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The Relationship Between Resources 
and Conflict

Jonas Savimbi led a violent life and died a violent death. Yet
when the leader of the Angolan rebel group UNITA (União

Nacional para a Independência Total de Angola) was killed in
an ambush in February 2002, his death freshened hopes that
Angola might finally emerge from the nightmare of a quarter-
century of nearly uninterrupted civil war. In short order, a cease
fire was signed and plans made for the demobilization and dis-
armament of rebel fighters.1

The United Nations Children’s Fund has described Angola
as “the worst place in the world to be a child.” Almost 30 per-
cent of children die before they reach the age of six. Nearly half
of all Angolan children are underweight, and a third of school-
age children have no school to go to. Adults are hardly better
off. Two-thirds of Angolans scrape by on less than a dollar a
day, and 42 percent of adults are illiterate. Unsafe drinking water
(68 percent of the population lacks access) and a pervasive lack
of health services (80 percent have no access to basic medical
care) have combined with food shortages to limit life
expectancy to 47 years. The 2002 Human Development Index
of the UN Development Programme (UNDP), a broad gauge of
social and economic progress, ranked Angola 161st out of
173 nations.2

Endowed with ample diamond and oil deposits, Angola
should not be on the bottom rungs of the world’s social lad-
der. But instead of a blessing, Angola’s natural resource wealth
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has turned out to be a curse. While the majority of the popu-
lation lived in misery and terror, the leaders of both the gov-
ernment and the rebel UNITA forces devoted most of the
money they gained selling Angola’s resources to buying
weapons and lining their own pockets. The conflict ravaged
the economy, displaced close to 4 million people—one out of
three Angolans—and left about a million people dependent on
foreign food aid. The ideological differences that first sparked
the war came to reside in the dustbin of history, but resource-
driven greed and corruption proved to be powerful fuel for its
continuation.3

Though a somewhat extreme case, Angola is merely one
of numerous places in the developing world where abundant
natural resources help fuel conflicts. (See Appendix 1, page 65.)4

Altogether, about a quarter of the roughly 50 wars and armed
conflicts active in 2001 have a strong resource dimension—in
the sense that legal or illegal resource exploitation helped
trigger or exacerbate violent conflict or financed its continu-
ation. The human toll of these resource-related conflicts is sim-
ply horrendous. Rough estimates suggest that more than 5
million people were killed during the 1990s. Close to 6 million
fled to neighboring countries, and anywhere from 11 to 15 mil-
lion people were displaced inside the borders of their home
countries. But some people—warlords, corrupt governments,
and unscrupulous corporate leaders—benefited from the pil-
lage, taking in billions of dollars. (See Table 1.)5

Since the late 1990s, awareness has grown rapidly of the
close links among illegal resource extraction, arms trafficking,
violent conflict, human rights violations, humanitarian disaster,
and environmental destruction. Expert panels established by
the United Nations have investigated cases in Angola, Sierra
Leone, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Civil soci-
ety groups have launched a campaign against “conflict dia-
monds” from those countries and have shed light on other
conflict resources as well. Company and industry practices are
coming under greater scrutiny. Media reports have helped
carry these concerns from activist and specialist circles to a
broader audience. All of this also comes against the back-

6

Combatant Resource Period Estimated Revenue

UNITA (Angola) Diamonds 1992–2001 $4–4.2 billion total
RUF (Sierra Leone) Diamonds 1990s $25–125 million/year
Taylor (Liberia) Timber Late 1990s $100–187 million/year
Sudan government Oil Since 1999 $400 million/year
Rwanda government Coltan 

(from Congo) 1999–2000 $250 million total
Taliban (Afghanistan) Opium, heroin Mid-1990s–2001 $30–40 million/year
Northern Alliance Lapis lazuli,

(Afghanistan) emeralds,opium Mid-1990s–2001 $60 million/year
Khmer Rouge 

(Cambodia) Timber Mid-1990s $120–240 million/year
Cambodia government Timber Mid-1990s $100–150 million/year
Burma government Timber 1990s $112 million/year
FARC (Colombia) Cocaine Late 1990s $140 million/year

Source: See Endnote 5.

Estimated Revenues From Conflict Resources, Selected Cases
TABLE 1

ground of an intensifying debate over the unchecked prolif-
eration of small arms, the weapons of choice in resource-
based conflicts.

In some places, the pillaging of oil, minerals, metals,
gemstones, or timber allows wars to continue that were trig-
gered by other factors—initially driven by grievances or ideo-
logical struggles and bankrolled by the superpowers or other
external supporters. Elsewhere, nature’s bounty attracts groups
that may claim they are driven by an unresolved grievance, such
as political oppression or the denial of minority rights, but are
in effect predators enriching themselves through illegal resource
extraction. They initiate violence not necessarily to overthrow
a government, but to gain and maintain control over lucrative
resources, typically one of the few sources of wealth and power
in poorer societies. They are greatly aided by the fact that
many countries are weakened by poor or repressive gover-
nance, crumbling public services, lack of economic opportu-
nity, and deep social divides.
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number of case studies of local and regional disputes that
revolve around the degradation of arable land, depletion of
water for irrigation and human consumption, decimation of
forests, and access to other scarce resources.7

Some analysts have argued that it is either resource wealth
or resource scarcity, but not both, that gives rise to conflict. But
this is a false dichotomy, hewing more to the purity of academic
theory than allowing for the complexities and contradictions
of our world, in which some regions enjoy a generous resource
endowment, even as others have to contend with meager
resources or have already depleted a large portion of their
resource base. Where resource wealth is a factor in conflicts,
it is primarily non-renewable resources such as fuels and min-
erals that are at issue (though a nominally renewable one, such
as timber, is important as well). On the other hand, where
resource scarcity is a factor, it concerns principally resources
that cannot be looted and traded, such as farmland and water.
In addition, conditions of resource wealth may co-exist with
conditions of depletion and deprivation. The island of
Bougainville in the Pacific Ocean, for instance, is extraordinarily
rich in copper. Scarcity factors (the environmental devastation
from mining operations in the form of contaminated rivers and
decimated crop harvests) triggered conflict on the island as
much as the wealth factor (disputes over the unjust distribu-
tion of the revenues from copper mining).8

This paper focuses on resource wealth as a conflict factor.
Although such conflicts are fought out in locales far from the
Western industrial countries that are the prime consumers of
such resources, they relate to a number of key global concerns.
As this paper will explain, they affect the wellbeing and future
prospects of many millions of people; play an important role
in the damage visited upon several biodiversity hotspots; chal-
lenge fledgling efforts to control the proliferation of arms and
to advance conflict resolution and peacekeeping; demonstrate
the importance (and fragile status) of human rights; high-
light the importance of good governance and economic diver-
sification; and raise troubling questions about corporate
accountability and the role of the globalizing economy.

