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This aticle empiricaly tests and theoreticaly qudifies prevailing theories linking netura
primary commodities and civil war. Drawing on interviews with ex-militiaand

politicians, we find that oil did contribute to civil war in the Republic of Congo. At the
same time, however, we aso conclude that conflict would never have arisen in the first
place had democratization not generated subgtantid political ingtability. Once the fighting
began, moreover, petroleum’s overdl effect was ambiguous. Oil tempted elitesto fight,
but the ail fiedlds' remote location aso limited most combat to the capitd city; later on, oil
money helped underwrite a 1999 peace settlement. Despite polarization among Congo's
three main ethno-regiond groups, the country did not fracture into ethnic, secessoni<, or

warlord zones.
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Primary Commaoditiesand War: Congo-Brazzaville's Ambivalent Resource Curse

(9754 Words)

| Introduction

Politica economists argue that devel oping countries with abundant natural
resources are likely to suffer from the “resource curse,” a double-barrded afliction of
poor governance and irresponsible economic behavior.> Andysts have applied this
approach to civil wars, arguing that primary commodity dependency may simulate
armed rebellion.> Abundant natura resources, they argue, are a“honey pot” tempting
potentid rebesto try their luck, especidly in the world's poorest regions. With few legd
economic dternatives, young maes will turn to violent resource plunder for surviva and
enrichment. This phenomenon is especidly widespread in sub-Saharan Africa, resource
theorists claim, because economic conditions there are particularly grim. Indeed, the
incidence of sub-Saharan African civil war has been higher than other regions during the
1990s, and African war-related casudties have clamed a disproportionate share of the
world'stotd in that period.®

Political rebdlion, in thisview, has much in common with regular crime, but its
incidenceis lower due to greater risks and start-up costs.* Genera claims on the effects of
resources on civil war rely on large-N gatigtica andyses, but such arguments find
support in case studies from Colombiato Afghanistan.® Some studies suggest
globalization exacerbates the resource effect on conflict, as improved transportation and
communication helps even the least sophisticated warlord sdll bootleg resources on world

markets. Others suggest that dwindling superpower patronage makes resource-driven



wars paticularly atractive for dites and mid-ranking members of developing-region
bureaucracies and militaries.

This essay tests the resource curse and war hypothesis by andyzing four separate
inddences of armed conflict in the Republic of Congo (Congo-Brazzaville), asmdl
nation bordering on the Democratic Republic of Congo (Congo-Kinshasa, or ex-Zaire).
Drawing on interviews with former militiafighters, politicians, and in-country foreign
observers, we andlyze the effects of oil wealth on armed conflict.® We find the resource-
curse theory valid in some respects, but under-specified in others.

Following an ill-fated attempt at democratization, Congo- Brazzaville endured
four rounds of brutal militiafighting in 1993, 1997, 1998-99, and 2002.” Threemain
militias, loosdy affiliated with each of Congo's broad ethno-regiond groupings, directly
killed at least 12,000 persons, cumulatively displaced 860,000, systematicaly looted
civilians, and raped hundreds, if not thousands, of women.® In 1998, up to 35% of
Congo’s 2.5 million people were interndly displaced due to the fighting. Our informants
uniformly believe that greed for petroleum rentsin anew and uncertain political context
was amgjor motivation for the war, as political leaders, drawn chiefly from Congo’s
governing class, struggled for control over the country’s oil wealth. Provided thet the
uncertainty generated by dectionsis taken into account, therefore, Congo’ s experiences
appear to confirm the link between rebellion and resource abundance.

Upon closer scrutiny, however, the impact of Congo's substantid oil wedlth
seems more ambiguous. In late 1999, petroleum rents helped a victorious militialed by
Congo strongman Denis Sassou-Nguesso re-create an autocrétic, but relatively stable,

neo-patrimonia regime. Sassou reinsarted dites from riva militias into their former



public sector jobs, driving awedge between them and their militia followers. These co-
opted dites had been members of Congo’s state bourgeoisie in the pre-war era, and after
their 1999 defedt, they re-discovered “class solidarity” with Sassou’ s followers and
neglected their ethno-regiond ties to junior militia colleagues® Congo's massive ail
reserves, in other words, helped eevate class interests over ethnic solidarity, permitting
neo-patrimonia logic to trump ethno-regiona secessionism or warlordism.® Congo's
primary commodities had provided incentives for civil war, but later helped the victor
consolidate anew neo-patrimonia regime?

We a o discovered that the protected enclave nature of Congo-Brazzavill€ sail
limited the civil war’s duration and diffusion. Congo’s ail is located entirely offshore and
remains unrivaled as a source of revenue; petroleum royalties, however, accrue only to
Congo’sinternationdly recognized sovereign. Following the ingtability created by
democratization, the ail fidds legd and geographic configuration crested incentives for
militias to struggle for control over Brazzaville, the capital, but to eschew protracted rural
warfare. Unlike other commodity-induced wars, Congo’ s countryside has no diamonds or
coltan, and limited quantities of timber. When the fighting did finaly spread to remote
rurd areasin 1998, moreover, it was remarkably short-lived. Once Sassou had
demondrated his ability to defend Brazzaville againg dl chalengers, most rebd leaders
preferred to surrender in return for their old public sector jobs. Congo-Brazzaville was
thus spared the spatialy and temporaly protracted wars witnessed in resource-rich
countries such as Burma, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Congo-Kinshasa, Angola, Colombia, and

Afghanigtan.



