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xii ~ PREFACE

odd, a little inefficient—like something your parents might do. But [
was flying to Nigeria, and if you want to fly to Nigeria, you have to
buy your ticket the old-fashioned way. Even if you found the fare on-
line, you have to book your seat over the phone and then go down to
the airport to pay for it. They literally have to see the credit card in
your hand.

There is a good reason for this low-tech red tape. During the
1990s, under the military dictatorship of General Sani Abacha, Nige-
ria became an internationally acknowledged entrepdt for money laun-
dering, narco-trafficking, and organized crime. Even now, scarcely a
nanosecond goes by without someone, somewhere in the world re-
ceiving an e-mail from someone claiming to be the country’s foreign
minister, in desperate need of a sort code and an account number and
an electronic pen pal who can help him park a sum of $25 million.
They call the scam a “419” in Nigeria, after the relevant penal code in
Nigerian law, and the practice has added a high-tech mystique to the
country’s unsavory reputation. The international banking industry
remains institutionally paranoid about any transaction that involves
Nigeria, which means, among other things, that you can forget about
buying tickets to Lagos over Travelocity.

Driving down to LAX just to show my face and good faith was
only my first glimpse of the many hassles and indignities of life in
a country with a dysfunctional commercial-banking system. Once
in Nigeria, I would see people paying for real estate with enormous
sacks of cash that would take hours to count, thanks to years of run-
away inflation. Just imagine—paying for a house with $5 bills. And
those were the lucky ones. People who could afford houses.

But for the moment, all that lay in the future. For the moment, I
was on the phone to Fargo.

“So what is it that’s taking you over there, anyway?” she asked
while we were waiting for one of her screens to come up. “Business

or pleasure?”
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“Business, I suppose,” I said. “I'm doing some research for a
book.”

“Oh yeah? What's the book about?”

“Well, it’s about oil. Oil in Africa.”

“Oh, they got il in Africa?”

“Yes, there’s quite a lot of it,” I replied, pleased with myself for
drumming up a little advance publicity in the American heartland.
“And we're starting to get more and more of our oil from over there.”
I was just getting warmed up. “In fact, Nigeria has been—"

“Good!” she said, with a burst of indignation totally out of charac-
ter for a customer service agent. “We have to get it from somewhere.”

“Well, um, sure, but of course it’s not always that simple,” I said,
clearing my throat. It felt like a bizarre reversal of roles, me trying to
soothe this prickly customer. In any case, it turned out to be the
wrong thing to say. A sheet of early-evening ice made its way quietly
across Farpo.

“Window or aisle?”

e e

We have to get it from somewhere.

That just about says it all, doesn’t it? That is the American condi-
tion in the twenty-first century, and it’s hard to argue with. The Arabs
have let us down, the environmentalists won’t let us drill in Alaska,
and even dear little Venezuela’s getting cocky. So what are we to do?
Public transport? Have you seen the size of this country?

Outside that call center in Fargo, there will be a parking lot. It will
be'a checkerboard of Buick LeSabres and Chevy Caprices and light
trucks and, yes, even an SUV or two. None of the people strapped
into cubicles and headsets all day will have another way of getting
home after they’re done booking people onto flights to Lagos. There
is no bus they can hop on, as there would be almost anywhere else in
the developed world. America just wasn't built that way.

i
|
:
|
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And it isn’t simply a question of SUVs or Hummers or miles per
gallon, despite what America’s bumper-sticker playground of politi-
cal discourse might have you believe. I have spent my childhood in
London, my adolescence in the United States, and much of my adult
life back in Britain. Every time I return, America’s relationship to en-
ergy looks more bizarre. You don’t have to be an alfalfa-munching
hippie living in a tree house to notice that here in the United States,
we go through oil like it’s water.

But there is no point getting sanctimonious about it. America is
not going to change into Europe overnight. We are not going to wake
up one morning happy to live as a nation of miniature fridges, under-
heated homes, lukewarm soft drinks, and clothes hung out to air-dry.
This is something American conservationists, like much of the world,
will have to come to terms with for the time being. What makes us
American is that we take our personal comfort seriously, and treat its
instant realization as a sort of extreme sport. The corollary to that,
and our collective Achilles’ heel as a nation—as we all know—is the
amount of nonrenewable energy it takes to maintain that way of life.