THE ANATOMY OF RESOURCE WARS

Another dimension to the relationship between resources
and conflict concerns the repercussions from resource extrac-
tion itself. In many developing countries, the economic ben-
efits of mining and logging operations accrue to a small
business or government elite and to foreign investors. But in
case after case, an array of burdens—ranging from the expro-
priation of land, disruption of traditional ways of life, envi-
ronmental devastation, and social maladies—are shouldered
by the local population. Typically, these communities are nei-
ther informed nor consulted about resource extraction projects.
This has led to violent conflict in places like Nigeria’s Niger
Delta, Bougainville in Papua New Guinea, and several provinces
in Indonesia. Rather than full-fledged war, these conflicts usu-
ally involve smaller-scale skirmishes, roadblocks, acts of sab-
otage, and major human rights violations by state security forces
and rebel groups. A number of these conflicts, however, have
evolved into secessionist struggles.

These and other cases discussed here are all “civil” con-
flicts in the sense that the violence takes place within a given
country. But there are important global and regional connec-
tions—through the world market for illegal resources and the
supply of arms, and through spillovers into neighboring coun-
tries. And additional global dimensions, in the form of cross-
border resource wars, are possible. Although world commodity
prices have been weak since the 1970s, a recent study by Pro-
fessor Michael Klare of Hampshire College argues that as
demand for fuels, minerals, water, and other primary com-
modities continues to rise rapidly, disputes over ownership are
multiplying, and the likelihood that industrial powers will inter-
vene to secure “their” supplies of raw materials is increasing.6

The types of conflict discussed in this paper are part of a
larger set of issues that are marked by a strong resource and envi-
ronmental dimension. In contrast to the struggles arising out
of a context of contested resource wealth, there are also a host
of other conflicts that emerge from situations of resource
scarcity—overuse and depletion—and are exacerbated by the
social and economic repercussions of environmental degra-
dation. Research during the 1990s has contributed a growing
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from war zones. For diamonds, industry giant De Beers esti-
mated that in 1999 conflict diamonds accounted for about 4
percent of the world’s rough diamond production of $6.8 bil-
lion. But the proportion may have been higher in earlier years,
and some estimates go as high as 20 percent. Conflict diamonds
are part of a broader problem of illicit diamonds—gems that
have been mined illegally or stolen, but not derived from
conflict areas. A UN group of experts estimated in 2000 that
about 20 percent of the global trade in rough diamonds is
illicit.12

It is extremely difficult to distinguish between conflict,
illicit, and legal gems. Diamonds are easy to conceal and
smuggle across borders. Even in legal transactions, diamonds
of different origin are frequently mixed and remixed as they
are sold and resold, and shipped from one country to another
before reaching their final destination. The industry’s lack of
transparency and aversion to outside scrutiny, incomplete
and contradictory trade statistics, and inadequate national
customs regulations add to the difficulty of establishing the true
origin of gemstones.13

Concerning timber, Friends of the Earth UK estimated that
as much as 50 percent of tropical timber imports into the
European Union may be illegal; this may be true for a com-
parable, if not larger, portion of imports worldwide. This is a
product not only of the illicit logging practices in exporting
countries, but also the fact that importing industrial countries
have no laws on the books that would outlaw the import of
such commodities. 14

LOOTABILITY AND OBSTRUCTABILITY: 
FACTORS IN RESOURCE EXPLOITATION

Both state- and non-state groups have commonly used natu-
ral resources to finance military activities. Non-state groups
include secessionist movements and rebels fighting to over-
throw a government as well as regional warlords and predatory
groups that are more criminal than political in their motives.
Non-state groups have sought to pillage existing stocks of

The Nature of Resource Conflicts

In contrast to the cold war era, today’s conflicts are less
about ideologies and seizing the reins of state than about the

struggle to control or plunder resources—capturing sites rich
in minerals, timber, and other valuable commodities or con-
trolling points through which they pass on the way to mar-
kets. Paul Collier, director of the Development Research Group
at the World Bank, has been one of the earliest to argue that
greed and the availability of “lootable” natural resource wealth
are key factors.9

Although some of today’s conflicts have their roots in
long-standing grievances, there is a self-sustaining vicious
cycle at work in which the spoils of resource exploitation
fund war, and war provides the means and conditions that
allow continued illegitimate access to these resources. The
conflict in the Sudan provides a telling example: Oil exports
have permitted the central government to carry on with the
war against southern rebels. To keep paying for the war, the gov-
ernment must expand oil production, but this requires exploit-
ing oil deposits deeper and deeper in rebel-held territory. To
control oil-rich areas in southern Sudan, government forces are
conducting a scorched earth campaign at terrible human cost.
Oil finances the war; the war provides access to oil.10

When the cold war rivalry came to an end in the late
1980s, much of the support previously extended by the two
superpowers to governments and rebel groups among their
Third World allies disappeared. External patrons (either gov-
ernments or nationals living outside the country) have not van-
ished altogether, but warring factions are increasingly relying
on a variety of criminal means, including extortion, pillage,
hostage-taking, monopolistic control of trade, drug trafficking,
exploitation of coerced labor, and commandeering of human-
itarian aid within their borders. But possibly the most impor-
tant revenue source is the often-illicit extraction and trading
of natural resources.11

It is difficult to ascertain the share of resources derived
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panies). By contrast, rebel or warlord forces often have limited
technical and financial capabilities. But some types of resources
lend themselves more easily to plunder than others. Logging,
for example, is a relatively straightforward activity, offering a
quick return for very little investment. A small number of
combatants equipped with chainsaws and trucks can generate
a substantial flow of revenues. Large-scale mining operations
are beyond the abilities of non-government forces and are
hence less lootable, but alluvial diamond deposits are acces-
sible even to those without sophisticated technologies and
heavy-duty equipment. Oil, particularly from offshore fields,
is virtually impervious to rebel pillage.16

Obstructability—the ability to block the shipment of a nat-
ural resource to processing plants or markets—is an additional
important factor. As Le Billon points out, “unlike manufacturing
and to some extent agriculture, primary resource exploita-
tion activities cannot be relocated. Although resource businesses
may decide not to invest or to disengage from their current
operations, they generally sustain their access to resources
and protect their investments by paying whoever is in power—
ranging from a few dollars to let a truck pass a check-point, to
multi-million-dollar concession signature bonuses paid to bel-
ligerents.” In Colombia and Sudan, rebels have used actual or
threatened oil pipeline bombings to extort payments from the
government and oil companies.17

Professor Michael Ross of the University of California at
Los Angeles has examined whether resource wealth has had an
impact on the incidence, duration, and intensity of several
recent or ongoing conflicts. He finds that resource wealth
plays an important role in the outbreak of conflict and tends
to make conflicts last longer, but has a more mixed influence
on their intensity. In one case, the long-running civil war in
Sudan, resource wealth has played an unambiguous role in all
three aspects.18 (See Table 2, page 15.)