The Congo-Brazzaville case suggests that resource curse theory be modified in
three ways.*? Firs, it should adopt a more fine-grained understanding of the link between
primary commodities and war. Resource wedth is likely to tempt rebels only under
circumstances of acute palitical uncertainty, asin the case of Congo’sfailed
democratization effort. Second, not al resources are created equa; commodities are
configured in widdy divergent legd and geographic ways, and these differences will lead
to very different war trgectories. Some scholars are working in this vein, and our essay
seeks to contribute to that effort.* Third, the theory should account for the class logic
implied by the neo-patrimonia system of rule common to most sub- Saharan African

countries, which set condraints on potential warlords in resource-rich environments.

I. Resour ce Abundance and War

Broadly spesking, theories of rebel mativation focus either on “greed” - the desire
for economic gain - or on “grievance,” a catch-al category including awide range of
perceived injustices. According to resource curse theorists, grievances are ever- present
and thus cannot explain variations in civil war initiation.** The appropriate material
conditions for organizing effective rebellions, by contragt, are far less frequent, and their
presence, or lack thereof, isthe best predictor of rebel activity. As such, their gpproach
resembles that of Skocpol, who argues that while revolutionary inclinations are
omnipresent, revolutionary opportunities are in short supply.*

The politica economy of rebellion gpproach argues that insurgency isahigh-risk
activity with low probabilities of success and substantial start-up costs. Would-be rebel

organizers, therefore, encounter acute collective action problems a an early stage,



prompting rebel entrepreneurs to seek cheap access to wegpons and money, or their
equivaents. Once thisinitia group laysits hands on sufficient tangible assets, they can
attract additiond recruits by providing resources, arms, and further enrichment
opportunities. Greed, in this view, isthe prime motivator of civil war, and opportunities
for persond or smdl-group enrichment can best explain arebellion’s emergence.

Early access to materia resourcesistypicdly available in one of three ways.
support from other governments, diaspora contributions, or primary commodities *®
Primary commodities are particularly attractive, however, because they require little
manufacturing or marketing expertise, and because they are often transported through
geographic “choke points’ that rebel groups can extort or control outright. In poor
countries, primary commodities are one of the few ways rebels can access hard currency.
If rebels can credibly threaten resource extractors, they can create armies large enough to
survive government reprisas, reducing thereby the barriers to entry into the rebellion
business.*’

Resource curse and war theory is part of the post-Cold War trend in security
studies towards privileging politica economy over ideology. One of the leading
proponents of this approach is David Keene, who argues that “wartime political
economies may benefit governments and rebels, and as a result, some parties may be
more anxious to prolong awar than to win it,” with SerraLeone and Liberiaas
paradigmatic cases.® Another mgjor contributor is John Mueller, who argues that civil
war and genocide in Rwanda and Y ugod aviawere mass crimind heists perpetrated by
small groups of loot-seeking thugs, rather than full blown “ethnic wars™'® Andress, to

take another example, uses the palitical economy of war to explain patterns of civil war



emergence in the former Y ugodavia, arguing that it was shaped above dl by patterns of
illicit trade in weapons and other goods2° By emphasizing the role of primary
commodities, resource curse theory offers one interpretation of the politica economy
approach.

The evidence linking primary commodities to war is suggestive, but much
conceptua work remains to be done. Importantly, we should privilege politics over
economic determinism, noting that resources are unlikely to trigger civil war in agable
paliticad environment. Secondly, once war is underway, natura resources varying legd
and physica configurations will have different impacts on the course and style of the
war. Inthe sections that follow, we address these concerns through a detailed study of

Congo-Brazzavill€ swars.

[11. Congo-Brazzaville' sCivil Wars: An Overview

Denis Sassou-Nguesso' s sngle-party regime ruled Congo-Brazzaville from 1979
to 1992. Sassou ran the country as a neo-patrimonid rentier state, redistributing oil
profitsto alies and potentia foes through educationa benefits, military employment, and
an ever-expanding civil service?! In the 1980s, Sassou kept the system stable by
incorporating elites from the country’ s three main ethno-regiona groupings:. the northern
Mbochis, the centra Laris, and the southern grouping of severd digtinct ethnicities
referred to by some as “Niboleks.”?? The president and senior army leadership were
northern in origin, but southern eites held some positions of responghility in
government, civil service and the army, and benefited from the government’s massve

investment in public education.



Democr atization and Conflict

Sassou' s regime came under fire in the early 1990s, following francophone
Africa swave of post-Cold War democratization. Political pressure from southern dlites,
labor parties, intellectuds, and French officids forced Sassou to rdinquish his hold on
power. The country held multi- party presidentid dectionsin 1992, sparking competition
for the apex of Congo’s patron-client pyramid and giving southern dites alegdly

h. 2% Sassou’'s two main opponents

sanctioned chance to control the country’s oil wedltl
were Pascal Lissouba, who had served as prime minister in 1963, and Bernard Kolelas, a
Brazzaville palitician. Lissoubaled the Pan-African Union for Socid Democracy
(UPADS), support for which came from the southern provinces, and won the 1992
elections due to the region’ s superior demographics®* Kolelas, head of the Congolese
Movement for Democracy and Integral Development (MCDDI), was presdentia runner-
up, relying chiefly on his Lari ethnic kin, a subgroup of the Bakongo ethnicity comprising
20% of the population.?® Sassou-Nguesso, leader of the formerly communist Congolese
Labor Party (PCT), polled adigtant third, largely due to the inferior demographic weight
of his northern Mbochi kin.2® Lissouba assumed the presidency in 1992 and briefly ruled
with a parliamentary codition with Sassou’'s PCT. Sassou abruptly |eft the government,
however, when his followers were denied key posts in Lissouba s new government.
Cabinet ministries were key sources of oil rents and patronage, and Sassou feared that he
and his followers were being pushed aside.