So, yes, Fargo was right. Until someone comes up with a better
idea, we have to get it from somewhere.

L i ]

This book is a journey into that somewhere. It is a journey into a part
of the world that for most of us never transcends the familiar images
of sweltering, fly-infested refugee camps; starving, wide-eyed waifs;
and truckloads of doped-up child soldiers speeding through dusty
villages.

In our hearts, we want to believe that “Africa” is so much more
than this never-ending diorama of despair and human suffering, this
biblical landscape of plagues and famines and smiting armies. And
every now and again, when we learn to look for them, we see signs of
promise. Every now and again, Africa seems ready to turn the corner,
ready to embrace those who are drawn by the centuries-old allure of

T T T
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its considerable natural wealth. Every now and again, we are told to
look past the perpetual slide show of maggots and blood and bloated
corpses, and to hear the message that Africa is open for business.

We are living through another one of those now-and-agains.
Thanks to more than a decade of wildly successful discoveries by the
world’s largest il companies, as well as the efforts of a growing army
of Washington lobbyists and lawmakers, Aftica has been quietly
transformed in policy-making circles from an insignificant backwater
into a potentially lucrative new source of oil and gas for the global
market. (Listen to some of the more zealous advocates and you may
even hear wild talk about how it may soon “replace the Middle East.”)
This book is the story of that transformation, and an attempt to un-
derstand what it might mean—for Africa, for America, and for the

. world.

1t is also the product of a fascination with Africa that dates back
nearly twenty years. It was in a high-school library in subutban Los
Angeles in the late 19805, when I was fifteen years old, that I first read
about a tiny tropical country called Equatorial Guinea, where the
president had once lined up his political opponents in a football sta-
dium and had them gunned down to the accompaniment of rock
music. It was the kind of story that sticks in your head, and I became
something of an Equatorial Guinea junkie after that. ‘

Back then, my Africa was still the Africa of flies and dust and
child soldiers, and it never took much effort to follow the news from
Equatorial Guinea, because there was hardly ever any. But a few years
ago, I heard the country had discovered oil, and lots of it. American
oil companies were investing billions and the Bush administration,
said the press reports, was about to reopen the American embassy in
the capital, Malabo. ,

I began to hear other things that were hard to ignore. Equatorial
Guinea was just one of several African countries suddenly awash with
oil money. Older producers, such as Nigeria and Angola, were rapidly
increasing their output as well. I read that the United States might
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within the international petroleum industry. When the WPC was cre-
ated, motorcars were seen as toys for the mega-wealthy, coal was still
king, and oil exploration felt like a cutting-edge industry poised to
supply the fuel of the future. No one had heard of “peak oil” or
OPEC or Hugo Chavez, and most of today’s oil-rich nations were
still colonies and protectorates administered by Britain and France.
BP, or British Petroleum, was still known as Anglo-Iranian Qil Com-
pany. The world of oil, like virtually everything else, revolved around
London. But in the decades that followed, the WPC would hold court
in such upstart industry hubs as Mexico City (1967), Houston (1987),
and Calgary (2000). '
In September 2005 the traveling circus had come to Johannes-
burg, the first time in its seventy-two-year history that the WPC had

+ convened in Africa. The decision to do so was being touted as a nod

to the continent’s growing importance as an oil-producing region,
and the savvy South African hosts were not about to overlook an op-
portunity to milk the Afrikah angle for everything it was worth,

The evening had begun with delegates being dropped off by the
busload in front of the Dome. We had sashayed along the red carpet
as a grinning Soweto steel band played their hearts out from just be-
hind the velvet rope. Inside, another traditional African band played
on stage as delegates searched for their tables. Fifty-foot banners
hung from the rafters, with messages like “African Dawn— World
Energy Solutions Created in Africa” and “We welcome you with
African pride to the 18th World Petroleum Congress.” A gigantic disk
marked with a PetroSA logo was suspended from the ceiling, re-
minder that the South African oil company would be picking up the
tab for the evening's festivities.

