysts view as a prerequisite for
democracy. Yet several other African states have achieved above-average levels of
economic development through agricultural and mineral production. Of these countries,
Botswana and Mauritius have developed stable democratic institutions while enjoying
relatively high rates of economic growth. Thus it is fair to say that “middle-income”
African states with economies based on commodity production have a better-than-
average chance of achieving democratic transition and consolidation.

Broadly understood, “development” appears to facilitate democratic politics in at
least two ways: First, it brings higher living standards and incomes, which are thought
to make citizens more tolerant of political competition. Second, it typically enlarges the
middle class, which is often seen as the chief support of democratic institutions.
Development also makes it possible for elites who are voted out of office to continue
living comfortably. Of course, mineral production, even on a vast scale, is not the same
as industrial development. Yet while mineral revenues have led only to modest
industrialization in Africa and the Middle East, they have substantially raised living
standards in both regions.

In sub-Saharan Africa, only three states combine a relatively small population with
substantial mineral wealth: Gabon, Botswana, and the Republic of Congo (as
distinguished from the Democratic Republic of [End Page 62] Congo, the new name
recently given to Zaire by victorious rebel leader Laurent Kabila and his Alliance of
Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Congo-Zaire). Congo is a particularly
fascinating case because it experienced a real and promising change of regime in 1991.
This transition in turn led to free elections for the presidency and a new legislature in
1992. Yet Congo’s transition was not trouble-free, and the country has since faced a
series of crises, including armed ethnic conflict. Indeed, serious clashes between
ethnically based militias re-erupted in early June 1997 during the run-up to the
presidential election scheduled for July 27, and the consolidation of democracy is very
much an open question. During these critical years in Congo’s political development, oil
wealth has had mixed consequences for the processes of democratic transition and
consolidation.

Political Development Before 1991

Like other former French colonies, Congo began its independent existence in 1960
impoverished but nominally democratic. The country’s first president, Fulbert Youlou,
exemplified the conservative, neocolonial personality. Youlou sympathized with the
separatist regime of Moïse Tshombe in the Katanga region, in what has until recently
been known as Zaire, but deferred to France on most other matters. Moreover, Youlou
had no comprehensive vision for Congo’s economic development. The population was
relatively urbanized, educated, and sophisticated by African standards, and was thus
impatient with his policies. As a result, Youlou was forced to resign after civilian street
riots during three days in 1963, now known as les trois glorieuses.

Youlou was succeeded by a former schoolteacher, Alphonse Massemba-Débat, who
was acting speaker of Congo’s Parliament. Under pressure from his more youthful and
left-wing supporters, Massemba-Débat created a new single party for Congo, the
National Revolutionary Movement (MNR), which was conceived as a force for the
social and economic transformation of Congolese society. Under Massemba-Débat, the
religion-based school system was replaced with a radical, secular one, and some foreign
enterprises were nationalized. The United States and Congo broke off diplomatic
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relations in 1965 when the Massemba-Débat government failed to protect U.S.
diplomats who were assaulted by hostile Congolese citizens. Massemba-Débat also
established relations with the People’s Republic of China and the Soviet Union, even
while maintaining ties with France.

As the 1960s wore on, Congolese society became increasingly polarized between
those elites favoring a truly Leninist path to development and those favoring more
conventional approaches. Moreover, the failure of the economy to live up to
expectations after independence exacerbated preexisting ethnoregional tensions.
Massemba-Débat [End Page 63] lacked the force of personality to overcome these
cleavages in Congolese society, and he was overthrown in a military coup in 1968.

Congo’s first military ruler was Marien Ngouabi, a paratroop officer trained in France
who had subsequently acquired a taste for Marxist writings. Although his understanding
of and commitment to Marxism were questionable, Ngouabi created an officially
Marxist-Leninist party, the Congolese Labor Party (PCT), in 1969. This party governed
the country until early 1991. During these years, Congo was known as a “people’s
republic” and followed a nominally Marxist-Leninist course. In reality, beyond
nationalizing a few more foreign businesses and organizing state monopolies for certain
sectors, the new regime was not rigorously socialist. After his mysterious assassination
in 1977, Ngouabi was succeeded briefly by Jacques-Joachim Yhombi-Opango (who
ruled until 1979) and then by Denis Sassou-Nguesso, who remained president until the
holding of multiparty elections in 1992.