Most of the violence in resource-related conflicts is
directed against civilians. Since establishing undisputed con-
trol over resources is a key objective, armed groups seek to
intimidate the local population into submission or use terror

minerals, gems, or agricultural raw materials. They have
awarded illegal concessions to companies willing to contract
with them. They press large numbers of civilians into mining
and logging operations or put some of their own combatants
to work. Sometimes, they are content to “tax” those engaged
in resource extraction, or to extract ransom before allowing the
passage of commodities to their intended markets.

Although governments’ reliance on natural resource
deposits to fund military operations would seem to be a sim-
ple exercise of sovereign right, there are often questionable or
even illegal aspects to such actions. In the first place, the
democratic legitimacy of some regimes is in question. More
specifically, concessions are sometimes awarded in ways that
bend or circumvent applicable laws. Revenue streams are kept
off the books and end up not only purchasing arms and mil-
itary equipment but also enriching corrupt elites, as happened
in Angola, Liberia, and Cambodia. In some cases, such as in
the Sudan, government troops are using extreme violence to
de-populate resource-rich areas and keep them securely in
government hands.

A number of factors influence whether a government or
a non-state group is able to capture and exploit a given
resource. Philippe Le Billon of the International Institute for
Security Studies in London makes a distinction between prox-
imate and distant resources. The more distant a resource is from
the center of government control, the more difficult it is for
the government to maintain control over the resource vis-à-
vis an opposition force. A second distinction concerns point
resources and diffuse resources. An example can be found in
the diamond industry. Kimberlite diamonds are found in fairly
concentrated locations, whereas alluvial diamonds can be
found in riverbeds stretching over wide territories. A point
resource is more easily controlled by one side to a conflict,
whereas a diffuse resource may benefit a range of contenders.15

Further, there are questions of “lootability” and
“obstructability.” Governments tend to have the capacity to
extract whatever resource is found on their territory (if need
be, relying on the technical expertise and capital of private com-
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to drive people away. “Hence the importance of extreme and
conspicuous atrocity,” observes Mary Kaldor of the University
of Sussex, including directly expelling people, rendering an area
uninhabitable by the indiscriminate spread of landmines,
shelling houses and hospitals, chopping off people’s limbs,
imposing long sieges and blockades to induce famine, and
inflicting systematic sexual violence. Unlike ideologically
based movements, those pursuing resource wealth do not
compete for the hearts and minds of the local population.
Young boys are often turned into child soldiers, and girls into
sex slaves for older fighters. Many combatants are forced to
commit atrocities, often against their own relatives, in order
to traumatize them and to spread a sense of complicity that
will prevent them from being accepted back into their com-
munities later.19

Actions that are often described as chaos, collapse, and
senseless violence in media reports actually flow from a certain
logic, albeit a perverted one. David Keen, a lecturer at the
London School of Economics, argues that violence serves an
economic function, maintaining a conflict economy that ben-
efits certain groups—government officials, warlords, combat-
ants, arms smugglers, and unscrupulous traders and business
people. Those who benefit from this violent “mode of accu-
mulation” derive profit, power, and status, even as it spells
impoverishment, broken lives, and death for society at large.
Groups living off a lucrative resource have a vested interest in
maintaining the status quo and, if need be, in prolonging
conflict. They are likely to find this to be a more attractive
choice than settling conflict because it allows them to main-
tain their privileged position and bestows a quasi-legitimacy
on their actions.20

THE RESOURCE CURSE

Why are some countries susceptible to resource-based conflicts?
While the availability and lootability of natural resources are
key factors, they alone do not explain the matter. Many coun-
tries with rich resource endowments, such as Australia and

Afghanistan
Angola

Angola (Cabinda)
Burma

Cambodia

Colombia

Republic of Congo
Zaïre

Democratic Republic
of the Congo

Indonesia (Aceh)

Indonesia (West Papua)
Liberia

Papua New Guinea
(Bougainville)
Peru

Sierra Leone

Sudan

Key Characteristics
of Conflict

Resource looting
Looting, resource 

battles, coop. plunder
Grievances

Resource looting,
incentive, resource 

battles, coop. plunder
Looting,resource battles,

coop. plunder, lack 
of cohesion

Looting, resource 
battles, coop. plunder

Looting, incentive
Predatory groups, 

looting
Looting, resource 

battles, coop. 
plunder, disincentive

Grievances, 
repression
Repression

Looting,resource battles,
coop.plunder, lack of
cohesion, disincentive

Grievances

Resource looting,
resource battles

Looting, predatory
groups, resource 

battles, coop. plunder
Looting, grievances,

resource battles, coop.
plunder, repression

Period

1979–2001
1975–2002

1975–present
1949–present

1978–97

1984–present

1997
1996–97

1998–present

1975–present

1969–present
1989–96

1988–981

1980–95

1991–2000

1983–present

The Impact of Resource Wealth on Armed Conflict, 16 Cases
TABLE 2

Conflict Location

Impact of Resource Wealth on:

Conflict
Initiation

Conflict
Duration

Conflict
Intensity

No Prolonged No
No Prolonged Mixed

Yes None No
No Unclear Mixed

No Unclear Mixed

No Prolonged Mixed

Yes Shortened No
Yes Shortened No

Yes Prolonged Mixed

Yes None Yes

No None Yes
No Prolonged Mixed

Yes None No

No Prolonged Yes

Yes Prolonged Mixed

Yes Prolonged Yes

8 8 prolonged 4 (plus
2 shortened 7mixed)

No. of conflicts where resource wealth has had an impact:

1Cease-fire, followed by peace agreement in 2001.
See Endnote 18 for source and an explanation of terms.
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Botswana, have not fallen prey to violence. Where conflict does
break out, it is the result of a combination of factors—politi-
cal, social, economic, and military—that make for weak,
though typically repressive and undemocratic, states and vul-
nerable economies.

Ample resource endowments can have negative eco-
nomic consequences, as countries grow overly dependent on
these resources, allocate inadequate capital and labor to other
sectors—agriculture, manufacturing, and services—and under-
invest in critical social areas such as education and health. The
result is a failure to diversify the economy and to stimulate
innovation and the development of human skills.

