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The Impact of neoliberal policies on health 

 

 

International policies responsible for the weakening of health systems
1
  

 

In the last three decades the international health and aid policies towards Africa have been disastrous 

for health care delivery and universal access. International health policies have resulted in expensive 

health care for the rich, and fragmented, ineffective services for the poor. As a result, large segments of 

the population continue to suffer unnecessary casualties, pain and impoverishment.  

A look at the history of international aid for health can help us to understand what is happening today. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, health aid policies for Africa focused on disease control. The metropolis of the 

colonies did not see access to health care as a priority. In 1978, a new strategy - Primary Health Care 

(PHC) - was approved at the Alma Ata Conference. It promoted comprehensive care and community 

participation in public services. This concept led to several confrontations between World Health 

Organization (WHO) and multinational companies on breast milk substitutes and essential drugs.  

 

The 1978 WHO “primary health care strategy” soon receded into the background after the United States 

withheld its contribution to the WHO budget in 1985. This caused a return to the vertical programme 

strategies of the 1950s for developing countries. Within a year of the Alma Ata conference, the 

Rockefeller Foundation and UNICEF, among others, were arguing for a reduction in the scope of public 

PHC to the control of 4–5 diseases, a strategy labelled “Selective Primary Health Care”. Professionals 

criticised this selective policy on the grounds that comprehensive PHC, with the same disease control 

objectives but also securing access to health care, incurred the same costs as selective PHC. However, 

they failed to curb the US policy which soon was supported by the World Bank.   

The World Bank dismissed as irrelevant “the provision of comprehensive health care in public services”. 

Many intellectuals endorsed this neoliberal perspective. Publications depicted public health care as 

inefficient. This “scientific guidance” promoted the privatisation of health care via the split of the 
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purchaser (patient) and the provider (hospitals, health centres), the autonomous management of public 

hospitals, contracting out of services, private financing initiatives and managed care2. The Financial 

Institutions (FMI, WB, etc), donors and bilateral aid agencies conditioned their loans on the acceptance 

of limiting public health service delivery to disease control (labelled “prioritisation”) and African 

governments had to accept it.  

The World Trade Organization (WTO) enforced the privatisation of health care and opened the 

developing countries health markets to Western Health Care industries. In 1995 the WTO3-GATS4 

agreement (on trade and services) prevented signatory governments from providing subsidised goods 

and services in the health sector for which there is market demand.  

 

The international development assistance (donors) set up alliances with the private sector who received 

part of the aid. Most of these alliances were disease-specific, public–private partnerships (PPP), known 

as “Global Health Initiatives”. In 2004, of 79 initiatives at least 20 were partnerships for vaccines, drugs, 

etc. Currently more than 100 PPP have initiated dozens of worldwide disease control programmes. The 

proportion of development assistance disbursed through Global Health Initiatives has increased steeply 

over the last decade, as has total development assistance for the health sector as a whole, from just 

over US$ 6 billion in 1999 to US$16.7 billion in 2006. The fastest growth was in funding for HIV/AIDS 

programmes from US$1.5 billion in 2002 to US$ 8.3 billion in 2006. This displaced the share of 

development assistance for primary health care which declined from about 28% to 15% over the same 

period. The result of all that “generosity” has been the weakening of the national health systems 

necessary for an effective response to health care and prevention of all diseases.  

The big donors5 are creating AIDS/other disease-specific systems that compete for health workers and 

administrative talent, share the same infrastructure, demand extra-work (reporting requirements) from 

the public health personnel and create a drain on resources essential to the country's Health System. 

Global Health Initiatives’ vertically managed programs have the potential to undermine healthcare 

systems for the people and so exacerbate health inequity. 

It is vital that donors and health organizations work to strengthen the national health systems, the only 

means to deliver access to health care for all.    

 

The neoliberal reform in Africa  

 

These neoliberal policies have contributed to the loss of access to health care and have contributed to 

deepen the problem of the commodification of basic human necessities and this has life-and-death 

implications for vulnerable populations. Some of the effects of these policies in Africa are: 

1. Cuts in Health Budgets and introduction of user fees. In the 80’s and 90’s, the Structural 

Adjustment Programmes (SAP) resulted in budget cuts to the health sector and the introduction 

of user-fees for medical services. The reduction of government health care expenditure further 

limited the few health care options available to the poor. The result was a tendency for the poor 

not to access treatment. The tragic consequences of the SAP in the health care services are felt 

even today.  

2. Reduction of public services, limiting them to the poor who cannot afford to pay for the 

services. That increases the gap between rich and poor and weakens public services and the 

health system.  

3. Reduction of what is understood by “the common good” by limiting health care to the control 

of certain diseases while excluding the social determinants of health. Once predominantly 
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 Reduce health care costs through mechanisms such as economic incentives for physicians, increased beneficiary cost 
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3
 WTO: World Trade Organization.  

4
 GATT. General Agreement on Trade and Services is a Treaty of the World Trade Organization (WHO) 

5
 Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, and the Global Alliance for 

Vaccines and Immunization 



 3

providers, governments have become simple ‘stewards” steering care by regulation and 

supervision. The disease- control focus overburdened first line public healthcare delivery. 