Whereas Youlou and Massemba-Débat had come from southern ethnic groups (the
Lari and Kongo, respectively), Ngouabi and Sassou-Nguesso were both M’bochi, a
northern ethnic group representing only about 12 percent of the population. The
southern groups, by contrast, represent over 50 percent of the population. (Yhombi-
Opango is of Kouyou ethnic stock, another northern group somewhat related to the
M’bochi.) In ethnic terms, then, the three northern presidents had a narrower base of
support in the country than their predecessors, reinforcing the arbitrary quality of their
rule.

The three PCT regimes are not easy to characterize. Each had a core of supporters
from the northern regions of the country, though none relied exclusively on northerners
in the party or the army. All three northern presidents were high-ranking army officers,
yet all also reached out to civilian politicians, who occupied high positions in the party
and various cabinets. All three regimes, while displaying some commitment to socialist
government, were quite pragmatic, both in their internal economic policies and in their
maintenance of strong ties with France. The patronage of the political class and of
educated elites with government jobs and subsidies was an important political basis for
all three regimes. Finally, these regimes also had strong state-corporatist elements. It
was in large part oil income that made both patronage and corporatism possible.

The Impact of Oil

Oil was first discovered in Congo in the coastal region of Kouilou in 1957, and small
amounts were produced over the next ten years. Major deposits, which lie offshore of
Kouilou, were discovered only in 1969 and brought into production in the early 1970s.
This period thus saw a huge jump in oil production, from 500,000 tons in 1971 to 2
million [End Page 64] tons in 1973. 1 The onset of major oil production coincided with
the first “price shock” of 1973 (Table 1); Congo’s oil revenues leapt from less than $25
million in 1972 to some $170 million in 1974. For the rest of the 1970s, production
fluctuated between 1.5 and 2.5 million tons per year. Oil revenues accounted for over a
third of the Congolese gross domestic product (GDP) during this period, and for over
half of total government income. They were instrumental to Ngouabi’s consolidation of
his regime, which had been racked by coup attempts.

Table 1

Real World Price of Crude Oil in Constant 1973

Time Period Pricea

1970–73 3.21
1974–78 8.09
1979–85 15.31
1986–94 6.38

Source: Data from Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries, Secretary General’s Twenty-first Annual
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Report (Safat, Kuwait: OAPEC, 1995), 46

a. U.S. dollars per barrel.

In the 1980s, production began increasing again, reaching 5 million tons in 1983, 6
million tons in 1987, and 8 million tons in 1989. It then leveled off and remained
relatively constant through 1995. 2 Revenues peaked at over $1 billion (in current
dollars) per year in the early 1980s, when real petroleum prices also peaked. These high
revenues were a boon to Sassou-Nguesso, who was given the chance to consolidate his
regime in the best possible macroeconomic environment. Unfortunately, increasing
production during the rest of the 1980s failed to compensate for falling prices. The
stunning price collapse of 1985 caused revenues to drop from some $800 million in
1985 to only about $160 million in 1989, severely undermining support for Sassou-
Nguesso. 3

Before 1985, oil revenues had brought about significant improvements in
socioeconomic conditions, despite steady growth in the country’s population, which
increased from 850,000 in 1962 to about 2.5 million in 1997. Congo’s annual per-capita
GDP has been in the range of $800 to $1,000 since the late 1970s, putting the country
fourth in sub-Saharan Africa behind South Africa, Gabon, and Botswana. The
Congolese government invested a significant portion of its additional revenues in health
and education. Partly as a result, the level of social well-being in Congo surpassed that
of most other African countries. By 1990 Congo had attained a score of .372 on the
United Nations Development Programme’s Human Development Index (HDI), which
measures longevity, educational attainment, and income. 4 This score far exceeded [End
Page 65] that of Togo (.218) or Benin (.113), two other small Francophone African
states that lack substantial natural-resource endowments.