Examining the world’s most oil- and minerals-dependent
states, Jeffrey Sachs and Andrew Warner found that they tend
to experience lower economic growth than countries less
reliant on such commodities. More important, the type of
growth is often ill-suited to the needs of the majority of the
population: being capital-intensive, extractive industries pro-
vide only a limited number of jobs, and many of those go to
skilled technicians from developed countries.21

Resource extraction industries tend to have “enclave”
characteristics, i.e., they create only small pockets of wealth and
have few linkages to the rest of the national economy, par-
ticularly if the resources are exported before any processing takes
place. The benefits to the economy and population at large are
therefore quite limited. Frequently, enclaves are even physically
separated, as mineral deposits or timber resources are often
found in remote areas; some oil resources, for instance, are
located offshore.22

Furthermore, worsened by the volatility of world com-
modity market prices, extractive industries follow a disruptive
boom-and-bust cycle. Projected revenues from commodity
exports are often used as collateral for loans, yet projections
may prove overly optimistic and world market prices can
unexpectedly decline; indeed, non-fuel commodity prices
have been on a downward slide since the mid-1970s. (See Fig-
ure 1, page 19.) As a result, foreign debt balloons, and if the
loans were used for unproductive purposes (as is often the case),

repayment becomes problematic. According to Michael Ross,
12 of the world’s 25 most mineral-dependent states, and 6 of
the world’s 25 most oil-dependent states, are among the group
of countries categorized by the World Bank as “highly indebted
poor countries.”23

Ross’s statistical analysis finds that the more that coun-
tries depend on exporting minerals, the worse they score on
UNDP’s Human Development Index. Specifically, they under-
achieve in terms of under-5 mortality rates, life expectancy at
birth, and child education. And they also experience signifi-
cantly higher levels of inequality between rich and poor than
other countries with comparable levels of income. Oil-depend-
ent states experience a similar, though somewhat less pro-
nounced, situation.24

This outcome is not mere coincidence. Societies whose
main income is derived from resource royalties instead of
value added seem prone to develop a culture with widespread
corruption. Resource royalties enable political leaders to main-
tain their stranglehold on power by funding a system of
patronage that rewards followers and punishes opponents.
And because such regimes rely less on revenues derived from
a broad-based system of taxation, they also have less need for
popular legitimacy and feel less pressure to be accountable. 25

Professor William Reno of Northwestern University has
christened the extremely poor governance of many countries
a “shadow state”: corruption and patronage are rife, public
goods and services are withheld from most people, and state
institutions (like the civil service, universities, the central
bank) are deliberately weakened to thwart potential chal-
lengers to the ruler, while a parallel network outside these for-
mal institutions is created for the benefit of leaders and their
cronies. State revenues are diverted to generate huge illicit for-
tunes for rulers that are used for patronage payments to key
regime supporters. The kleptocracy under Zaïre’s dictator
Mobutu serves as a prime example of this phenomenon.26

The allocation of oil, minerals, or forest resource con-
cessions to regime supporters is both a scheme for corruption
and private enrichment and a crucial mechanism to turn
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resources into cashable wealth that helps prop up the existing
regime through the purchase of arms and the maintenance of
armed forces. Many governments of resource-rich countries
spend a very high proportion of state income on internal
security to suppress democratic movements or other chal-
lenges to their power. Often, revenues from logging or mining
operations are kept off the official national budget, and in some
cases the operators are providing illicit services to the regime,
such as running guns. This was done in Liberia under Charles
Taylor, for instance.27

THE PROLIFERATION OF ARMS 
AND COMBATANTS

Rulers of shadow states often foster and manipulate conflicts
among different communities, factions, and ethnic groups

as a means to maintain control. However, ruling in such a fash-
ion intensifies frictions within society. In such conditions,
discontented and aggrieved groups turn increasingly to protest
and perhaps violence, rivals rise to challenge the discredited
leadership, and ruthless political-criminal entrepreneurs who
sense an opportunity for pillaging resources use violence to
achieve their objective. In a country with a poorly developed
and diversified economy, with few resources other than rich
veins of minerals or vast tracts of forest, and without demo-
cratic means of governing, seizing control of a prized resource
is the ticket to wealth and power.28

In many developing countries, particularly in sub-Saha-
ran Africa, government forces are in decay and private secu-
rity organizations are on the rise, including forces loyal to
regional warlords, citizens’ self-defense groups, corporate-
sponsored forces, foreign mercenaries, and criminal gangs. In
fact, it is becoming more difficult to make clear-cut distinctions
between legitimate and illegitimate, and between public and
private, security forces.

This is happening for a number of reasons. Without cold
war-motivated sponsorship and under increasing pressure
from western donors to tighten belts, many governments can

no longer maintain large armies. Soldiers go unpaid or under-
paid and often turn to other sources of funding, including plun-
der and extortion. Such fragmentation is even more likely
where rulers have deliberately created rival security forces
that keep each other in check, preventing a serious challenge
to central control. Some military commanders become de
facto local warlords, establishing quasi-commercial logging,
mining, or drug-producing fiefdoms.29

During the 1990s, a number of private military firms
rose to prominence. Companies like Executive Outcomes,
Sandline International, Defense Systems Ltd., and Ghurka
Security Guards attracted military personnel from western
industrial and former Warsaw Pact armies who lost their jobs
at the end of the cold war, as well as veterans of apartheid-era
South Africa. They offer a range of services, including training,
consulting, and guarding of facilities and mercenary activities
such as procuring or brokering weapons and running combat

Composite Non-Fuel Commodity Prices, 1960–2001
FIGURE 1
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operations. Several beleaguered governments, including those
of Angola, Sierra Leone, and Papua New Guinea, turned to them
to help fight rebel groups, paying them with revenues derived
from natural resources or, in some cases, granting them (or affil-
iated companies) concessions to diamonds and other
resources.30

Multinational oil and mining corporations often rely on
private security forces to guard their operations and facilities.
Companies like Occidental Petroleum in Colombia, Shell in
Nigeria, Talisman Energy in Sudan, and ExxonMobil and
Freeport-McMoRan in Indonesia have subsidized or helped train
and arm government security forces or have made equipment
and facilities available. These units have been involved in
severe human rights violations.31

The massive proliferation of small arms and light weapons
plays a key role in all of this. Resource-based conflicts are pri-
marily carried out with such weapons because they are cheap,
widely available, easy to conceal and smuggle, and easy to use
and maintain. There is considerable uncertainty about the
numbers, but an estimated 8 million pistols, revolvers, rifles,
submachine guns, and machine guns were manufactured in
2000 (of these, just under 1 million were military-style weapons,
the rest were commercial firearms). Estimates are evolving, but
it is thought that at least 638 million small arms and light
weapons exist worldwide. At least 15 billion rounds of ammu-
nition were produced in 2000 alone. The picture that emerges
is one of a world exceedingly well equipped with these tools
of terror and death.32

Because many activities along the resource-conflict spec-
trum are illicit and involve actors of questionable legitimacy,
grey- and black-market transfers carry special significance. The
trafficking of arms is closely linked to illegal trade in raw mate-
rials such as minerals, timber, and diamonds. Arms and com-
modities often travel on the same routes, in opposite directions.
Revenues from commodity sales finance the purchase of arms,
ammunition, military equipment, uniforms, and other items;
sometimes weapons are directly bartered for natural resources,
drugs, animal products, and other commodities.33