Disease control programmes financed by Western countries represent a market for the 

development of new pharmaceutical products by companies that have no interest in a public 

health market that dispenses mostly generic and essential drugs.   

4. Privatisation of healthcare services and the autonomy of hospital management. The transfer of 

public care to the private for-profit sector is at the core of the neoliberal policy.  They even try to 

work it so that public money funds privatised care. Foreign service providers are likely to target 

only the profitable sectors or the higher income earners. Privatisation of health services 

increases inequity of access by favouring those who can afford to pay for health care. It also 

favours the drainage of professional personnel from the public to the private sector, thus 

weakening the national health system even further.  

5. The liberation of health services means that foreign companies must be treated as local 

companies so governments cannot control the sector any longer. GATS6 (liberalization of 

services) is against governments offering subsidised services that the open market also offers; 

this endangers subsidised public health care services. The public sector will have to compete 

with the private sector. Liberalisation of health services is on its way in Africa. International 

health care companies searching for opportunities to access other markets lobby their 

governments for health sector liberalisation and GATS is opening the door for them.  

6. Commercialization of Health care. A market for health care, medical equipment and medicines is 

being developed. Charitable foundations and some NGOs are often used as means to privatise 

and develop the market. The healthcare market is a growing and attractive economic sector and 

an investment opportunity for private actors because of the growing middle class. 

7. Privatised foreign aid: public-private partnerships (PPP). Donors established disease-specific, 

public–private partnerships (PPP) with the private sector known as Global Health Initiatives. As 

was seen above, these partners absorbed a great part of the foreign international aid.  

8. The strengthening of Intellectual property rights (IPRs) (patents, custom duties, data exclusivity, 

etc) in Trade Agreements is a barrier to accessing to cheap and good generic medicines. As most 

health services are paid out-of-pocket, prices of medicines are a critical factor in determining the 

level of health care. The current patent system delays competition from low-cost generic 

producers, thus raising the prices of medicines. Generic competition lowers the prices of 

medicines by an average of 40-80 %. Furthermore, increased IP protection also impedes 

developing countries from establishing their own pharmaceutical industry.  

9. Limited or stifled state control and regulation. Deregulation in health prevents African countries 

from protecting their health services, giving full power to companies while limiting state 

intervention.  

 

A “dubious scientific approach” is at the service of these policies that benefit companies and 

international institutions. Academics supposedly offering “scientific guidance” but actually promoting 

privatisation depicted public health care provision as inefficient, bureaucratic and unresponsive. Those 

promoting those policies used all means of publicity and propaganda at their disposal.  

 

Consequences of this policy for Africa 

 

Africa will not reach by 2015 any of the healthcare Millennium Development Goals objectives. 

The curbing of public health services to a limited number of diseases has been a failure even in case of 

those few diseases like HIV/AIDs that have received a lot of investment. The percentage of adults with 
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HIV/AIDs has been more stable since 2000 at 33 million. But there are 2.7 million new infections each 

year (2007). The incidence of tuberculosis in Africa has increased by 47% between 1990 and 2007.  

In Africa nearly half of the population (48%)still has no access to essential medicines, a far cry from the 

2010 target of 100%.  

The autonomy of hospital management leads to reserve hospital health care to the 20% of patients that 

form the middle class.  

Money and personnel are wasted due to the bureaucratisation of international aid. 

NGOs and other “not- for-profit” organisations have been used, sometimes without their  being aware 

of it, as an intermediary step between public service and full privatisation thus contributing to the 

health care market.   

As in the rest of the world, health care costs are the first cause of families falling into poverty in Africa. 

 

What can be done to strengthen health systems? 

 

We can: 

Fight against the privatisation of health care financing in our own country and worldwide.  

Oppose trade in social services, including health services. 

Participate in the development of non-commercial health services with a social purpose.  

Work towards the development of local, integrated health care systems.  

Participate in professional and socio-political organizations concerned with equity in access to health 

care.  

Develop bridges between the academic community and socio-political organisations concerned with the 

social aspect of health care services. 

Fight for health research and education independent of private interests.  

Contribute to the development of professionalism in universities that is currently undermined by a 

certain “scientism” that is at the service of private companies.  

 

Begoña Iñarra 

 
 
 

Capital Flight and its impact on Africa 
 

 

According to estimates, every year US$ 1.26 trillion - 1.44 trillion disappears without a trace from 

developing countries, ending up in tax havens or rich countries7. The main part of this is driven by 

multinational companies seeking to evade tax where they operate. The sum that leaves developing 

countries each year as unreported financial outflows, referred to as illicit capital flight, amounts to ten 

times the annual global aid flows and twice the amount of debt developing countries repay each year. 

Estimations of illicit capital flight from Africa over a 39 year period show that it has grown at an average 

rate of around 12 percent per year. 

 

By far the vast majority of unrecorded transnational financial flows are illicit because they are violating 

the national criminal and civil codes, tax laws, customs regulations, VAT assessments, exchange control 

requirements and banking regulations of the countries from which unrecorded/illicit flows occur. 

 

Forms of Capital Flight 

 

                                                 
7 Forum Syd, 2011, Bringing the Billions Back, p. 9 
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Multinational groups of companies are often complex structures with many subsidiaries8, a substantial 

number of which may be located in tax havens. Tax havens are jurisdictions that use secrecy and low tax 

rates as a selling point to attract businesses for their financial services industries. The banking secrecy 

that they apply makes it almost impossible to find out who owns an account there, how much money it 

is worth, and where the money came from. As a consequence, tax havens also hide criminal activities 

and illicit flows of money. 