One might be tempted to say that Congo’s relatively high HDI, due mainly to the
income and educational components of the index, results as much from the country’s
“pre-petroleum” development as from its oil income. After all, Congo had “remarkably
high” literacy rates at independence, largely because Brazzaville had been the
administrative headquarters of French Equatorial Africa. 5 Yet Congo’s HDI increased
dramatically (by .094) between 1970 and 1990; by contrast, that of Togo increased by
only half as much, and that of Benin actually declined. 6

Congo’s modest industrial development accelerated during the heyday of oil revenues
from 1973 to 1985. Congo already had a relatively substantial industrial capacity in
1960 owing to “its transport facilities, urban development, and Brazzaville’s status as a
federal and territorial capital.” 7 Under Massemba-Débat and Ngouabi, however, the
state’s sizeable investment budget was used to create dozens of state-owned enterprises
and parastatals, redistributing some oil revenues to the Congolese people.

Most state-owned enterprises, however, became debt-ridden under poor management
and were targeted for privatization by the late 1980s. A recent study on “resource-based
industrialization” (RBI) involving petroleum identifies three critical restraints on using
“oil windfalls” to spur industrialization: “inadequate country [market] size, poor macro-
economic management, and the absence of efficient enterprises with which to establish
and run RBI.” 8 Congo’s effort to industrialize was undermined by precisely these
constraints. The country’s leaders tried to increase the “value added” of their petroleum
resources through construction of the Coraf oil refinery at Pointe Noire beginning in
1978. The refinery, however, has been plagued by technical problems and has never
operated at more than half its capacity; instead of a spur to growth, it has become a
drain on Congo’s economy.

Congo’s small manufacturing sector contributed only modestly to the growth of a
middle class. Far more Congolese were employed by the state in “administrative”
capacities. The civil service expanded from 3,300 in 1960 to about 80,000 at the
beginning of the 1990s. Although poorly paid, these cadres formed a classic
“bureaucratic bourgeoisie.” Mid-level state workers were educated in the vastly
expanded “people’s schools,” in which enrollment grew from 280,000 in 1971 to
700,000 in 1986; 9 higher functionaries received training at Brazzaville University (later
renamed Marien Ngouabi University), which expanded continuously from its founding
in 1971 through the late 1980s. School expansion and government hiring, then,
contributed to a large urban strata more privileged than either the peasantry or urban
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workers.

Whether this class will play a role in sustaining democratic institutions remains to be
seen. Obviously, its economic interests favor statist [End Page 66] rather than liberal
economic policies. Yet having their basic economic needs met does allow such citizens
to aspire to a higher level in the “hierarchy of needs” (i.e., political freedom). Moreover,
members of this class created some of the types of civil associations with which
democracy is often linked (women’s groups, unions, and professional associations).

Oil Rents and Regime Maintenance

These observations raise two sorts of questions about the prospects for democracy in
Congo. First, how do substantial oil revenues affect the maintenance of regimes,
whether authoritarian or democratic? Second, do the social effects of such revenues
increase the likelihood that new democratic regimes will become consolidated?

To take up the first question, Congo appears to be what is known as a rentier state.
According to Hazem Beblawi, such a state has the following four features: 1) The
economy is dominated by “rents,” or the leasing of access to natural resources or
territory, rather than by productive enterprises like agriculture and manufacturing; 2) the
origin of the rent income is external; 3) the rents are generated by a small elite; and 4)
the state is the principal recipient of the rents. 10 All of these features describe Congo
since 1973.

According to the theory of rentierisme, such an economy leads both to a lack of (real)
economic development and to the maintenance in power of authoritarian regimes. Real
economic development cannot take place because all sectors of the economy other than
rents are neglected. Meanwhile, authoritarian rulers may use rents in a variety of ways
to hinder the efforts of opposition forces. Most notably, they “buy off” opponents, often
by conferring official positions that provide opportunities to benefit from bribes and the
misallocation of state funds. Only a sudden and sharp decrease in rents can give would-
be regime opponents the opportunity to organize significant antiregime campaigns.
Douglas Yates has argued that Gabon is a classic rentier state. 11