Resource-based conflicts in remote parts of the develop-
ing world seem far removed from the shopping malls of the
western world. But the resources over which so much blood
is being shed have consumers in the richest countries as their
final destination, no matter how complex and circuitous the
networks of delivery are. For consumers, this is easiest to grasp
in the case of diamonds, a highly visible and prominently mar-
keted product. For materials like petroleum, timber, copper, and
coltan (a valuable ore used in manufacturing myriad elec-
tronic devices), the connection is harder to make because
they undergo extensive processing before they find their way
into complex consumer products. But a portion of the west-
ern world’s cell phones, furniture and wood products, and jew-
elry bears the invisible imprint of violence.34

It is this strong demand for commodities and the con-
sumer products made from them that makes illegal resource
exploitation so lucrative. The enormous expansion of global
trade and the growth of associated trading and financial net-
works have made access to key markets relatively easy for
warring groups. They have had little difficulty in establishing
international smuggling networks, given either a lack of aware-
ness and scrutiny or a degree of complicity among international
traders, manufacturers, and financiers, as well as lax controls
in consuming nations.35

As the cases discussed in this paper suggest, a large num-
ber of corporations—many relatively small and obscure but a
few of them well-known, major international companies—have
helped perpetuate resource-based conflict, in several ways:

• by purchasing “hot” commodities from combatants
• by operating timber or mining concessions offered by

warlords or rebel forces
• by facilitating the shipment of illicit raw materials
• by operating in countries with repressive governments 
• by helping to procure arms for government troops that

engage in human rights violations
As objectionable as some of these practices may be, they

do not necessarily constitute wrongdoing in a legal sense,
particularly where companies contract with a recognized gov-
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ernment. But at the very least they play an enabling role in sit-
uations where the majority of the population suffers from
violence and deprivation.

How Conflicts Are Financed by 
Natural Resource Pillage

The pillaging of commodities—minerals, gems, timber, and
others—has made possible the continuation of several

violent conflicts in developing countries. Diamonds have
been of particular concern in three conflicts discussed in some
detail here: Sierra Leone, the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, and Angola. It is a bitter irony that these glittering
stones, which advertisers work hard to associate with the idea
of love and personal commitment, are also connected with
gruesome violence.

SIERRA LEONE AND LIBERIA: 
TRAPPED IN A VICIOUS CYCLE?

Diamonds played a central role in the conflict that devas-
tated Sierra Leone during the 1990s. Ibrahim Kamara, Sierra
Leone’s UN ambassador, said in July 2000, “We have always
maintained that the conflict is not about ideology, tribal, or
regional difference…. The root of the conflict is and remains
diamonds, diamonds, and diamonds.”36

Even prior to the 1990s, corruption, cronyism, and illegal
mining had squandered the country’s diamond riches, to the
point where few government services were functioning and
educational and economic opportunities were scarce. Sierra
Leone became a “model” shadow state. Pressure from interna-
tional lenders for financial austerity and cuts in the government
workforce only worsened the situation. The International Res-
cue Committee has reported that one-third of all babies in the
diamond-rich Kenema District die before age one. UNDP ranked
Sierra Leone last on its Human Development Index in 2001.37

Throughout the 1990s, Sierra Leone suffered from rebel-
lion, banditry, coups and coup attempts, and seesawing bat-
tle fortunes. In March 1991, the Revolutionary United Front
(RUF) invaded Sierra Leone from Liberia and seized control of
the Kono diamond fields. The RUF had strong backing from
Liberian warlord (now president) Charles Taylor. The ranks of
the RUF contained disaffected young men from slum areas,
illicit diamond miners, Liberian and Burkinabe mercenaries,
and others who welcomed the opportunity for pillage and vio-
lence. But many others (including a large number of chil-
dren) were forcibly recruited. Though the RUF professed to act
on unresolved grievances, its principal aim was to gain con-
trol over the country’s mineral wealth. Characterized by ban-
ditry and brutality, the rebellion claimed more than 75,000
lives, turned a half-million Sierra Leoneans into refugees, and
displaced half of the country’s 4.5 million people.38

Faced with the RUF rebellion, the government expanded
its armed forces from 3,000 to 14,000. This undisciplined,
ineffective, ragtag army brought together ill-trained soldiers,
militiamen from neighboring Liberia, urban toughs, and street
children involved in petty theft. Mary Kaldor of the Univer-
sity of Sussex comments about the latter that “they were given
an AK47 and a chance to engage in theft on a larger scale.” Gov-
ernment soldiers often supplemented their meager pay through
looting and illegal mining.39

Rebel forces and parts of the government army actually
collaborated at times. Government soldiers by day sometimes
became rebels by night. This cooperation between supposed
adversaries culminated in May 1997 when disgruntled gov-
ernment soldiers staged a coup against a government that
had been elected just a few months earlier, and invited the RUF
to join the new junta.40

Sierra Leone is a comparatively small diamond producer,
but a large share of its gemstones are of very high quality and
therefore sought after. The RUF purchased arms and sustained
itself through its control of the diamond fields, but diamond
wealth has also been a constant source of internal friction. At
first, RUF fighters did the mining, but later the group relied



EMBARGOED

2524 HOW CONFLICTS ARE FINANCED BY NATURAL RESOURCE PILLAGETHE ANATOMY OF RESOURCE WARS

more on forced labor, including that of children. The group’s
annual income has been estimated at $25- to $125 million. RUF
diamonds have entered the world market disguised as Liber-
ian, Guinean, and Gambian gemstones.41

A UN investigative panel reported conclusive evidence in
December 2000 that Burkina Faso is a key conduit in facilitating
small arms shipments to Liberia and the RUF. In addition, arms
have been transferred through Senegal, Gambia, and Guinea.
And Côte d’Ivoire has directly assisted the RUF. Weapons orig-
inated primarily in Libya, Ukraine, Slovakia, and Bulgaria,
and sometimes were shipped with the help of western air
cargo companies. (See Figure 2.)42

Charles Taylor’s Liberia has played a pivotal role. The UN
panel reported that it had found “unequivocal and over-
whelming evidence that Liberia has been actively supporting
the RUF at all levels, in providing training, weapons and related
matériel, logistical support, a staging ground for attacks and a
safe haven for retreat and recuperation, and for public relations
activities.” Under Taylor, Liberia became a major center for dia-
mond smuggling, arms and drug trafficking, and money laun-
dering. The country exported diamonds to Belgium far in
excess of the quantity and quality available in Liberia, with gems
originating from illicit sources in Sierra Leone and elsewhere.43