Profits of multinationals are allocated between subsidiaries through internal trading, a complicated 

process which is hard for tax authorities to police. It is estimated that 60% of international trade is now 

intra-firm trade between subsidiaries of the same multinational. Transfer pricing involves determining 

the sales prices between different entities within the same multinational. For this intra-firm trade, the 

price that creates the best overall result for the multinational corporation to which they both belong is 

often used. The companies may therefore allocate the profit between the two subsidiary companies in 

such a way that a minimal amount of tax has to be paid. When a multinational company deliberately 

manipulates the prices they charge for goods or services to artificially high or low prices to shift profits 

to low tax jurisdictions, this is called transfer mispricing. 

Transfer mispricing allows even more tax evasion when it is applied to intangibles like logos, brands, 

consultancies or property rights. The company assigns ownership of its brand to a subsidiary created in a 

tax haven. All the productive parts of the company in other parts of the world then pay royalties and 

other fees to this subsidiary. This guarantees a continuous shift of money to tax havens. In 2007, more 

than half of global trade occurred via tax havens, although these accounted for merely 3% of global 

GDP. 

International financial reporting standards (IFRS) only require multinational groups of companies to 

report on a consolidated basis - that means one set of accounts showing the overall financial activities 

and results for that group, without breaking them down for each country. This makes it very hard for tax 

authorities in developing countries to know what profit is made by a multinational company from 

activities in their country and how much tax should be paid; it is also difficult for them to uncover 

evidence of transfer mispricing. 

 

Falsified invoicing can be performed in several ways, in all of which the import or export of goods is not 

reported truthfully or is even completely falsified. A company in a developing country that is importing 

goods could inflate the price it declares it has to pay to the foreign supplier so that it can report lower 

profits and therefore pay less tax. The reverse can also happen. A person exporting goods from a 

developing country could deliberately undervalue what is being sold, at least in official documents, so 

that profits are once again hidden. Since it is often based on verbal agreements between buyers and 

sellers, falsified invoicing is difficult to detect and is widespread. 

 

Christian Aid has estimated that these two forms of illicit capital flight alone cause developing countries 

to lose US$160 billion per year in tax revenue9.  

 

Some of the money made from, for example, transfer mispricing, returns to the country of origin 

through what is called ‘round tripping’. This means that a company that has shifted profits from a 

developing country towards a tax haven reinvests part of the profits in the same developing country. 

This time it is being considered as foreign direct investment and thus it can benefit from favourable 

fiscal conditions like tax holidays offered by the host country. Round tripping allows not only tax evasion 

                                                 
8 A subsidiary, in business matters, is an entity that is controlled by a separate higher entity. The controlling entity is called 

the parent company. Subsidiaries are a common feature of business life and most businesses organize their operations in this 

way. The most common way that control of a subsidiary is achieved is through the ownership of shares in the subsidiary by 

the parent company. 
9 Christian Aid, 2008, Death and taxes: the true toll of tax dodging, p. 6 
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but also takes advantage of the tax exemptions that many developing countries grant to incoming 

investment. 

 

Consequences of Capital Flight 

 

Forum Syd has calculated that the 15 of the countries with the highest cumulative illicit outflows are in 

Africa. They are Angola, Cameroon, Republic of Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Gabon, Ghana, 

Madagascar, Mozambique, Nigeria, South Africa, Sudan, Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe10.  

According to a report from Global Financial Integrity (GFI), the average of illicit outflows per year from 

Kenya during 2002-2006 can be estimated at US$ 686 million11.This could be compared with the Net 

Official Development Assistance received, which for year 2000 was US$509 million and, by 2005, had 

risen to US$ 752 billion. In Tanzania again according to estimates from Global Financial Integrity, illicit 

capital flight from was on average US$ 660 million per year in the same period. The total illicit capital 

flight for 1970-2008 is estimated at US$7.356 billion. In 2007 alone, Nigeria lost £501m in the mineral 

fuel and oil sector. The country is an exporter of these products which means that this sum was lost 

through the artificial lowering of the final sale price by the companies in order to minimise the taxes to 

be paid in Nigeria12. 

 

This money, if properly registered and taxed in the country of origin, could of course contribute to 

considerable development and make a major difference in the fight to combat poverty. Illicit capital 

flight cancels investment, reduces tax collection, worsens income gaps, hurts competition, undermines 

trade and drains currency reserves. 

On top of tax revenues there are other gains to be made if illicit capital flight is stopped. If it were not 

possible to evade taxes and make big profits on illicit capital flight without getting caught, some of the 

money would stay in the countries of origin. If reinvested, it would contribute to jobs and growth in 

those countries. 

Capital flight represents a higher burden in Africa than in other regions. At the same time, actions to 

stop illicit capital flight must be taken by decision makers in both Africa and in the West if they are to 

succeed. The capital outflow from Africa and the absorption into western economies deserve equal 

attention and require concerted effort. Through greater transparency in the global financial system illicit 

outflows could be curtailed. To end the secrecy that facilitates it, an automatic and multilateral 

exchange of information between tax authorities and sanctions on tax havens that do not cooperate are 

necessary. Another critical measure would be to require multinational companies to report the profit 

they make and taxes they pay in each country where they operate. This could become mandatory if it 

were made part of international financial reporting standards. 