In Congo, Presidents Ngouabi and Sassou-Nguesso clearly used oil revenues to
patronize major segments of the population. Most important, new university graduates
were guaranteed jobs in the civil service through the end of the Sassou-Nguesso regime,
greatly reducing the potential for protest movements rooted in the middle class.
Meanwhile, a sizeable percentage of newly urbanized peasants were “proletarianized”
in Congo’s nationalized and state-owned public enterprises. The proletariat, in turn,
benefited from subsidies on essential commodities, reducing the possibility of protests
from that quarter. Finally, the northern presidents used state resources to expand the size
of Congo’s armed forces and to finance a well-paid “presidential guard” trained,
successively, by Cuban, Moroccan, and Israeli advisors. These were used [End Page
67] to “maintain order”—that is, to suppress potential opponents who did not respond to
the incentives offered by the rentier economy.

Yet the argument that the regimes of Ngouabi, Yhombi-Opango, and Sassou-Nguesso
depended fundamentally on oil rents is overstated. First, these rulers relied just as
heavily on Leninist ideology and military force to stay in power. Moreover, none of the
three rulers succeeded in holding on to power indefinitely: Ngouabi was assassinated in
1977, Yhombi-Opango overthrown in the 1979 coup, and Sassou-Nguesso displaced in
1991. It is also worth noting that many rulers in Africa orchestrated long tenures in
office without the benefit of substantial rent income, including Gnassingbé Eyadéma
(Togo), Hastings Kamuzu Banda (Malawi), Kenneth Kaunda (Zambia), and Félix
Houphouët-Boigny (Côte d’Ivoire).

The best evidence against the theory of rentierisme, however, is the actual democratic
transition that occurred in Congo in 1991. Dissatisfaction with the Sassou-Nguesso
regime grew steadily after 1985, when petroleum prices, and the Congolese economy,
began a long-term decline (see Table 1). Per-capita GDP in Congo fell every year
between 1985 and 1990, with the exception of 1989, when it grew by only 0.4 percent.
12 The decline of state revenues had forced Sassou-Nguesso to accept structural
economic reforms imposed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in exchange for
debt relief, and the well-known effects of such programs had by then hit the population.
Thus by 1989 Congo was already in the grip of a major economic crisis that led the
Sassou-Nguesso regime to undertake minor parliamentary reforms.
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Congo’s crisis had ideological as well as material dimensions. In Europe, the Berlin
Wall had fallen, and a National Conference in 1990 had throttled Mathieu Kérékou’s
rule in Benin. These devastating blows to the ideal of the one-party state greatly
encouraged those in Congo who yearned for human rights and freedom of speech,
association, and religion, as well as those who yearned for profits.

The crisis of the Congolese state forced Sassou-Nguesso to formally abandon the
principle of one-party rule at a July 1990 meeting of the PCT Central Committee. Over
the subsequent months, he lost control over the pace of political reform and was forced
to allow the convening of an all-party National Conference modeled on the one held in
Benin. The conference proceeded to set up a constitutional commission, launch
investigations into the misdeeds of the Sassou-Nguesso regime, establish an electoral
calendar, and put in place a transitional government that was to last 12 months. André
Milongo, a lawyer and economist, was eventually elected head of this transitional
regime, while Sassou-Nguesso, stripped of real authority, remained the nominal head of
state.

The peaceful nature of Congo’s transition reveals a great deal about the country’s
political culture and civil society. Only a maturing, prodemocratic political culture could
have produced this sort of [End Page 68] transition. Top army officers refrained from
intervention in the process both because of their own new commitment to civilian rule
and because they recognized the depth of such feelings among the political class.
Meanwhile, some 130 civil associations—representing women, professionals, human
rights advocates, unions, and many other groups—participated in the National
Conference. Many of these groups were also instrumental in monitoring the transitional
government and organizing the elections. The vitality of these groups owes much to
Congo’s middle class, the size of which is partly due to oil revenues.