As the first course arrived—a trio of terrines made with smoked
salmon, Kabeljou, smoked snoek, and angelfish— the interior of the
Dome went pitch-black. Two enormous video screens suspended
over the stage came to life, showing a dramatic montage of classic
‘African scenes, set to a stirring, primordial drum-driven sound track
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6 [NTRODUCTION

. . s
arket business park, hotel, and shopping center in J.OhannCSb:;Ed
upr:hh northern suburbs. The opening plenary session was ¢ e
:Veh Z.frican Perspective,” and made it clear, in case anyone ha
1" de the point the night before, that Africa was ready for the inter-
mis:
ional oil industry’s embrace. o
nam::d as if this wasn’t enough, on the third night of th.e Con;;ress
invi f City, a gold-rush heritage theme
were all invited to Gold Ree A d-rus itage J
::rk on the south side of Johannesburg, for Afncadl:hghti{ fspcto:e
i i SAA had rented out the park for
sored by South African Airways. f park for e
i i f traditional performers from a -
night, and laid on dozens o i o .
i i itional foods representing each o
Africa, along with traditiona ' .
:ducing countries—Nigerian jollof rice, Angolan calulu de {zez:e,
prt:l so on—all topped off with a giant Lindt chocolate fountain for
an —
dipping desserts.
lppBygthe end of the five-day Congress, only a red-assed .baboon
a-
could have failed to appreciate the take-home message to the intern

tional oil industry. Africa: Come and get it.

“p

- invitation.
if they ever really needed an invitatio .
* lThe );VPC could have skipped the jollof rice and the ste.el bands
and the live fireworks. These days, herds of stampeding fw-nlde:-ee::
o sin
couldn’t keep the international oil industry away fr(;m ? rica Shee
in deepwater-drilling technology a
the early 1990s, advances in Y o e
i helped turn Africa into the w
tractive contractual terms have . eorles o
loration blocks the size o
true El Dorado—a place where exp of Franee
i ion, and host governments la
can still be picked up at an auction, : : e
i hnical capacity to impose bur
the experience or the tec ‘ some con-
illi ivi Africa suffered from its imag
straints on drilling activity. For years uf s image s
iness—racked by instability, corruption, and p
a bad place to do business—rac ' e nepe-
i it still does. But as the wo
itical violence—and in many ways, 1 ‘ , :
i:n;:n to run out of big new oil bonanzas, the industry’s appetite for
e

risk has grown considerably.

INTRODUCTION 7.

You can see it in on board the fleet of MD-11s that leave the tar-
mac in Houston a couple times a.week, bound for destinations with
names exotic to the Texan ear, like Luanda and Malabo, Operated by
World Airways and nicknamed the “Houston Express,” the nonstop
flights are open only to members of something called the US-A frica
Energy Association, and seats start at $5,915 for business class. They
rarely go empty.

You can see it, too, in Paris, where Air France runs its nonsto
private “Dedicate” service to an ever-growing number of African oil
cities and encourages regular travelers to join its “Petroleum Club” to
take advantage of “exclusive services for the oil and gas industry.”

And you could see it in Johannesburg at the WPC, where the
country presentations from Nigeria and Angola were so heaving with

Spectators that most delegates were reduced to peering in from the
hallway outside.

P

Since 1990 alone, the petroleum industry has invested more than
$20 billion in exploration and production activity in Africa. A further
$50 billion will be spent between now and the end of the decade, the
largest investment in the continent’s history—and around one-third
of it will come from the United States. Three of the world’s largest
oil companies—the British-Dutch consortium Shell, France’s Total,

and America’s Chevron—are spending 15 percent, 30 percent, and 35

percent respectively of their global exploration and production bud-
gets in Africa. Chevron alone is in the process of rolling out $20 bil-
lion in African projects over a five-year period.