 

There is also a need for specific measures at country level. Such measures include the building of legal 

frameworks better suited to address the problem, awareness-raising about the links between tax 

evasion, tax revenue and social services, as well as capacity building of tax authorities. Tax 

administrations in developing countries are often poorly resourced and lacking in staff capacity. Lack of 

technology and capacity to collect taxes, as well as the inefficiency and lack of expertise of tax 

authorities, create loopholes that otherwise could be plugged. 

 

Thomas Lazzeri 

 
 
 

                                                 
10 Forum Syd, 2011 p. 41. 
11

 Global Financial Integrity, 2008, Illicit Financial Flows from Developing Countries: 2002-2006, 
12

 Christian Aid, 2009, False Profits: robbing the poor to keep the rich tax free, p. 5 
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Blood minerals in the Congo: Should the EU follow American  

legislation? 
 

 

For almost twenty years now, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) has been paying a heavy price 

because of its wealth of natural resources. Despite the signing of peace agreements in December 2002, 

the East is still plagued by armed violence caused by many rebel groups. They have succeeded in 

developing a parallel economic activity by smuggling minerals, including coltan which is in great demand 

on the global electronics market. 

 

For a long time, the international community has placed the need for peace agreements and free 

elections in the DRC at the head of its political agenda. Therefore, the issue of natural resources, already 

highlighted in 2001 by an Expert Group of the Security Council, has long been sidelined. The revelation 

in several UN reports of the involvement of a number of international companies in this trade has led to 

this issue taking on its current importance. 

 

On 21 July 2010, the President of the United States Barack Obama signed the Dodd-Frank financial 

reform bill that, in Section 1502, requires U.S. companies buying ore from the DRC to establish whether 

their products contain conflict minerals by submitting their supply chain to careful scrutiny. Some 

companies have been implementing this law (that has yet to come into force) since April 2011 by not 

buying any more Congolese ore. Consequently, the minerals business is almost at a standstill, affecting 

rebel groups and miners alike. 

 

In fact, this political initiative is the policy approach for a large-scale response on the smuggling of 

mineral resources in DRC. The idea is to dry up the source of funding for rebel groups in order to force 

their withdrawal and improve the conditions that are needed for bringing peace to the region. However, 

these initiatives have been widely criticized on the ground as counter-productive. There ensued a broad 

debate among international donors, actors in the field and government agencies as to how to create 

peace in the region. Supporters13 and opponents14 of these initiatives are divided. 

The former stress the urgency of ending a disastrous humanitarian situation that has lasted for over 16 

years. The latter denounce these laws because they affect some of the local population by depriving 

them of their only income. They say that there are political reasons impelling the rebel groups to fight 

and only 8% of the mining sites are hosting armed groups 15. 

The price of peace in the Congo 

Two decades of conflict in Eastern Congo have turned industrial mineral exploitation into a small-scale 

mining activity, providing a livelihood for millions of Congolese. More than a fifth of the population 

depend on this activity as their main source of income 16. The economic situation of these diggers who 

work for a pittance in horrendous conditions has now become even more difficult. A kilo of cassiterite in 

                                                 
13

 Bahati Jacques & Hall Aaron, “US Conflict Mineral Law Opens the Door to Peace in the DRC”, http://afjn.org/focus-

campaings/promote-peace-d-r-congo/71-policy-objectives/994-us-conflict-mineral-law-opens-the-door-to-peace-in-the-

drc.html 
14

 Aronson David, “How Congress Devastated Congo”, The New-York Times, 7th August 2011, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/08/opinion/how-congress-devastated-congo.html?_r=3 
15

 Seay Laura E., “What’s Wrong with Dodd-Frank 1502? Conflict Minerals, Civilian Livelihoods, and the Unintended 

Consequences of Western Advocacy”, Center for Global Development, Working Paper n°284, January 2012, Washington D.C, 

p 17-19. 
16

 Garrett Nicholas, “The Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI) & Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining (ASM)”, 

Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative, 22 October 2007, p 6. 
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South Kivu sells for 3.5 US$, half the price of a year ago. With the exception of the Chinese, all trading 

posts have closed, further destabilising the balance between supply and demand. 

A complex situation that calls for comprehensive measures 

Parallel to the measures introduced by the US, there are other approaches to the problem that date 

back to before the signing of the Dodd-Frank law. Based on Security Council resolutions made between 

2003 and 2009, instruments for certification and tracing of minerals have been established. Among the 

more important are the Certified Trading Chains and the ITRI Supply Chain Initiative that operate 

together through the International Conference on the Great Lakes Region (ICGLR).  