As Lissouba struggled to assert control, it became clear that possession of

Congo's presidentid paace did not guarantee ownership over Sassou’ s former networks
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of alies, patrons and clients. Lissouba had won the vote, but some senior Mbochi army
officers remained loya to Sassou, who aso enjoyed warm relaions with foreign dlies
such as France' s then prime minister, Jacques Chirac, Gabon president Omar Bongo
(married to Sassou's daughter), and Angolan president Eduardo Dos Santos?’

Distrustful of the army and worried by Sassou’ s defection, Lissouba crested a
persond militiato bolster his rule. Relying mostly on men drawn from southern
ethnicities, Lissouba established an independent security force, the “réserve
présidentielle” |ater known as the Aubevillois?® Their initid military trainers, among
others, were members of private |sragli security firms® Lissouba s supporters |ater
created three other forces, including the Cocoyes, loosdly trandated as “tough guys’; the
Zoulous, whose name was ingpired by the ongoing violence in Kwazulu-Natd ; and the
Mambas (snakes).*° In aclassic example of aspirding “security dilemma,” Kolelas
followersretdiated by cregting the Ninjas, amilitialed by police and military officers
doubling as Kolelas' bodyguards, and staffed by local Lari youths living in Brazzaville!
The kernel of Sassou’ s Cobra militiawas formed in 1992 from his old presdentid guard.
It expanded further in 1995 following Lissouba s purge of Mbochi military officers, some
of whom decamped to Oyo, Sassou’ s northern political stronghold.

Civil War, Round One (1993): Lissouba vs. Kolelas

Sassou’ s defection created a parliamentary crisis for Lissouba, who responded by
dissolving parliament in 1992 (a move deemed uncondtitutiond by many observers), and
cdled new legidative dections for May 1993. In that poll’ s first round Lissouba' s party
earned 62 sests, while Koldas' and Sassou's followers jointly earned 49.3% Claiming

fraud, Kolelas caled for aboycott of the second round and civil disobedience, triggering
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the firgt round of civil war pitting Lissoubd s militias againgt those of Koldlas. The
fighting remained within Brazzaville' s borders, causing some 2,000 deaths®® Thearmy,
il led at this point by Sassou-appointed northerners, remained largely uninvolved.®*

Congo’'s democratization had disrupted the ancien regime' s patronage networks,
but Lissouba, the newly elected leader, was unable to cresate a stable dternative,
generding an acute sense of politica uncertainty whose ripple effects were felt
throughout Congo's governing class. The country’ s petroleum fields continued to pump
out some 200,000 barrds a month, however, earning amonthly $75m in export revenue
for whomever could dam legd control over the government. The firgt round of fighting
ended in January 1994, but the stage had been st for further conflict, as the armed forces,
parliament and civil sarvice gradudly split dong ethno-regiond and factiond lines. By
1996-97, three main militiagroups - Lissouba' s Cocoyes, Kolelas' Ninjas, and Sassou’'s
Cobras — had created their own zones of de-facto influencein the capitd city. *°

Congo, in other words, was following amode familiar from other instances of
democratization in which political uncertainty provoked paramilitary mobilization.
Unlike countries such as Rwanda or the former Y ugodavia, however, Congo's history of
ethnic relations had hitherto been relatively peaceful, save for some inter-commund
fighting in 1958-59, during the run-up to independence. Although the country was now
separating adong ethnic lines, these were being generated by dite manipulation in
Brazzaville, rather than by deep-sested ethnic grievances. Theimpetus for conflict in the
1990s (as it had been in the late 1950s) was political uncertainty, coupled with elite
desiresto control a grester share of Congo's oil. Had there been no political uncertainty,

it isunlikely that Congo’ s resources alone would have triggered civil war.
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Civil War, Round Two (1997): Sassou and the Angolans vs. Lissouba and

Kolelas

In January 1997, Sassou returned to Congo after two years of self-imposed exile
in France, declaring his intent to run in the upcoming presidentia eections. Spurred by a
subsequent attempt by Lissouba-controlled forces to disarm Sassou's Cobras in their
Brazzaville sronghold, violence erupted again in May 1997, this time pitching the
Cobras against pro-Lissouba soldiers and Cocoyes. By June, Brazzaville was salit into
three militia zones. From May to September 1997 the fighting was an exclusively
Cocoye-Cobra affair; a the very end, Kolelas' Ninjas joined Lissouba s Sde.

The Cobras were initialy outgunned, but their fortunes changed in October 1997
when a contingent of heavily-armed, battle-hardened Angolan troops intervened on their
behalf, securing Brazzaville and the southern coastal city of Pointe-Noire for Sassou.’
Lissouba and Koldas fled into exile (where they till remain after being sentenced to
death in absentia), and Sassou assumed the presidency for a three-year “trangtiond
period,” promising he would hold nationd dectionsin 2001. Southern politica and
military ditesfled Brazzaville with their Ninjaand Cocoye militias, returning, for the

mogt part, to their families villages in the Pool and southern regions.

Civil War, Round Three (1998-99): Sassou and the Angolansvs. the southern
militias
Violence soon erupted again, however, asfirst the Ninjas, and then the Cocoyes,

clashed with Angolans and Cobras. For the first time, much of the fighting took placein
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the southern countryside, far from Brazzaville3® According to Sassou’ s spokespersons,
rebds and bandits attacked government garrisons in southern towns. According to
southerners we interviewed, by contrast, Cobra and Angolan forces provoked the fighting
through heavy- handed patrols of the north-south railway and southern towns®° A third
version was advanced by a Western aid officia with extensive local experience, who said
the firgt battles were triggered by a drug dea gone bad between loca Ninjas and policein
the Pool region.*° The fighting spread back to Brazzaville towards the end of 1998, when
aNinjaforce raded the city’ s outer suburbs. Elsewhere, smal, semi-independent groups
of Cocoyes and Ninjas launched hit-and-run raids on government forcesin southern and
Pool region towns. Larger Ninja and Cocoye bands of up to 100 men were led by former
military officers, but many of the smaler groups, often no more than a dozen or more,
were led by urban youths who had risen to prominence during Brazzaville s 1993 and
1997 street battles** The fighting pesked in December 1998, but skirmishes continued
throughout the south until mid-1999. At the end of 1999 the rebellion ended with a deal
that provided amnesty to al Ninjaand Cocoye commanders, save for Lissouba and

Koldas, and guaranteed soldiers and civil servants their former jobs.*?