At first, Congo’s transition seemed to be proceeding smoothly through its many
rounds of elections. A new constitution was approved in March 1992. Legislative
elections took place in May, followed by two rounds of presidential elections in August,
all without serious incident. The new president was Pascal Lissouba, a French-trained
agronomist and former prime minister under Massemba-Débat. Lissouba’s party, the
Pan-African Union for Social Democracy, had already won a plurality of seats (39) in
the country’s new 125-seat legislature. Lissouba is a member of a tiny ethnic group, the
Nzabi, but has an important regional base in the three southern regions of Niari,
Bouenza, and Lékoumou (collectively known by the acronym “Nibolek”). The second-
place finisher in the presidential elections was Bernard Kolelas, a Lari politician who
had been imprisoned, tortured, and sentenced to death by the PCT governments. His
party, the Congolese Movement for Democracy and Integral Development, had gained
29 seats in Parliament, the second-highest number. The PCT, still headed by Sassou-
Nguesso, finished third, winning 18 seats. When Lissouba and Sassou-Nguesso agreed
to rule in coalition, all appeared to be well with Congo’s new democracy.

The limits of the political class’s equanimity were soon revealed, however. Citing
insufficient cabinet posts, Sassou-Nguesso pulled his party out of the coalition even as
Congo’s first multiparty government was being formed. When Sassou-Nguesso linked
his party with Kolelas’s wing of the opposition, Lissouba suddenly faced a majority
opposition in Parliament. Instead of trying to form a “cohabitation” government,
Lissouba—in a move of dubious constitutionality—dissolved Parliament and called for
new elections in 1993. Kolelas then briefly attempted to set up a parallel government.
The irresponsible behavior of all three principals in this affair threatened the survival of
Congo’s new institutions. Nonetheless, a new interim government was eventually
appointed, and all sides agreed to participate in the new elections.

Oil Income and National Unity

If a prodemocratic political culture is one requirement for democratic consolidation,
another is some degree of national unity, or at least the absence of war or major
ethnoregional strife. Regional secession or [End Page 69] ethnically based wars have
accompanied the end of democratic experiments in many African countries. Particularly
relevant here are the cases of Katanga (which broke away from the former Zaire in the
early 1960s) and Biafra (which battled Nigeria in the late 1960s). In each case, the
seceding region was the site of a major concentration of the country’s natural resources.
In the case of Katanga, both the secessionist leader, Moïse Tshombe, and Belgian
financial interests hoped that the region’s copper wealth would provide funds with
which to create a new state. In the case of Biafra, the proximate cause of Chukwuemeka



Ojukwu’s secession proclamation was the failure of Yakubu Gowon (head of the federal
military government) to implement the Aburi Accords of January 1967, which would
have given financial and political autonomy to the regions. According to Sarah Ahmad
Khan, Gowon feared that such autonomy would give Biafra greater control over its
substantial oil wealth. 13 Thus regional concentrations of mineral wealth encouraged
secession in both countries, thereby contributing to the disintegration of democratic
systems.

In Congo, neither the leaders of Kouilou region nor those of the Vili people, the
region’s predominant ethnic group, have ever initiated secession. This is notable in
several respects. First, the Vili trace their ancestry back to the Kingdom of Loango, a
powerful Equatorial African state before European conquest. Such memories of past
greatness have encouraged ethnoregional sentiments among other African peoples,
including the Lunda (Katanga) and Ibo (Biafra). Second, by virtue of their long contact
with Europeans, the Vili view themselves as culturally superior to other ethnic groups.
Finally, the Vili have not been favored by the succeeding Congolese governments, all of
which have been headed by non-Vili. Having produced the first Congolese
representative in the French Assembly, Félix Tchicaye, the Vili have naturally felt
disenfranchised by the policies of these administrations.

There are at least three important reasons why Congo’s oil wealth has not exacerbated
regionalist sentiments in Kouilou. First, all of Congo’s significant oil fields are now
offshore and thus technically not in Kouilou at all; were Kouilou to secede, the oil
wealth might well stay in the hands of the Congolese state. Second, the population of
Pointe Noire and Kouilou already benefits disproportionately from Congo’s oil wealth
by virtue of the jobs created by the oil industry there. Finally, the leading Vili politician
in Congo, Jean-Pierre Thystere-Tchicaye, was among the country’s most committed
ideologues during the one-party era and dedicated himself to national unity.