 

I had the opportunity to work as an auditor on the minerals certification pilot project in the DRC and to 

see the real added value that these instruments bring to solving the problem. Firstly, these initiatives 

bring, paradoxically, a solution to the end of sales. Only through an international verification system will 

minerals from eastern DRC manage to find vendors. Secondly, these approaches also focus on 

developing a framework for mining. These initiatives are studying the classification of taxes, legal 

provisions concerning industrial investment on artisanal mining sites, administrative and material 

support for the miners, the fight against corruption, the impact on the environment and the control of 

child labour. Just the setting up of such instruments requires the collaboration of the Congolese state 

and with it the withdrawal of all military from the mining site. This is something positive since, very 

often, the DRC’s armed forces (FARDC) are strongly implicated in smuggling. More of a heterogeneous 

group of rebels, disarmed and remobilized than a regular national army, the FARDC are known for their 

involvement in illicit traffic by seizing minerals straight from the mine or by imposing safety "taxes" on 

the miners. 

 

In its latest report of December 2011, the UN Group of DRC Experts notes that the effect of the Dodd-

Frank law was a general decrease in the income of armed groups and other criminal networks. It also 

reports an improvement in governance of the mining sector in the zones where the outlets and traders 

have introduced tracing systems.  

 

However, the report highlights a deterioration in the zones where none of these measures has been set 

up. This is linked with an increase in smuggling by the FARDC and other armed bands. The report 

mentions that, to make up for declining income, these groups have turned to smuggling gold, a mineral 

that is difficult to trace, and also to other natural, non-mineral resources. Opportunities for artisanal 

miners to survive Dodd-Frank by turning to agriculture are limited, too, because the rebel groups also 

threaten their incomes from crops. 

 

From these observations, it would seem that the certification and tracing measures may be able to 

overcome the major downside of the Dodd-Frank which is the slowing down of business activity on 

mining sites that are unaffected by the trade in illegal ores. Legislation imposing restrictions on 

international companies is not enough as it does not help the Congolese themselves prove the source of 

their minerals. Today’s situation in the East of the country is the result of a weakness in the state 

apparatus where the corrupt administrative authorities favour parallel trade networks and hamper any 

socio-economic development and where the armed forces generate insecurity. Only a practical 

approach on the part of the international community based on good governance, reform of security 

services and consolidation of legal systems can enable the Congolese state to solve, on its own terms, 

the problem of the unofficial armed groups. It is within this framework for action that the certification 

and ore-tracing measures are taking place.  
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The EU seeks an answer from Dodd-Frank 

 

At a European level, the link between the mining sector and development is very clear in the Action Plan 

for 2011-2012 for the Joint Africa-Europe Strategy. It refers to the need to promote the mining business, 

if there is to be coherent development. Also, in response to the situation in Eastern Congo, the 

European Parliament has highlighted the need to adopt legislation similar to Dodd-Frank. This was a 

resolution concerning the Africa-European Union Strategic Partnership, dated 15 December 2010 and 

following the third EU-Africa summit.  

 

The EU may have addressed the issue, but it remains unclear as to what extent it should align itself with 

U.S. law. The issue calls for action because the European market is one of the main consumers of 

Congolese minerals. If such a text is necessary, it must go beyond Dodd-Frank. Nick Westcott, managing 

director of the European External Action Service, affirmed in a speech on 18 October 2011: “As the DRC 

illustrates, achieving peace is about more than stopping war.  It is about building institutions that are 

robust enough to preserve that peace and those freedoms 17
". 

 

That is why a European law on the issue must include and support the efforts of certification and tracing 

made by actors in international civil society and in the producer countries of the Great Lakes Region. In 

this connection, it is worth noting that the ICGLR is the only organisation to work simultaneously on 

reforming governance, on the security sector and on development in the Great Lakes Region and to 

have developed a regional initiative against the exploitation of natural resources. Moreover, the tracing 

and certification efforts were approved in December 2010 in Lusaka by the Heads of States of the 

region, indicating that the issue is being addressed seriously in the field. 

 

Finally, European legislation is vital to encourage the other countries to play the game. There must be 

international coherence if a distortion of competition is to be avoided and if the necessary pressure is to 

be put on the providers in the DRC. European and Asian companies should be bound by the same 

regulations as the US companies. This is all the more true seeing as the last report of the UN Group of 

Experts on the DRC showed that Chinese trading posts are buying minerals from criminal networks. 

 

 

Sébastien Porter 

 
 
 

Oil exploitation in Chad and the local population 
 

 

Chad’s petroleum project stirred up so many hopes for the country’s development, but now, after 8 

years in operation, it has become a nightmare. The exploitation of oil has destroyed the local farmers’ 

production system, depriving them of their living; it is polluting the water, soil and air; it is dividing the 

people and sowing despair, especially among the young. My visit there allowed me to see its 

consequences with my own eyes.  For the pastoral workers I was with, and for myself, the reality turned 

out to be far worse than envisaged. 

From 2004 to 2011, the State’s budget increased from at least 300 billion CFA to more than 1,572,482 

billion, but the advantages of this manna are not benefiting the people.  Neither the conditions of life of 

the 11 million Chadians nor the public services have improved.  The promises made by companies and 

by the government have not been kept and the World Bank left the country in 2008. 
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 For the full speech, see: http://eeas.europa.eu/top_stories/2011/181011_en.htm 
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Currently, the government is establishing questionable contracts with other mining companies from 

China, Taiwan etc. There is also prospecting for gold and uranium – and digging for uranium is far more 

dangerous than for oil. 