V. An Empirical Puzzle

Congo Brazzavill€ s experiences recall other cases of sate collapsein which
rgpid politica trangtions, coupled with ethnic heterogeneity and abundant resources,
gparked civil war. Unlike Sierra Leone, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan or
Angola, however, Congo’s conflict did not deteriorate into protracted territorial warfare
by warlords and/or separatists. All three Brazzaville-based militias recruited rurd youth,

and each of the three main political parties organized along regiondly-defined ethno-



14

parties*® Sill, thefirst two rounds of fighting occurred exclusively in the capitd, while

in the third, southern militias did not take lasting control of any city (though severd were
briefly conquered and looted), and did not attempt to seize Pointe-Noire, the petroleum
industry’ s adminigtretive nerve center. Nor did they carve out warlord fiefdomsin
Congo's remote aress. Instead, southern military and political leaders quickly surrendered
in return for amnesty, reintegration into their former public sector jobs, and vague
promises of recruiting militiarank-and-file into Congo- Brazzavill€ s recondtituted

security forces.

For theorigts of ethnic warfare, the lack of protracted rurd fighting is puzzling
given the ethnic heterogenaity of Congo’s three main ethno-regions. For resource curse
theorigts, the south’s quick surrender is intriguing, given that Congo’s ail is located
directly off southern shores, and could have formed the base for southern secessionism.
Congo aso confounds Reno’ s prediction that neo-patrimonid, resource-rich countries are
likely to deteriorate into warlord zones as an “ equilibrium outcome’ Stuated halfway
between chaos and state consolidation, as both rebels and governments develop some
territorial control but lack incentives to build broadly encompassing state ingtitutions**
Whether driven by oil greed or by ethno-regiona grievances, the firgt three rounds of
Congo’ s wars should not have ended so quickly, and Sassou should not have been able to
re-fashion a stable neo-patrimonia regime with such relative ease.

Importantly, there were indications that the rebels might have developed either
into entrenched rura warlords, or into a unified and determined secessionist movement.
Examples of warlordism include a protection racket run by Ninjas from 1993 on in which

travelers through one of Brazzaville's main ports were systematically extorted,* and



condggtent daims by civilians and militiamen on dl sdes that from 1998 on, most of the
fighters engaged in sustained looting, even against their own communities*® Asone
informant trapped in the Pool region in 1998-99 recdls, “Ninjas attacked their own
populations... They collected money from their own people to et them cross the river.
From May 1999 onwards, the war was but roadblocks for ransom.”*” All of the lower-
ranking militia gang leeders admitted to usin interviews that looting was centrd to their
war activities.

There are d 0 indications of occasond efforts by high-ranking figures to create
an organized secessonis/liberation movement in the south, especidly during the 1998-
99 fighting. Consder the account by aformer Ninja officer who called himsdf the
“Commissaire,” and daimed he resolved to “ defend” his region in 1998 by building a
politica-military organization grounded in traditiona loca ructures. “I got in touch
with the wise men of my village” the Commissaire recalled, “and they told meto “go
and ‘freethe villages” So| cdled in the Ninjas one by one until | had about 250 men,
aong with 200 new onesthat | trained mysdf.” After attacking aloca army garrison, the
Commissaire consulted traditiond leaders, who encouraged him to “go on fighting to
liberate our region.” Each village that he liberated, the officer said, was assigned a
military leader “who worked together with the village chief.”*® The Commissaire, in
other words, claimed to have created an dternative political structure in the Pool region
with the help of hisrebea armed force and traditiond village chiefs. Smilar daims came
from a senior Cocoye commander, Colone M boungou-Mboungou, who claimed that in
the southern Pool region, he and his followers had organized a“popular war, just like the

Vietcong,” during the 1998-99 fighting.*° There was good reason to believe in 1998,
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therefore, that Congo-Brazzaville might be heeded towards protracted war in the cities
and the countryside, with the progpect of organized secessionism in some aress, and
long-term lawlessness in others. If Congo-Brazzaville s civil war hed deteriorated into
SierraLeone-style chaos, or Sudanstyle secessionism, these events would have easily
been explained by resource curse theory.

Instead, however, the exact opposite occurred. The Ninja- Cocoye dliance never
materidized, the southern militias remained disorganized, towns were “liberated” but
then quickly abandoned, and key nationd infrastructure, such as the Brazzaville-Pointe
Noire railway, was never serioudy threatened. Ethnic polarization remained limited as
populations suffered as much & the hands of their own ethnic militias as from
government reprisals. And, most importantly, the 1998-99 rebellion was over soon after
it garted, with mogt of the senior political and military leaders returning to Brazzaville
and receiving back pay from the civil service or military. Asaresult, virtudly dl of
Congo' sterritory reverted to the autocratic, but largely stable, rule of Denis Sassou-

Nguesso.