What did threaten Congo’s new democracy was the horrific ethnoregional violence
that afflicted the country’s major cities in 1993–94. This violence was the worst that the
country had known since the 1959 political upheavals that preceded full independence,
which left more than a hundred dead. 14 Although ethnic violence was generally
suppressed [End Page 70] during the years of one-party rule, that period’s politics were
conditioned as much by ethnoregional considerations as by ideological ones.

In the May 1993 legislative elections, a grouping of pro-Lissouba parties called the
Presidential Tendency won 69 of 125 seats. The ethnic tensions that emerged soon after
were due to the opposition’s allegations of electoral fraud. The narrowness of the
victory of Lissouba’s coalition intensified the opposition’s sentiments. In protesting the
perceived fraud, Kolelas’s backers soon raised a militia of Lari supporters in
Brazzaville. Meanwhile, Sassou-Nguesso had retained his former presidential guard as a
personal militia after leaving office; this unit was expanded in 1993 through the
recruitment of other M’bochi militants. Lissouba had his own presidential guard, as well
as an irregular force of “Nibolek” supporters. These militias attacked one another and
carried out “ethnic cleansing” in the various districts of Brazzaville, which previously
were poorly integrated and now are even more segregated enclaves of the various
ethnoregional groupings. Some two thousand to three thousand Congolese died in these
attacks, and thousands more were left homeless in the months after the elections.

A series of mediation efforts, both domestic and international, began almost as soon
as the ethnic violence started. By the first half of 1994, these efforts were bearing fruit,
and Congo saw a return to relative ethnic peace. The militias, however, were never fully
dismantled or integrated into the regular army, as had been agreed in late 1995. As this
article was going to press in early June 1997, renewed militia fighting between forces
loyal to Lissouba and to Sassou-Nguesso broke out in Brazzaville. The strife appeared
to be related both to factional maneuvering in connection with the upcoming
presidential election (set for July 27), and to turbulence spilling over from the former
Zaire.

These events raise the question of how oil revenues have affected ethnic
consciousness in Congo. The M’bochi benefited disproportionately from oil income
under the PCT regimes, increasing resentment among other groups. The period of high
oil revenues coincided with rule by the three M’bochi presidents, who spent more
lavishly on the North than on the South. Most notoriously, Sassou-Nguesso used state
funds for a major road-building scheme connecting Brazzaville to the North in the early
1980s. More important, M’bochi were favored in the PCT’s Central Committee, in the



administration, and above all in the army. Insofar as oil revenues made the holding of
these posts more lucrative, widening the economic gap between officeholders and
others, oil wealth may have aggravated ethnic tensions.

On the other hand, the mere perception of M’bochi dominance, with or without oil
income, would have rankled among non-M’bochi ethnic groups. Moreover,
ethnoregional antagonism between the Lari and Kongo on the one hand and those from
the “Nibolek” region on the other was just as intense as that between the M’bochi and
other groups. Meanwhile, [End Page 71] those who sought to reduce ethnoregional
conflict were from civil associations and middle-class groups, both of which were
products of petroleum income, at least to some degree. Finally, the effort to mitigate
ethnoregional conflict has involved the induction of militiamen into the regular army, a
process paid for out of government revenues that include much petroleum income.

The French Embrace

Another consequence of Congo’s petroleum endowment is its close relationship with
France. Of course, France has taken a strong interest in all of its former colonies in
Africa, including several without substantial mineral income. France constantly
intervened in Chad during the 1980s to support the regime of Hissein Habré, with which
it enjoyed close relations; more recently, France has intervened to support the new
regime in the Central African Republic. Neither of these countries has a particularly rich
mineral endowment.

Congo maintains a relationship of deep economic dependence on France. First,
Congo is a member of the CFA franc zone, whose monetary policies are made in Paris.
Moreover, France is by far the largest source of Congolese imports. In addition, France
has always provided the majority of Congo’s foreign assistance, even during the African
nation’s most “radical” years, when it sought to diversify its sources of assistance.
Finally, France has provided critical military assistance to forestall potential coups or
civilian rebellions.