 

Petroleum, a controversial project 

 

Chad’s oil exploitation, financed by the World Bank, has been controversial since the planning stages 

and is even more so now that it is in operation.  Opponents foresaw that, with Chad being one of the 

five most corrupt countries in the world, the people were not going to benefit from the income oil 

would bring in; it would only suffer its downsides. Those who favoured the scheme put their trust in the 

promises of the government, the operating company and the World Bank who all affirmed that oil 

would be the answer to the country’s poverty. 

To receive World Bank finance for the project, the government committed itself to allocating 70% of the 

income from oil to the reduction of poverty.  5% was for developing the southern part of the country.  

The World Bank claimed the Chad oil project was to be a model of how natural resources could help 

eradicate poverty and benefit the population. 

After 8 years of exploitation, the results are even worse than foreseen. The poverty in the country has 

intensified, especially in the petroleum zone.  In 2011, Chad was the 7th poorest country in the world18. 

The mostly rural Eastern Logone region which includes the Doba oil basin was very productive and the 

home of 38% of the population.  It is now the 3rd poorest region in Chad in spite of the thousands of 

barrels of oil exported daily.  64.7% of the people there live in poverty with an average income of 396 

CFA, about 0.56 Euro per person per day.  The farmers of the Doba basin are the greatest losers from 

the oil project.  

 

Oil production  

 

Oil production in the southern Doba Basin began in 2003. The oil is transported from there to the 

Atlantic port of Kibri in Cameroon by a 1,070 km long pipeline (of which 205 km are in Chad). The 3 main 

deposits (Doba-Komé, Miandoum and Bolobo) total 900,000 barrels and more than 1000 oil wells (the 

contract estimated 300) pump out the oil - and the number continues to increase. The country’s total 

reserves [Moundouli, Nya (in the South) & Sidigui and Bongor (Lake Chad)] exceed 2,000 million barrels. 

The ESSO Consortium – formed by ExxonMobil and Chevron from the US and Petronas from Malaysia – 

is responsible for the exploitation and exporting of the petroleum.  The quality and quantity produced, 

the basis of fees paid to the country, is controlled only by ESSO.  Chad has neither the will nor the means 

to check the figures. However, the country could get hold of the technicians and technology to do this. 

ESSO hides behind contract confidentiality to feed a corrupt system that prevents a proper check of the 

oil profits. Chad signed its candidacy for the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI) in 2010, 

but has not yet reported. 

 

Revenue from oil 

 

The country began to see revenue from the oil in 2004, but the lack of transparency on the part of the 

administration and the Consortium makes it difficult to discover the totals collected by the government. 

The table below gives estimates of the income for Chad and the oil companies from 2004 to 200719 

given an estimated average production of 120.000 barrels per day:  

                                                 
18 2010 UN Index of Human Development 
19

 “Geopolitical and Geostrategic Stakes of Oil Exploitation in Chad” - Gilbert Maoundonodji, 2009. Univ. Catholique Louvain, 

p.283  
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Sources of income 2004 – 2007 Chad (income in dollars) Consortium (income in dollars) 

Royalties and dividends 1,007,468,161 7,052,277,127 

Tax on corporate income 1,304,220,935 1,304,220,935 

TOTAL 2,311,689,096 5,748,054,192 

 

The lack of control of the project’s operational costs and of the quantity exported is reducing the share 

of royalties going to Chad which receives only 28.69% of the profits while ESSO receives 71.31%. 

Between 2004 and 2008, because of rising oil prices, Chad’s income was more than $4.3 billion20.  This 

enabled it to repay its debt to the World Bank in 2008 thus inducing the Bank to withdraw even though 

the country was not conforming to the requirements of the original agreement. The World Bank’s 2005 

enquiry had revealed that the money had been wasted, citing poor quality equipment, inflated prices, 

schools and hospitals unfinished and not even equipped. The institution for monitoring and control of oil 

resources is very weak and slow. It is not independent and its opinion is often not respected.  

 

The project’s impact on the population 

 

1. The impact on agricultural production  

 

Most of the villages in the Doba region used to enjoy good agricultural production.  The families had a 

few cattle, carts, bikes and a sheet-metal roof over their heads.  Today, prosperity is a distant memory 

and despair is growing in a region where the blessing of oil has turned into a curse.  The more than 4000 

families affected by the project have been abandoned to their sad fate. 

The ESSO Consortium acquired more than 60% of the cultivable land in the zone for its installations 

which were far more numerous than anticipated. As well as taking up farmland, they are also reducing 

living space.  Fields and oil infrastructure intermingle.  In 25 villages, there are a total of 1,112 wells with 

all the accompanying installations!  Whole populations have been displaced as the size of their fields no 

longer makes them productive; some villages remain like enclaves in the middle of the oil paraphernalia; 

sacred sites have been desecrated. Savanna, forests, marshes and land lying fallow for more than a year 

have been taken, without compensation.  The people used to use these lands for complementary 

farming activities such as gathering mushrooms, fruits, honey, medicines, wood, hunting, fishing and 

grazing and there has been no support to help the people who can no longer live off their land to 

retrain. 

As the farmers can no longer freely allow fields to lie fallow the land becomes exhausted and production 

goes down. In addition, their movements on their own land are restricted – they cannot go out at night 

because of the surveillance of the oil installations. 