V. Asset Specificity, Norms of Sovereignty, and the Dynamics of Violence

Congo’ strgectory was shaped by the geographic and legd configuration of its oil
reserves, which are located offshore and expensive to operate, making them accessible
only to internationa petroleum companies. Contrary to what some have argued, this does
not make Congo’s ail invulnerable to looting, since il revenues can beillegdly diverted
into dush funds for a broad variety of purposes. During the 1997 war with Sassou’'s

Cobras, for example, embattled president Pasca Lissouba reportedly sphoned of f
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substantia amounts of Congo’s ail revenuesto arm his private militias>® Indeed, al of
Congo' s leaders have “looted” the country’s oil revenues for their own neopatrimonia
purposes. The offshore nature of the country’s oil fields, however, meansthat to access
(legally or otherwise) oil revenues, Congolese paliticians must first be recognized asthe
country’ s sovereign government. Given the structure of the internationd legd regime,
foreign oil companieswill pay revenues only to broadly recognized sovereign leaders.
African coup makers exercising effective control over capitd cities are typicaly
recognized internationdly, unlike warlords with sate-like qudities. As aresult, control
over Congo's capitd, Brazzaville, is one of the few Strategic gods worth pursuing. Oil is
the main natura resource, and there are no mgor trading/smuggling routes to provide
protection for, asin the case of Afghanistan. Consequently, Congo’s palitica struggles

are likdly to end once amgor faction credibly wins the war for Brazzaville.

Congo and itsoil industry

The Congolese ail industry is dominated by the Belgian- French company
TotalFina Elf, successor to France' s Elf Acquitaine. With an estimated US$10bn worth of
Congo investments, Total Fina produces some 60% of Congo’s 265,000 barrels per day.>*
Nextinlineisltay’' s AGIP, responsble for some 30% of production, while smadler
actors handle the remainder, including the U.S. firm CMS Nomeco, with 4.1% of
production. The government-owned Société National e Pétroliere du Congo (SNPC),
created in 1998, independently markets - but does not produce - some ail.

Thevast mgority of Congo’s oil fields are situated 30-50 miles off the coast of

Pointe Noire, the mgor southern port city. Fieldsin operation before the 1990s have



termindsin Pointe Noire, but the most recent and lucrative ones, including the massive
Bif-controlled N’Kossafield (70,000 barrels a day), have their own offshore terminals.
Pointe-Noaire, in other words, is not physcdly crucid to Congo’'s ail industry, sinceits
adminigrative functions could be easly handled esewhere.

Only the most technologically sophisticated international companies can extract
Congo'sail. The N'Kossafield is located 38 miles off shore in 600 feet of water, while
other fields are a further 12 miles away under 3,000 to 6,000 feet. Petrol is loaded
directly onto tankers from offshore terminas, eiminating the need for pipeines. Armed
non-state groups, therefore, have virtually no access. Pirate-gtyle raids on the platforms
themselves or on tankers are the only aternative, but neither is particularly feasible.
Furthermore, even if they could damage oil extraction infrastructure, rebels could not
operate the platforms on their own. Congo's ail wedlth, in others words, is physicaly
inaccessible to local armed factions.

Qil isdso Congo's economic lifdine, accounting for 90% of foreign exchange
earnings, 40% of GDP, and 70% of government revenues.>* Congolese accessto oil
profitsis possible only due to the internationa legal regime, which awards sovereignty
rights to offshore minera resources. Were ail a precious commodity during the colonia
era, Europeans would have seized the oil without compensation. Today, Western
companies are the only actors able to physicaly extract the ail, but they must also pay
rents to Congo's sovereign rulers.

Qil rents come in various forms, the most important of which include royalties on
sdes by Western companies, which amount to 12% of Congo's overdl export vaue, and

a 1991 agreement awarding the state haf of the oil companies’ profits, equd to 19% of
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export value>® A third source of rents comes from sales made directly by the state-owned
SNPC. This company’s accounts are not transparent, however, making SNPC profitsa
crucid tool in Congo's presidentia patronage system. According to observers, SNPC
monies are a hidden dush fund that Congo’ sinternationaly recognized ruler usesto
purchase aamsfor his private militia, pay off friends and potentid rivals, and keep the
country’ s neopatrimonia system afloat. The SNPC isa vehicle for “looting” Congo’s ail,

but is avalable only to the country’ s internationaly recognized sovereigns.

The Importance of Brazzaville

Following Congo' s democratic trangtion, Lissouba failed to demonstrate credible
control over Brazzaville due to poor relations with the army’ s senior ranks, paramilitary
mobilization by al three contenders, and lukewarm relations with important foreign
actors. Hisrivas carved out militia zonesin the capitd, and both Kolelas and Sassou
fought sharp battles with Lissouba loyaigts in the city. The fighting, however, remained
centered in the city, Since the latter was the only redl prize worth having.

As such, Congo is the opposite of Angola, where easy access to dluvia diamonds
alowed UNITA to endure for severa decades, despite the MPLA' s control of offshore
ail.>* 1n Congo, factions that are not formally in power have no way of raising funds
from natura resources, and “rebel” forces cannot fund their efforts, shortening the
fighting. The combination of physicad and legd redtrictions on Congo's oil dso explains
why southern rebels did not try to seize Pointe-Noire from its Angolan defenders, or even

attempt to destroy itsfacilities. A successful attack would not have secured control over
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the ail fields themsdves, and the oil companies could have easily moved their
headquarters elsewhere,

Interestingly, southern rebels also made no serious attempt to creste a southern
secessonist movement that might have claimed internationa recognition of their
sovereignty over the ail fields. As noted above, secession was briefly discussed as an
option if the regime refused didogue, but the debate was haf-hearted. Not only was
Congo-Brazzavill€ s ail offshore, but in the contemporary internationd legd climate,
secessonigs tend not to gain internationa recognition, asillustrated by the case of
Somdliland.>> As Colonel Mboungou-Mboungou, vice president of the Conseil National
de la Résistance (CNR), told us, “the idea of secesson came up during the fighting but it
got no support. Had we tried, we would have been beaten. What country would have
helped us?’®® Contrary to the resource curse argument, therefore, Congo's oil reserves
did not solely promote rebelion and conflict. Instead, the physicd and legd specificity of
Congo's natural resource aso thwarted the emergence of prolonged rural warlordism or

secessonism. Resource abundance, in this case, had ambiguous effects.