Yet the petroleum dimension intensifies France’s interest in Congo. The petroleum
endowment clearly raises the economic stakes for France, while creating a need for
sustained investment in the petroleum sector for the Congolese. In fact, two foreign oil
companies have collaborated in the exploitation of Congo’s oil resources, Elf-Aquitaine
of France and ENI of Italy. The two firms have created local subsidiaries—known as
Elf-Congo and Agip Recherches Congo, respectively—in which the Congolese
government originally had a minority stake. The royalties from these two firms have
accounted for at least half of the government’s budget since the early 1970s. A few U.S.
oil companies, including Exxon, Mobil, and Texaco, have at times been allowed to
prospect for oil off Congo’s coast, though with only limited success so far. Exxon is
now a minority partner in one Elf field.

The influence of Elf-Congo, essentially controlled by the French government, is
palpable throughout Congo’s capital as well as in the country’s main oil center, Pointe
Noire. In Brazzaville, the gleaming “Tour Elf” dominates the skyline. Throughout the
1980s the Sassou-Nguesso regime turned repeatedly to Elf-Congo to finance
development projects and make up for chronic budget deficits. As a result, a large
portion of Congo’s future oil earnings have already been “mortgaged” [End Page 72]
well into the next century. Through the same process, the local directors of Elf-Congo
gained enormous influence over the political processes and economic policies of the
Congolese government, despite the country’s nominal Marxism-Leninism.

Elf-Congo has not been as generous with the new regime of Pascal Lissouba. When
Lissouba sought loans from the French petroleum subsidiary in 1993, he was turned
down flat, leading him to seek assistance from a U.S. petroleum company, Occidental
Petroleum. Occidental obliged with a $150-million loan in exchange for future
petroleum production at a rock-bottom rate. This experience precipitated a major crisis
in Franco-Congolese relations that was resolved only after intensive diplomatic efforts
by both sides.

Overall, France’s “tight embrace” of Congo, which is due largely to the country’s oil
endowment, must be regarded as a significant impediment to democratization. France
only reluctantly joined the international chorus that was calling for political reform in
Africa in 1990, and it had quietly dropped such demands by the end of that year. Most
Congolese intellectuals think that France protected Sassou-Nguesso as a client when he
was in power and was actually hostile to the National Conference because it stripped



Sassou-Nguesso of his power without a French mandate. Further, many believe that the
French government did not reconcile itself to Lissouba’s regime until he had
demonstrated clearly that he would take no actions that threatened French interests,
particularly oil interests. 15 Because Sassou-Nguesso spends much time in Paris and
apparently still has the ear of senior French policy makers, he is regarded as a ready
instrument of French influence in Congo.

Debt and Democracy

Yet another way in which petroleum rents have affected the development of Congo’s
political economy, and thereby its prospects for democratization, has been through the
country’s accumulation of debt. Without oil, Congo’s debt load would probably be
much lower. All African states have debts, whether they have major mineral
endowments or not, and in every case these debts represent a serious strain on yearly
budgets and development prospects. In the case of Congo, however, the growth of debt
is clearly linked to oil revenues. The country’s debt has grown exponentially since the
development of its oil industry in the early 1970s, rising from $140 million in 1970 to
$4.76 billion in 1990. 16

As suggested by the theory of rentierisme, Congo’s economy became increasingly
dependent during the period from 1970 to 1990. The dependence clearly has a
psychological component. With high oil-export earnings came an expansion of imports,
including many consumer goods and foods, to which the Congolese population has
become “addicted.” For [End Page 73] example, many urban Congolese have switched
from cassava to bread as their staple food. Meanwhile, the swollen civil service could
not be easily reduced when oil revenues declined. Inevitably, too, other sectors of the
Congolese economy, particularly forestry and agriculture, declined sharply throughout
the boom years of high oil revenues. Many peasants left their farms for the promise of
jobs in the city, while subsidies on imported food made it unprofitable to produce food
for local markets.

External debt in African states inevitably brings IMF-sponsored structural adjustment
programs. Such programs, and the social pain that they invariably bring, have had
mixed consequences for democratization. On the one hand, they typically increase
social grievances and instability through the sudden layoffs that result from
privatization, as well as the rising prices for necessities that result from the reduction of
subsidies. Such social unrest makes it far more difficult to sustain existing authoritarian
regimes. On the other hand, it also makes it much harder to consolidate and stabilize
new democratic institutions.