In spite of the many high tension cables that cross the region, the villages and small towns do not have 

electricity and even the large towns are often blacked out.  Water lorries circulate continuously but the 

villages have no drinking water. The people have moved from poverty before the oil was found to 

misery now it is there. This is why indignation and despair reign in the enclave villages, especially among 

the young who can see no way out. 

 

2. The impact on life  

 

Oil is a poison which threatens the natural environment of the region and irreversibly taints the water, 

soil, farming, health, people, flora and fauna. The pipeline passes through fields, very close to villages 

and crosses several rivers used for fishing. In the dry season, the river beds are used for growing 

vegetables, rice and maize. The forest that lines the waterways is also under threat. Even worse, these 

                                                 
20

 International Advisory Group report (World Bank) 
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waterways flow into the Pendé which later joins the Chari before flowing into Lake Chad and so risk 

spreading local contamination throughout a large part of the country. 

This contamination is already present.  Drainage canals from drilling sites and quarries are polluting the 

surface- and the ground-water that the local people draw on.  Rivers and land have already been sullied 

by crude oil spills and pipeline ruptures.  If it exists, compensation does not cover the losses.  ESSO has 

no mechanisms for detecting accidental spillages and uses villagers, “walkers”, to detect and report 

leaks. 

Quarries - huge pits dug for their minerals and for burying waste pollutants - are returned to farmers 

without being decontaminated and are infertile. Quarries that have not been closed off accumulate 

rainwater. This encourages mosquitoes, increases malaria and is a drowning hazard for animals and 

people.  

The air is also contaminated by the flares that burn off excess gas and waste, causing illness in local 

villages. Plants are not producing their fruit.  Farming income has gone down in areas close to these 

flares, even when there is good rainfall. High tension power cables are causing health problems. 

The death rate among children and animals is going up. Acute anaemia, abortions and certain illnesses 

are to blame. Complaints filed in court have not been followed up because of official complicity with 

ESSO.   

The waste management plan and general guidelines for the project are not implemented. Mechanisms 

for the supervision and control of social and environmental aspects are weak or nonexistent. 

 

The oil has helped to build some infrastructure (schools, hospitals, universities) in the country and 

improve the road network. But several of these infrastructures are not working and others are window-

dressing that does not benefit the majority of Chadians. 

 

3. Perversity of the compensation system   

 

Compensation is not transparent; it is inadequate and unjust; and it produces divisions within 

communities. As the land belongs to the state and the villagers only have the right of usage, ESSO does 

not give compensation for fields that have been cultivated or are being prepared, nor for lost harvests. 

In other words, there is no recompense for loss of land which would have been a resource for earning a 

living. Compensation covers farmers’ living expenses for a maximum of two or three years.  Some of the 

money falls into the hands of the numerous intermediaries instead of the affected population.  So this 

oil exploitation is a source of conflict and tension between local people, businesses and the government. 

5% of the government’s direct oil revenue was supposed to go towards reducing the negative 

consequences of the project for the people living nearby. However, this money (€5.8 billion) has not 

reached the oil-producing Eastern Logone.  Scarcely 3% of the 1027 villages there have benefited from 

the investments from this 5%. While some of the affected villages have not received anything, others 

(that are in the public eye but not affected) have done disproportionately well. 

Because of the existence of this 5% for the region, the state has been concentrating its investments in 

other regions without much planning or thought about operational issues.  This poor governance has led 

to wastage of the available funds.  The new, poor quality infrastructure does not correspond to the 

needs of the poor. The commitment to allocating 70% of the oil income to the reduction of poverty 

remains a pipedream.  

 

Signs of Hope 

 

Faced with this lackluster situation for the people of the oil zone, several networks have emerged and 

have actively advocated improving the living conditions of these populations.  

The Church is becoming aware of the problem and has decided to work alongside the people. The 

bishops of the oil zone have committed themselves to lobbying the government, the company and 

international institutions (EU, member countries, organisations).   



 13

The creation of the Framework for Consultation and Dialogue Logone (Cadre de Concertation et de 

Dialogue du Logone [CCDL])will strengthen the initiative existing networks, and intends to undertake a 

frank and responsible dialogue with Esso-Chad around issues of compensation, land restoration, land 

loss, fundamental freedoms and security, environmental degradation, etc.. affecting populations of the 

oil zone. 

 

Begoña Iñarra 

 

 

Family Farming and the Right to Water 
 

Access to water for farming, raising animals and fishing is just as essential as access to drinking water. 

Although three out of four Africans live off agriculture, such access is becoming more and more limited.  

It is urgent that the right to water for family farming is recognised and promoted. 

 

1. The growing restriction of access to water 

 

Several factors contribute to this problem: 

Competition for water is mounting because of growing populations, urbanisation and tourist and 

industrial facilities.  Small farmers21, in competition with the politically and economically more powerful, 

are the first victims.  In so many cases, not only is their access to water being reduced but their 

traditional rights of access are also being taken away. 