V1. ThePatrimonial Peace: State Control and Class I nterests

Congo' s resource configuration also contributed to the unusual nature of Congo's
peace. Although the rhetoric of war often stressed the importance of north-south ethnic
divisons, our interviews suggested that intra-ethnic class divisors were aso important,
and helped bring about an end to the war. Common class interests among southern and
northern dites, nurtured historically by the state' s patrimonid didtribution of oil rents,

eventudly overrode ethnic cleavages and facilitated a peace dedl. As such, the interests of
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southern politica dites differed subgtantidly from their rank-and-file militia supporters.
The former ended the war and returned to reatively lucrative public sector jobs, while the
latter were left to fend for themsalves or to solicit modest support from an internationa

“reinsertion” campaign for veterans.

Elitesand Militiasin the 1998-1999 Fighting
During the 1993 and 1997 fighting in Brazzaville, Lissouba and Kolelas exercised
reasonably tight control over the militia supporters through a cadre of politicd dites and

military defectors, often a the rank of colond. During the 1998-99 fighting in the south,

by contrast, centralized control over these two factions broke down. Lissouba and Kolelas

fled the country, and their militias scattered to the countryside. Although second-tier
politica and military leaders were dso in hiding, only lower-ranking militias were
actudly involved in significant violence. Sadat, a Cocoye “chef d' écurie” (gang leader)
from Brazzaville who commanded some 150 fighters, aleges that he attacked and briefly
occupied Nkayi and Dolisein 1998. Ashe putsit, “the colonds could not control us

"57 According

very wdl. Officidly, they gave us orders, but we controlled the eements.
to Stéphane Rogtiaux, chief demobilization officer for the Internationd Office of
Migration in Brazzaville, “Mog of the fighting was carried out by smdl bands led by
low-ranking militialeaders,”™® afinding strengthened by our militiainterviews.
Lower-ranking militias privileged looting over long-range sirategy. Consequently,
real aliances did not emerge between Ninjas and Cocoyes, who attacked each other as

well as Sassou’ s forces. Furthermore, both groups were weak, unorganized and

fragmented, assembling fewer than 200 men for any single attack.>® Hence, dthough
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militia groups, a'my defectors and civilian opponents dl escaped Brazzaville for the
south after October 1998, they were far from a uniform group and never acted in a
collectively coherent manner. Militiamen attempted to defend themsalves from Cobra
attacks and to sugtain their wartime lifestyles by continued looting. The paliticd and

military leaders kept out of the fighting, for the most part, and hid in remote villages.

Theimportance of social class

Militiafighters differed from the leadersin terms of socid class, defined chiefly
by their higtoric relationship to the state. A comparison of the socia backgrounds of
militia leeders with that of the rebel dites who signed the 1999 peace accord illustrates
these class divisions ®® Jean- Francois Guembo, a self-declared regional leader of the 1999
rebellion, was appointed sous-préfet of the southern town of Makabana by Sassouin
2001. Beforethe war, he had twice been amember of parliament during the communist
era, aswell as asenior executive for Comilog (a then publicly-owned timber company) in
the 1970s and 1980s.®* The members of the National Resistance Council (CNR), the
southern rebd palitico-military umbrella organization, whom we interviewed, displayed
samilar cass backgrounds. Colond Mboungou-Mboungou was a high-ranking army
officer; Luc Koussaa, amedica doctor; Jospeh Mankita, an accountant; and Benoit Bati,
aformer justice®® Other political leaders who negotiated with Sassou on behdlf of the
Southern rebels included Abel Mokono, former mayor of Bacongo; Eugéne Banguissa,
former préfet of the Pool region, and Bernard Ntandou, aformer Gendarmerie

commander. The militiamen, by contragt, came from far more humble backgrounds. We



interviewed a number of “chefs d’ écurie,” who included aformer army sergeant, two
market stal owners, alocal gang leader, a hospitd janitor, and an eectrician.

Until 1997, the core of each of the country’ s three main militia groupings was
composed of military or quas-military origins. Beyond this, however, the rank-and-file
was composed of mostly un-or under-employed young men, few of whom had a chance
of working in the stable, publicly-owned forma sector. These youths were recruited by
Sassou, Lissoubaor Kolelas loyalists at different times during 1993 to 1997.5% At firg,
the politico-military elites used these young men to wage ther factiona struggles, chiefly
in Brazzaville. Mot of the militiamen we interviewed, whether on the sde of the Sassou
regime or the opposition, declared having received at least part of their weapons from
higher-ranking military officers. Le Japonais, aformer sal owner and gang leader
before the war, said that his Cocoye band received its weapons from the military. “One
evening,” herecdled, “our brother, who was a military commander, brought us fifteen
AK47s” 1n 1997, “acolond came and gave us weapons and asked usto fight with them.
He paid CFAFr 15,000 per week.”®* According to the Commissaire, the Ninja band
leader, “ Commandant Camille, who had been in jail with Koldas, recruited youth for the
Ninjas”65 For dites, militias were palitical insruments, but for the rank-and-file,
conflict was an opportunity for small-scae looting. Hence, the propensity of militiamen

to rob people of their own ethnic background, including their own politica leaders.