To the degree that international sanctions succeeded in
clamping down on the trade in conflict diamonds, the impor-
tance of timber rose in Taylor’s calculus. The warlord-turned-
president managed to claim Liberia’s natural resources as his
private domain. Close Taylor associates received the largest con-
cessions in Liberia’s forest-rich southeast, where 10 companies
control more than 85 percent of the country’s total timber pro-
duction. Liberian timber has been sold primarily in China, but
also in France and Italy and to a lesser extent in Spain and the
Netherlands. Global Witness estimated that the timber trade
was worth at least $100 million in 2000. Only $7 million
went to government coffers, even as civil servants went unpaid
and the only university remained closed for lack of funds. Most
of the money instead went directly to Taylor, into patronage
payments, to Taylor-connected paramilitary units that terror-

ize the population, and to pay for arms purchases.44

At least seven of the logging concessionaires have been
involved in procuring arms for the RUF and importing weapons
into Liberia in defiance of a UN embargo. One of the conces-
sionaires is Exotic Tropical Timber Enterprise, run by Ukrainian
arms and diamond dealer Leonid Minin, who was arrested in Italy
in July 2001 for gun-running. But the key player appears to be
the Oriental Timber Company (OTC). Controlling 40 to 50
percent of Liberia’s forests and its timber production, the com-
pany has been implicated in smuggling weapons to the RUF
along its timber roads. OTC has not only engaged in rapacious

Arms Supply Routes to RUF Rebels in Sierra Leone, 1990s
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clear-cutting methods, it has also bulldozed homes and entire
villages with little warning and no compensation. Meanwhile,
social and economic benefits from logging for local communi-
ties are close to non-existent. Unemployment is rampant,
poverty widespread, and general living conditions desperate. The
city of Buchanan, a provincial capital and OTC’s base, has no
electricity and its sole hospital lacks running water.45

Liberia and Charles Taylor are now coming full circle. Hav-
ing caused havoc in Sierra Leone, his regime is now falling vic-
tim to similar dynamics. In April 1999, anti-government rebels
crossed into Liberia from Guinea. The insurgency grew, recruit-
ing fighters from Liberia, Guinea, Sierra Leone, Côte d’Ivoire,
and Ghana, and combined with other groups into Liberians
United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) in February
2000. Fighting flared up in late 2001, and as in Sierra Leone,
the victims are mainly civilians. To weaken the Taylor regime,
the rebels are not only destroying timber company equip-
ment, but also attacking or occupying many diamond mining
districts, and appear to have smuggled diamonds out via
Guinea, Gambia, and Sierra Leone. The loss of revenue is mak-
ing it more difficult for Taylor to pay his military and there is
evidence that Liberian army units have been encouraged to
plunder certain areas to supplement government payments.46

In June 2002, a report by UN Secretary-General Kofi
Annan warned of the risk that Liberia and Sierra Leone could
be trapped in a vicious cycle, with civil war swinging back and
forth between the two countries. With fighting in Liberia esca-
lating, refugee movements and incursions by armed groups from
Liberia into Sierra Leone could destabilize the latter country
just as it struggles to emerge from a decade of devastation.47

DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF THE CONGO: 
THE NEW WEALTH GRAB

Resource pillage has also been a key factor in the two conflicts
that have engulfed the former Zaïre, now called the Democ-
ratic Republic of the Congo, in devastating violence since
1996. In the 1996–97 conflict in Zaïre, which ended with the

overthrow of the Mobutu dictatorship, the winning side ben-
efited from the politics of resource exploitation. As Laurent
Kabila’s rebel Alliance of Democratic Forces for the Libera-
tion of Congo-Zaïre (ADFL) gathered strength, international
investors negotiated lucrative resource deals with the ADFL,
“effectively crowning Laurent Kabila as the de facto leader of
then Zaïre while he was still a rebel leader in control of only
a small portion of the country,” in the words of Dena Mon-
tague, a researcher at the Arms Trade Resource Project in New
York. Among the investing companies were such major cor-
porations as De Beers, Anglo-American Corporation, Barrick
Gold Corporation, Banro American Resources, American Min-
eral Fields, and Bechtel Corporation. So aggressive was the
swarm of mining corporations into rebel-held territories that
in some ways it seemed like a replay of the wealth grab in the
late 19th century when the Congo came under the control of
Belgian colonialism. In April 1997, when it was clear that
Kabila’s forces had the upper hand, the ADFL signed an $885
million contract with American Mineral Fields, a U.S. firm crav-
ing the copper, cobalt, and zinc deposits that had fallen under
rebel control. Bechtel provided Kabila with extensive sets of
satellite images and infra-red maps of the country’s mineral
potential free of charge.48

The second war has seen far more widespread resource
looting, death, and suffering. To date it has killed an esti-
mated 2- to 3 million people and displaced at least another 2
million. In August 1998, Ugandan and Rwandan troops
invaded, assisting rebel groups seeking to overthrow the Kabila
government. Angola, Zimbabwe, Namibia, and Chad dis-
patched troops in support of Kabila. According to one estimate,
more than 100,000 foreign troops were at one point involved
in Congo, though several foreign forces have recently been
withdrawn or reduced in size. Political and military factors
played an important role in triggering the conflict. Kabila’s erst-
while backers, Uganda and Rwanda, quickly grew disenchanted
with him. And several of the intervening forces also wanted
to thwart their own rebel groups operating from Congolese soil.
Rwanda, in particular, was concerned that remnants of the Hutu
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Interahamwe militias that had carried out a campaign of geno-
cide in 1994 were using Congo as a staging ground for ongo-
ing hit-and-run attacks.49

But whereas the initial motivation was primarily related
to security concerns, the opportunity to plunder the enormous
resource wealth of Congo, in the context of lawlessness and
a weak central authority, soon came to be the primary incen-
tive. Congo is extremely rich in minerals and gemstones such
as diamonds, gold, coltan, niobium, cassiterite, copper, cobalt,
zinc, and manganese. It also offers copious agricultural and
forestry resources such as timber, coffee, tea, and palm oil. In
addition, the country’s wildlife, including okapis, gorillas,
and elephants, has long attracted poachers. (See Figure 3.)50

During the first year of their invasion, the foreign forces
and their rebel allies resorted to outright plunder of stockpiled
raw materials. Once the stockpiles were exhausted, they organ-
ized a variety of methods to extract additional resources. In
some cases, the armies have directly been engaged in resource
extraction; for instance, the Ugandan army has carried out gold
mining activities. Individual soldiers work for their own or their
commanders’ benefit, while local Congolese have been put to
work by Rwandan and Ugandan forces. Local artisanal miners
were made to relinquish some of their finds, or were taxed.
Child labor has been used in gold and diamond mining. Occu-
pying forces and their rebel allies have also forced coffee grow-
ers and palm oil producers to sell their commodities at
depressed prices. Last, but not least, companies of questionable
reputation were given concessions to exploit Congo’s resources.
An investigation by the Antwerp-based International Peace
Information Service found that a number of Belgian, Dutch,
German, and Swiss companies have been involved in the ille-
gal coltan trade.51