This scenario accurately describes Congo since 1986, the year of the country’s first
structural adjustment program. In that year, falling oil prices rendered Congo incapable
of meeting its debt obligations, necessitating an appeal to the IMF. Thereafter, the
Sassou-Nguesso regime came under constant and growing pressure for both economic
and political reform, as noted above. Since the transition, the same forces have made it
difficult for the new elected regime to consolidate itself or the new democratic system.
Even the ethnic violence of 1993–94 is due in part to the severe economic crisis that has
gripped the country since the late 1980s.

Thus the significant petroleum income that Congo has enjoyed since 1973 has had
mixed consequences for the prospects for democracy there. On the positive side of the
ledger, the concentration of oil has not been the source of a major regionalist movement.
Moreover, oil revenues have improved overall social well-being and encouraged the
development of an active civic culture. What brought down Sassou-Nguesso’s regime
was large and sophisticated urban groups—including intellectuals, managers and
entrepreneurs, and workers. These groups, in turn, owe their size and influence largely
to the country’s oil wealth. If Congolese democracy survives, it is this educated and
economically secure class that will sustain it.

Yet this class is likely to be demanding of the government, as President Lissouba has
seen since 1992. Unlike the peasants of Benin or Zambia, Brazzaville’s restless youth
are not inclined to wait patiently for economic reforms to yield their intended results.
Unlike those who can depend on subsistence farming when necessary, the urban
unemployed are politically volatile. Congo’s oil wealth also contributed to its bloated
civil service and inefficient parastatal sector. The need to reform these institutions will
continue to be a source of instability. [End Page 74]



Oil revenues played their part in maintaining the Sassou-Nguesso regime beyond
what might have been its “natural” life span. Many in the middle classes ignored the
corruption and oppressiveness of the regime as long as they benefited from oil-
generated salaries and positions. Moreover, oil revenues have already played a dramatic
role in the course of political events in multiparty Congo. On the eve of the 1993
elections, Lissouba used the $150-million loan that he had received from Occidental
Petroleum to pay the back wages of thousands of government workers. In the relatively
competitive elections that followed, these payments may have made the crucial
difference. In this instance, oil wealth saved Lissouba but helped corrupt the democratic
process.

In the final analysis, it is not oil revenues per se that decisively influences a country’s
political development, but how such revenues are used. Congo is neither condemned to
perpetual dependency and rentierisme because of its petroleum endowment nor destined
to become a happy quasi-democracy à la Botswana. On the whole, its oil wealth slightly
increases its chances of becoming democratic, but only if that wealth is wisely used. Of
course, social determinists argue that both external and internal circumstances prevent
the wise usage of resources. It is indeed true that the weakness of African states, and the
international forces that exploit that weakness, present formidable obstacles. It is also
true that Congo’s past government made spectacularly bad use of oil revenues. Still, as
Botswana demonstrates, “difficult” does not mean “impossible.”

What would a “wiser” use of petroleum revenues entail? In answering this question,
the realities of both the world economy and the Congolese market cannot be ignored.
Congo can neither fully overcome its dependency nor become completely self-reliant.
Rather, it might carve out a niche for itself in the world economy that would bring about
a slow improvement in its citizens’ incomes and welfare. Specifically, any future oil
windfalls should be used to pay down the national debt; to encourage domestic
agricultural production for domestic consumption; to provide low-interest loans to
domestic entrepreneurs, including peasants, who wish to launch or expand businesses;
and to make strategic investments in local infrastructure, including railways, roads, and
power generation. They should not be used to further expand the civil service or the
army or to prop up failing state-owned enterprises, nor should they become the
justification for another round of borrowing.

Although Congo’s fate is not entirely in its own hands, the behavior of its leaders is
not irrelevant. If enough members of the political class are prepared to use petroleum
resources wisely, Congo has an above-average [End Page 75] chance of joining the
small club of stable African democracies. Oil revenues thus increase Congo’s chances
of political progress while making the burden of leadership greater there than elsewhere
in Africa.
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