Thereturn of neo-patrimonial logic
As the violence progressed during 1998-99, dlite-militia class differences led to

diverging political agendas. For the dlites, the most pressing concern was to end the war

23



24

and return to Brazzaville, asthey grew fearful of their militia“followers” who seemed
increasingly uncontrollable. The elites hoped to build a support base amongst ordinary
southerners, but these were being looted and intimidated by the militias. In the words of
Colond Bougouanza, one of the highest-ranking military officersin the southern rebel
movement, “Idle youth islike abomb. When kids go to war, it isto improve their

1766 Whereas

meterid existence, which reduced our chances of successin the war.
militiamen recall the war with nostalgia, the dites speak of 1998-99 as one of fear and
hardship.

Others have noted that Congo’s militias looted their ethnic kin, but few have
reflected on this development’ s political importance. The militiamen’s growing
importance in the 1999 fighting threstened to siddine the southern political and military
elites, and the looting of civilians created a groundswdll of local support for peace talks.
According to Maossendjo mayor Maurice M’ Bobi, amember of the southern politica
leadership, his colleagues dected to rgjoin the state “to bring peace for the local
populations.”®’

Fearful of their own fighters and eager to regain their public sector jobs, southern
elites responded to Sassou’s 1999 peace offer enthusiasticaly, caculating they would be
better off reintegrating a stable, oil-funded neo-patrimonid sate than remaining in
villages with unreliable fighters. Sassou was ready to oblige, Snce a peace ded would
legitimize his conquest of Brazzaville. This “patrimonid peace’ began in November
1999, when southern leaders signed a cease fire with Sassou’ s representatives in Pointe-

Noire, and continued in December, when the southern politica leadership, the CNR,

surrendered in exchange for amnesty and public sector reintegration. The CNR describes



itsdlf asa*political movement of popular essence’ based on a sense of socid injugtice
and on the need for cohabitation after the war.%® It portrays itself as the politica wing of
the militias, but is saffed chiefly by senior southern military officers. Most CNR activigts
are former members of Lissouba s UPADS party or Kolelas MCDDI, but the
organization does not represent the exiled leaders directly. Indeed, the CNR |leaders we
interviewed had little sympathy for Kolelas and Lissouba and, according to some
observers, went againg the latter’ s wishesin negotiating the peace. In effect, the CNR
represents the second tier of politico-military leaders who rejected Lissouba and Kolelas,
on the one hand, and the life of rura guerrillas on the other. Under the 1999 peace dedl,
CNR members can return to state employment in Brazzaville, an option available neither
to Lissouba, Koldas, or to milita fighters themsdves. The result is the unusua (but
rationa from apatrimonia politics point of view) Stuation of former oppogtion elites
eagerly rebuilding centrd date indtitutions to protect themsdves from their own militias,
afar cry from the “warlord equilibrium” that might have been expected.

Had natura resources been locdly available, the south might have sustained a
warlord situation and young militiarank and file, with their comparative advantage in
violence, might have seized leadership. Without readily available resources, however, the
logic of patronage proved stronger than that of warlordism, and the system reverted to its
neo-patrimonia outcome. As the Mossendjo mayor noted, “we now have the right to
position ourselves for ministerid, prefectord or mayora posts. That's what democracy is
about.”®

This strategy appearsto be working. Participation by MCDDI and UPADS

politicians in government is limited, but the government takes care of most opposition
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elites. Severd are housed at government expense in Brazzaville hotels, while they and
othersreceive their saaries, despite not working. In fact, the 200-odd military members
of the CNR dl recelve their pay, as do afew dozen senior civilians. Accommodation has
aso brought considerable peace in the south. All the palitical and civilian authorities we
met in the south, including mayors, sous-préfets, and census workers, were appointees
from the “resstance,” while the loca military command was more northern. This policy
isardative bargain for the state, compared to the cost of accommodating the exiled
Kolelas and Lissouba. Some 1,000 Ninja and Cocoye fighters had been integrated into
the army by mid-2001,”° and others were being helped by a UN assistance plan that gives
business grantsin exchange for illegal weapons. As of end-2001, some 7,250 former
militiamen had been assisted under the plan, in return for 11,000 weapons.”* According

to one report, however, 41,000 of 74,000 illegal weapons were ill in circulation.

The 2002 Fighting

Violence flared up again in March 2002, when a group of Ninja militiamen led by
“Pasteur Ntoumi” in the Pool region atacked government forces. The fighting spread to
Brazzavillein April, displacing 15,000 before conditions normalized.” Ntoumi had
sgned the 1999 peace agreements, but refused to surrender with his 500 fighters, saying
guarantees for the latter’ s integration into military or civil life were insufficient.
Interestingly, Ntoumi’s socid origins differ from othersin the CNR. A rdligious leader
and former director (or patient, depending on sources) of an insane asylum in Brazzaville,
he did not fight in 1993 and 1997, and had not been politically active before 1998.

Although heis currently the only senior figure in Congo not to participate in the
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patrimonia peace, this last round of violence seemed related to shortcomingsin the 1999
peace accords implementation, rather than to new grievances. Ntoumi was rumored to be
demanding an appointment as army generdl before surrendering.”* Heisaso said to
want his Ninjas to benefit from the UN reintegration program, which has run out of

funds. Moreover, the recent violence also occurred on amuch smaller scale than earlier
ingtances and involved none of the better-known southern palitica and military dlites,

who seem unwilling to return to war.