The overwhelming majority of this new drilling activity has taken
place in the so-called “dee[:; water” and the “ultradeep” of the Gulf of

Guinea, the rot-xghly 9o-degree bend along the west coast of Africa that

can best be visualized as the continent’s "armpit.” Its littoral zone

passes through the territorial waters of a dozen countries, from Ivory
Coast in the northwest down to Angola in the south, and a good deal of
its geology shares the characteristics that have made Nigeria a prolific
producer for decades. Indeed, a number of unexpectedly productive
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14 INTRODUCTION

But it is not just the usual amen chorus of humanitarian Chicken
Littles and louche, bien pensant urban intellectuals who have ::;ounded
alarm bells over the African oil boom. Hard-nosed econo.mlsts,ftoo,
are skeptical. A growing body of evidence suggests 'that oil, far r.om
being a blessing to African countries, is a curs:f. Without excepno'r:,
every developing country where oil has been dnscov?rec? has seen lus
standard of living decline and its people suffer, while 1’ts less-well-
endowed neighbors have gone on to (relative) prospe.my. Sch(?lars
have dubbed this phenomenon, which depends on a curious matrix of
economic and sociological responses to a sudden influx c:’f petr?leum
money, the “paradox of plenty” or the “resource curse. Ine.wtably,
little of the oil wealth ever makes its way to those who need it most.

One of the great scandals of the African oil boom, for example,
is that it has produced far more jobs in the United State.:s.and Euro]')e
than it ever will in Africa. Only about 5 percent of the billions and bl!-
lions invested in African petroleum projects every y.ear is spent in
Africa. Oil exploration is by its nature capital-intensive rather t}.mn
labor-intensive, meaning that most investment goes to developing
and operating expensive and sophisticated hardware, such. as the
multimillion-dollar floating production, storage, and ofﬁoa.dmg ves-
sels (FPSOs) that have popped up along the African coasthm.e. What
fittle labor is needed is generally of the skilled variety, and interna-
tional oil companies have scant incentive to train an il?d.igen'ous work-
force when flying in expatriate engineers and technicians is cheaper
and simpler. Offshore oil exploration is, in the parlance of econo-
mists, perhaps the ultimate “enclave industry.” .

As more African economies become dependent on their oil rev-
enues, the stakes for finding ways to beat the resource curse have
never been higher. Oil and gas are already Africa’s largest export cat-
egory, three and a half times greater than all others put together. Ex-
tractive industries (i.e., oil, gas, and mining) accounted fo.r mox.'e than

50 percent of African exports and 65 percent of foreign dxrec.t mve?t-f
ment in Africa in the 1990s. The American charity Catholic Relie
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Services “conservatively” estimates that $200 billion in oil revenue
will flow into the coffers of African governments over the next
decade. All this, it is argued, makes it more important than ever for
African governments to “get it right” and ensure that oil is allowed to
be a blessing rather than a curse for their long-suffering people.

Others, of course, prefer to see Africa’s oil boom as simply a
centuries-old story of foreign exploitaﬁon and the subjection of
Africa’s people at the mercy of voracious commerecial interests—a
second great “Scramble for Africa,” after the original carve-up of the
African continent by European colonial powers in the late nineteenth
century. Virtually everywhere in Africa today, Chinese, Malaysian,
French, Australian, and American firms can be seen jockeying for po-
sition, trying to snap up exploration acreage in an undignified rush
that seems to grow more ruthless by the day. And the chess game
among oil companies is inevitably echoed in the foreign ministries of
the world’s great powers, France, China, and the United States are en-
gaged in an intensifying competition for influence among the oil-
producing nations of -Africa. China, especially, has shown that it is
prepared to plunk down large cash incentives in the form of loan
guarantees in exchange for lucrative oil concessions from African.
countries.

So who are we to believe? The committed evangelists who tell us
African oil can be a catalyst for the continent’s development as well as
a crucial source of Western energy security? The constructive critics
who stress the importance of sound fiscal management and revenue
transparency, and warn of the dangers of runaway oil bonanzas? Or
the Afro-pessimists who say that experience has taught us that rapa-
cious foreigners motivated by their interests in extractive industries
will only stand in the way of Africa’s development? In the long run,
we all know that simply drilling for oil in a faraway country without
thinking about the consequences of our inevitable involvement in its
internal politics is not a recipe for stability, or even for the energy se-
curity we so badly crave. That is a lesson we have probably learned
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