Water Grabbing: Where land is being grabbed, it is often forgotten that the water is also seized by the 

purchaser.  In fact, many countries with a water shortage preserve their own resources by acquiring 

farmland abroad. Africa is a favourite target seen as having great potential as only 2% of the available 

water for agriculture is actually used.  Unfortunately, African governments rarely negotiate good 

contracts that take into account the incalculable value of water.  They give away access to water without 

thinking about other users.  Having become the ‘owner’ of the land, the purchaser assumes the right of 

unrestricted use, of diverting the flow of water or dumping toxic waste. This has a massive effect on 

other users.  Where the contract foresees a tax on water, it is often calculated on the basis of the 

surface area irrigated, not the amount of water used.  The latter is of course vitally important as it varies 

greatly according to the crop and the irrigation methods brought into play.  Additionally, these contracts 

do not always foresee what is to be done in case of drought in order to preserve the resource and satisfy 

all users. 

Poor water management: Family farming is dogged by poor water management. As has been said 

before, the authorities consider access to water either inadequately or not at all when they are 

negotiating land deals.  Then there is the wastage and pollution caused by large-scale agricultural 

projects. These use up vast quantities of water on mechanised irrigation. They spray pesticides that seep 

into groundwater and end up in the water that is drawn, at wells or rivers, by other users. Mining and 

industries that use water in their processes are also responsible for such waste and pollution. 

Diminishing resources: It is easy to understand that the encroaching desert also contributes to rivers 

and groundwater drying up and the rains becoming less plentiful.  Less obvious is the fact that climate 

warming is affecting the water cycle – this is causing a depletion in water in several parts of Africa.  The 

International Group of Climate Experts studying this problem estimates that between 75 and 250 million 

people across Africa could be facing more severe water shortages by 2020. 

 

2. Supporting agriculture brings many benefits 

 

                                                 
21 “Small farmer” here refers to family farming as opposed to large-scale agribusiness which is often geared to international 

trade. 
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The benefits of family farming go beyond food for the local community.  They are environmental, 

climatic, economic and social.  The farming practices of small scale farmers contribute to the fertility of 

the soil and preserve biodiversity.  As good stewards, they help the management of water, give 

employment and reduce gas emissions that exacerbate climate warming.  Small-scale fishing does not 

exhaust the fish supplies in the way industrial fishing does. What is more, family farming (relying on rain 

and irrigation) can help considerably to produce the extra food that the world will need by 2050. 

 

3. The value of guaranteeing the right to water for family farming  

 

70 to 80% of Africans live off agriculture and water is the key to its success. Denying access to water 

amounts to removing access to an input of great importance to Africa’s economic and social sector.  

So, assuring the right of access to water for family farming contributes to maintaining an economic and 

social stability where development is possible. It amounts to guaranteeing a country’s food sovereignty.  

It is therefore urgent to guarantee concrete water and land rights for farmers working on the land, 

livestock farmers and fisher people. 

 

4. Legal recognition for the right to water in agriculture 

 

The right to water for agriculture arises from the right of each individual to an adequate standard of 

living, as recognised in Article 11 of the International Pact on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. Even 

more explicitly, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights recognises the right to sufficient 

food and requires that sustainable access to water be guaranteed to subsistence agriculture.  Therefore, 

the international organisations, the states and even the members of civil society – disparate as they may 

be – should be guaranteeing farmers fair access to water and to water management systems. Laws 

assuring these rights should be accompanied by measures that secure access, technical support and 

capacity building for small farmers. 

 

5. To better ensure access to water for family farming 

 

Helping family farmers to modernise their usage and management of water 

Traditional know-how, both collective and individual, has proved itself effective for the sustainable 

management of water. Nevertheless, it is useful, even necessary, to improve practices and to share 

knowledge with as many individuals as possible. Farming can contribute to preserving water resources 

as long as it relies on suitable agricultural models.  This should be the focus of any political and financial 

support.  Family farming can increase its productivity if aided by certain types of investment and 

infrastructure.  These will be more effective if the local users have been involved in the decisions and if 

there is training in the use of new technology. 

Capacity building in the face of competition 

Next, the public utilities should strengthen the capacity of small-scale farmer groups that have formed 

to share the management of the capture, sharing and/or use of the water in a fair, effective and 

sustainable way.  Even when in groups, they are still fragile when confronted with the financial and 

political arguments of the major economic actors who are after the same water. 

Support for democratic water management 

Agriculture’s needs for water interact with the needs of other sectors. This is why it is important to 

provide spaces for dialogue with other users to ensure an equitable, efficient management and 

collective protection of water resources. In addition, active participation of these various users in the 

overall management of water by public authorities would be conducive to collective management is 

sustainable, equitable and efficient. By contrast, the neoliberal model that transforms water into a 

commodity for sale is like giving water access to the highest bidder or to most "profitable" project 

without taking into account the social costs or the sustainability of the users’ practices. And that leads to 

the whole of society suffering. 
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6. Some possible actions 

 

Groups of farmers fighting against land grabbing also fight for protection of their access to water; it is 

obvious in areas like area of Office du Niger. The groups of farmers need supports. 

2014 is declared ‘International Year of Family Farming’ by UN. This gives a decisive boost to inform 

people and to reinforce farmers’ organisations. The IYFF preparation work during 2012 and 2013 opens 

doors to address local and national authorities in favour of the recognition and promotion of the right of 

access to water for family farming. 

(More information on IYFF on AEFJN website: http://www.aefjn.org/index.php/info-

345/articles/Resolution_adopted_in_Nov_23_2011.html ) 

 

Christine Fouarge 

 
 