Compar ative, Theoretical and Nor mative Implications

Thisaticle has offered asingle-N test of the resource-curse-and-war theory. As
the theory might expect, Congo-Brazzaville€ s subgtantia petroleum resources hel ped fuel
civil war in the 1990s, but some of Congo’s experiences aso run counter to the theory.
Congo experienced very little violent conflict prior to the 1990s; its battles were largely
concentrated in the capitd; secessonism and territorial warlordism were aborted in the
hinterland; and the fighting was largely over by the decade s end. These dements of
Congo' strgjectory are not easily accounted for by resource curse theory.

It thus seems crucid that we maintain our understanding of the interaction
between primary commodities and domestic politics. If a country has astable political
system, authoritarian or otherwise, it is unlikely to experience civil war, regardless of
resource availability and distribution. Thus during the 1980s, while Sassou-Nguesso
remained firmly in control of the country, Congo-Brazzaville did not experience civil
war; once democratization didodged Sassou's grip in the early 1990s, however, resource-

related wars did break out. In this respect, the experiences of Botswana, Gabon and
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Cameroon are ingructive counter-examples. Despite abundant reserves of ble
diamonds (far more “lootable” than Congo's petroleum), long-democratic Botswana has
not only avoided civil war but has been quite successful at building ingtitutions.”®
Cameroon and Gabon too have proved more peaceful than Congo-Brazzaville, dthough
they share smilar political and economic structures. Thisis because their leaders
negotiated democratization effortsin the early 1990s with greater skill and stability than
Sassou in Congo.”® No matter how tempting natural resources might be and how they
may exacerbate ongoing ingtability and armed conflict, they are unlikely to simulate civil
war on their own unless the political context is dready ungtable.

Thisfinding has important implications for democracy-promotersin Africaand
elsewhere, grimly illustrating the potentid risksinvolved. Like Sassou’s Congo, many
authoritarian systems are based on neo-patrimonid structures that rely on personalized,
de-indiitutiondized power machineries. Electord change and sudden dlite turnover do not
present newly elected leaders with a neutra state gpparatus, but rather saddle them with
biased and uncooperative networks. Reshaping and controlling these networks, as Congo-
Brazzavill€ s Lissouba atempted to do in the early 1990s, may trigger militia-formation
and resstance by fearful or excluded dites and, consequently, spiraing security
dilemmas. Democratization does not inevitably lead to violence, but it can certainly be
provocative, especidly when lucrative natura resources are involved.

A second implication of the Congo case is that the legdl, physicd, and geographic
specificities of natura resources are crucia. When resources are physicaly ble
and geographicaly dispersed, protracted and territoridized conflicts may occur. Thisis

the case in the Democratic Republic of Congo (Congo-Kinshasa), where rival armies
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have carved out warlord enclaves based on widdy dispersed subsoil minerds. If, by
contragt, resources are physicaly accessed only with great difficulty by technologicaly
sophigticated mining companies, wars will be tempordly and spatidly limited. Revenues
accrue then to recognized sovereigns through mining company royadties, not through
physical accessitsdf. This prompts political actorsto try to control the sovereign
gpparatus in the capita city, rather than peripherd territories. Warring parties, moreover,
may be more readily willing to collaborate with whomever establishes credible, long-
term control over the capital city. Angola s protracted civil war was an important
counter-example. The country has substantial offshore oil resources, but its diamond
deposits are easly accessible in outlying regions, which made protracted territorial war
possible.”’

The Congo case dso suggedts that prospects for civil war termination are better
when the conflict is preceded by areasonably inclusive neo-patrimonid system.
Although the 1990s were bloody, Congo's legacy of peaceful dite participationin
Sassou’ s regime in the 1980s meant that once Sassou re-conquered the capital, opposition
elites could imagine cooperating once again under hisrule. Sierra Leone presents an
interesting counter-example: prior to the civil war in the 1990s, Presidents Stevens and
Momoh used diamond revenues to build exclusonary, sdf-serving “shadow” structures
of power, rather than indlusive neo-patrimonia systems.”® When civil war erupted,
therefore, riva groups readily resorted to territoridized warfare. Neo-patrimonidism, in
other words, can promote either politica gability or violent conflict, depending on its

levd of indusveness.



Congo-Brazzaville is not an idiosyncratic case. Many African countries have
embraced neo-patrimonidism a one time or another, and many of those systems were
(are) underwritten by asingle, or dominant, export commodity. Congo’'s experience can
thus provide ingght into why many weak African sates have not collgpsed into
warlordism, even after the drying up of Cold War patronage.

Although this article focuses on primary commodities and war, thisis only one of
severd paths to violence. Rwanda, for example, had very little in the way of lootable
natura resources, but did have deep reservoirs of ethnic insecurity, and alegacy of inter-
communal violence. When democratization pressures and a guerrillainsurgency reached
acrescendo in the early 1990s, the result was ethnic hyper-mohilization and genocide.”
Qil, diamonds, drugs, coltan and other natura resources may persuade some to take up
arms, but ethnic fears, when stoked by political propaganda, can be equdly, if not more,
destructive. Congo-Brazzaville, in many ways, was blessed by its lack of deep-seated
ethnic fears, which helped facilitate war termination.

A find cautionary note: Congo-Brazzavill€ s civil war has largdly ended, but the

outcomeis not al positive. Sassou’ s refurbished rule is not conducive to democratic

deepening, and most Congolese remain as poor and disenfranchised as before ®® Although

some elites may have been reshuffled, the country’ s basic socid cleavages remain
unchanged, and the war has gpparently not lead to political consciousness-raisng,
democratic mohilization, or popular organization.8! Over one third of the country was
displaced, tens of thousands were killed or injured, and thousands endured sexud assault.
Most Congolese are relieved that hodtilities are over, but prospects for long-run positive

change are few. And remarkably, recent advances in internationa human rights scrutiny
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and war- crimes accountability have had few discernable effects on Congolese events or

discourse.®?
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