The conflict has enabled Rwanda and Uganda to become
major exporters of raw materials that they do not possess at
all or have only in limited quantities. Looted resources have
become a major source of their foreign exchange. Uganda, for
instance, is re-exporting gold, diamonds, cassiterite, coltan, cof-
fee, tea, timber, elephant tusks, and medicinal barks. In 2001

it exported 10 times more gold ore than it did five years earlier.
Resource pillage has allowed both countries to finance their mil-
itary presence. Rwanda has even set up an extra-budgetary sys-
tem for this purpose, and Rwandan President Paul Kagame has
described the war as “self-financing.” In Uganda’s case, the indi-
vidual enrichment of top military commanders and busi-
nessmen—including Salim Saleh, who is the brother of
President Museveni, and James Kazini, the former chief of
staff of the Ugandan army—appears to be the main driving
force.52

Kinshasa (the capital) and the Kabila government nearly
fell to Rwandan troops at the beginning of the invasion. To

Resource Deposits in the Democratic Republic of the Congo
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stave off defeat and continue the war, the cash-strapped gov-
ernment relied on the country’s resources to purchase weapons
and secure allied support. But the state-owned mining com-
panies, Gécamines (copper and cobalt) and Miba (diamonds),
had become dysfunctional through corruption, mismanage-
ment, theft of equipment and spare parts, and lack of invest-
ment during the Mobutu years. Copper production was at
one-fifteenth its peak, cobalt output at one-sixth, and diamond
production had fallen by almost half. The only way to obtain
revenues quickly was to grant concessions (“indiscriminately,”
in the judgment of a UN panel of experts), and enter into joint
ventures with foreign firms in return for up-front payments.
Diamonds mined near the city of Mbuji-Mayi, for instance, now
bring in about $25 million per month.53

Even more importantly, Kabila appealed to Zimbabwe,
Angola, and Namibia for military assistance. Although the gov-
ernments of these nations had strong political and strategic
motivations for dispatching troops, they also demanded com-
pensation (Zimbabwe’s economy was drained by the mili-
tary intervention), and Kinshasa used resource wealth as an
incentive for its allies to stay involved. The government has
granted several concessions, including offshore oil wells to
Angola, a share of a diamond mine in Kasai-Occidental
province to Namibia, and mining, forestry, and agricultural
rights to Zimbabwe.54

Angola’s and Namibia’s commercial pursuits are modest;
those of Zimbabwe are far more extensive. The leadership of
the Zimbabwean military formed Osleg (Operation Sovereign
Legitimacy), a company that was supposed to pay for the mil-
itary presence in Congo. Osleg secured timber rights to as
much as 33 million hectares of land, or about 15 percent of
Congo’s total territory. Osleg also became involved in running
the Sengamines diamond concession (including alluvial
deposits near Mbuji-Mayi and kimberlite deposits in Tshibua),
refurbishing a manganese-oxide processing plant, and operating
several timber sawmills. Ridgepoint Overseas Developments,
a Zimbabwean firm whose officials include Zimbabwe’s justice
minister and a nephew of President Mugabe, was awarded

management of three Gécamines copper- and cobalt mines.55

Zimbabwe’s contribution to a variety of resource ventures
was primarily in providing troops to keep resource-rich Kasai
and Katanga provinces under control. It needed to bring in out-
side investors for capital and expertise. Among them are com-
panies from Kenya and Tanzania, and large mining
conglomerates from South Africa, including Anglo-American.
The Sengamines concession, for instance, attracted invest-
ment by Oryx Natural Resources, a British-Omani company that
in turn is owned by a South African diamond firm.56

Responsibility for the conflict in the Congo lies with
not only regional leaders but also more distant countries,
international donors, and private companies that have wittingly
or unwittingly facilitated the exploitation of Congolese
resources by shipping and buying illegally obtained com-
modities. Kenya, Tanzania, Zambia, South Africa, the Central
African Republic, and the Republic of Congo are important tran-
sit countries, through which illicit Congolese resources reach
their markets in industrial countries. A UN expert panel listed
34 companies based in Western Europe, Canada, Malaysia,
India, Pakistan, and Russia as importers of such commodities.57

The different armed groups in the Congo have long used
the presence of their respective opponents as an excuse to jus-
tify their own continued occupation of parts of the country.
However, a substantial portion of the foreign troops has been
withdrawn (Angola, Namibia, Chad, and Burundi have pulled
out; Zimbabwe has said it will do the same, but is reluctant;
Rwanda and Uganda signed accords with the Congo govern-
ment to withdraw their soldiers, although it remains to be seen
whether they carry out their pledge.) The withdrawals are the
result of growing international pressure and the rising cost of
the military interventions. While this is good news, it does not
necessarily mean that the pillaging of the country’s resources
is coming to an end. Illegal commercial networks are being left
behind as troops withdraw or re-deploy; headed by military offi-
cers and unscrupulous political and business leaders, they
continue to control vast areas of Congo and operate them as
their personal fiefdoms.58
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ANGOLA: DIAMONDS VERSUS OIL

Angola’s involvement in the Congo war is but the most recent
episode in its own history of seemingly interminable con-
flict. Angola has been almost continuously at war since its inde-
pendence struggle against Portugal (1961–75). At first, it was
superpower support (and Cuban and South African interven-
tion) that sustained fighting between the MPLA (Popular
Movement for the Liberation of Angola) government and
UNITA rebels. But when the outside powers phased out their
assistance in the late 1980s, both sides turned to the country’s
ample natural resources. Three cease-fires and peacemaking
efforts failed, primarily because UNITA reneged on its com-
mitments and returned to war. The country now has perhaps
the best chance to emerge from its long ordeal. Following
Jonas Savimbi’s death and a considerable weakening of his
forces, the two warring sides signed a cease-fire in April 2001.
The rebels agreed to undergo disarmament, demobilization, and
reintegration.59

Up until then, Angola’s oil and diamond wealth fueled
arms purchases and enriched a small elite on both sides.
Angola is the world’s fifth-largest producer of nonindustrial
diamonds and the second-largest oil producer in sub-Saharan
Africa. Its oil production quadrupled to about 800,000 barrels
per day during the 1980s and 1990s. While the offshore oil
wells have remained in government hands, control of the dia-
mond mines has shifted back and forth. Both sides have suc-
ceeded in mortgaging the country’s natural bounty in pursuit
of a crippling conflict, severely clouding prospects of future
generations.60

UNITA derived an estimated $3.7 billion from diamond
sales from 1992 through 1998. Early in the decade, UNITA con-
trolled about 90 percent of Angola’s diamond exports, but
after a string of defeats its share declined to about two-thirds
in 1996 and 1997. After 1998, its revenues further declined due
to additional territorial losses, depletion of some deposits,
and the (limited) impact of UN sanctions. As a result, it is
believed that UNITA’s diamond income declined to an esti-

mated $80- to $150 million per year, down from as much as
$600 million annually a decade ago. Diamond dollars purchased
weapons, fuel, and food for troops, but have also been used to
curry favor with the leaders of Burkina Faso, Togo, and the for-
mer Zaïre. A considerable portion of the income has apparently
been siphoned off by corruption.61

UNITA had some of its own people involved in diamond
digging, but much of the mining has been carried out by an
estimated 100,000 bonded laborers, semi-enslaved diggers
deprived of even basic rights and working under dangerous con-
ditions. The rebel group also received “commissions” from dia-
mond buyers operating in its realm.62

Until 1999, when De Beers decided to stop buying
Angolan diamonds, UNITA had little difficulty selling its gem-
stones. For several years, De Beers pursued a no-questions-asked
diamond-purchasing policy, being more interested in main-
taining its market control than in the suffering that “blood dia-
monds” perpetuate. In 1996 and 1997, Angolan diamonds
are thought to have accounted for about one-fifth of De Beers’
business.63

Diverse smuggling routes enabled UNITA to largely cir-
cumvent a 1998 UN embargo on its diamonds. Burkina Faso,
Zaïre (until the fall of the Mobutu dictatorship), and Rwanda
(since 1998) have served as safe havens for illicit transactions.
UNITA was able to smuggle diamonds through the Central
African Republic, Côte d’Ivoire, Morocco, Namibia, South
Africa, and Zambia, with or without the knowledge of the gov-
ernments of these countries. The Zambian Ministry of Mines,
for instance, provided false certificates of origin. The origin of
UNITA gemstones was further disguised by having them pol-
ished, most likely in Israel and Ukraine.64

UNITA was similarly able to evade a UN arms embargo by
relying on a variety of arms brokers and delivery routes and by
securing the complicity of several governments that provided
false end-user certificates for weapons. Mobutu’s Zaïre, Burkina
Faso, and Togo (from 1996) were major conduits for arms; Zaïre
and the Republic of Congo were also used to store UNITA
weapons. After 1998, Rwanda allowed UNITA to hold meetings
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with arms brokers in its capital, Kigali. Weapons—mostly
small arms, but also including major items such as tanks and
artillery—came primarily from Bulgaria and other East Euro-
pean countries. (See Figure 4).65

What diamonds are to UNITA, oil is to the Angolan gov-
ernment. At $2 billion to $3 billion per year, oil revenue
accounts for about 90 percent of Angolan exports and a sim-
ilar share of the government’s budget. Oil money has bought
arms and kept the war going, particularly in 1993 and 1994,
after UNITA captured most of the diamond fields and threat-
ened to vanquish the government army. Almost three times
as much budget money has been allocated to the war as to
social programs. Meanwhile, a small elite surrounding Presi-
dent Eduardo dos Santos and his top generals has raked in con-
siderable profits through corrupt oil and weapons contracts,
control over the allocation of scarce foreign-exchange and
import licenses, and other opaque financial deals. For these indi-
viduals, the war was lucrative.66

Many of the world’s largest oil firms, including Chevron,
Elf Aquitaine, BP, and ExxonMobil, operate in Angola. Global
Witness, a British nongovernmental organization (NGO),
charges that the oil companies have been complicit in per-
petuating the war because they provided the necessary rev-
enues. Much of the nearly $900 million in signature bonuses
that these companies were required to pay in order to secure
exploration and production rights in ultra-deep offshore blocks
in the late 1990s was apparently used to buy arms. The con-
sortia of companies that were awarded two of these blocks, led
by Elf and Exxon, include firms that have been involved in arms
dealing.67

But in addition to such payments, since the mid-1980s
the Angolan government has resorted to securing loans from
international banks by mortgaging future oil production.
Much of the money from these high-interest loans has financed
military spending. A substantial portion of oil revenues flows
directly into a foreign bank account for debt servicing instead
of being available for badly needed social expenditures. Much
of the revenues—more than two-thirds in 1997—is channeled

outside the official budget, with little financial accountability
and plentiful opportunities for corruption.68

COLOMBIA: NARCOTICS, PETROLEUM, 
AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

Unlike Angola, Congo, and Sierra Leone, Colombia has not seen
full-scale war, but a long-running lower-intensity type of vio-
lence that now threatens to escalate. Newly-elected President
Álvaro Uribe plans to double the army’s combat force to
100,000 soldiers and is attempting to build a vast force of

Arms Supply Routes to UNITA Rebels in Angola, 1990s
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civilian informers, possibly armed. Although the civil war in
Colombia has its roots primarily in the struggle for social jus-
tice and ideological confrontations that began in the 1940s,
in later years it has been fueled—and prolonged and compli-
cated—to a significant extent by a fight over natural resources:
cocaine and crude oil. (See Figure 5.)69

Repression and the growing concentration of wealth and
power in the hands of a small elite spurred the rise of several
leftist guerrilla groups in the 1960s. The Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Colombia (FARC) is mainly based in the coca-grow-
ing regions of southern Colombia. The National Liberation
Army (ELN) operates mostly in the oil-rich northeast. Together,
they field approximately 20,000 combatants. In response, the
military created and supported right-wing paramilitary groups
that became notorious for massacres of civilians. Their 10,000
fighters are believed to be responsible for as many as three-quar-
ters of all political killings. In 1996, these rightist groups
joined with drug lords’ private militias to form the United Self
Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC).70

Since the 1980s, drug production and trade have
expanded tremendously. Colombia is today the world’s largest
supplier of cocaine (90 percent of the crop goes to the United
States), and all factions in the civil war benefit financially. The
FARC “taxes” coca cultivation and production (earning an
estimated $140 million annually), and parts of the FARC and
the ELN are assumed to be involved in drug-trafficking, sup-
plementing their income from kidnappings and extortion.
The AUC paramilitary groups are believed to receive as much
as 70 percent of their funding from drug trafficking.71

Increasingly, oil money has also become key to the ongo-
ing civil war. Colombia became a net exporter in 1986, and oil
now accounts for one-third of the country’s total export earn-
ings. For the government, it is a critical resource (not least
because Colombia has come under increasing pressure from the
International Monetary Fund to accelerate oil development so
it can pay its foreign debts).72

The rebel groups have sought to exact payments from oil
firms and others. The ELN, for instance, levies a 5 percent “tax”

on all public works projects in oil-rich Arauca province. But
the rebels have also sought to cut into the government’s oil
income by obstructing the flow of oil and deterring additional
foreign investment in the oil sector. Since 1986, they have
attacked one of the country’s key pipelines, Caño Limón,

Oil Pipelines and Drug Cultivation in Colombia
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more than 900 times. Jointly owned by state-owned Ecopetrol
and Los Angeles-based Occidental Petroleum, the pipeline
transports about 35 million barrels of oil annually, running
770 kilometers from the border of Venezuela to Colombia’s
Caribbean port of Coveñas. Over the years, the attacks caused
2.6 million barrels of oil to spill into lakes, rivers, and the soil.
The ELN has been careful to avoid totally shutting down the
pipeline. But the FARC has had less reason for restraint, step-
ping up its own attacks in part to deny the rival ELN oil
extortion money. During 2001, attacks put the pipeline out
of operation for a record 266 days, costing close to $600 mil-
lion in foregone revenue.73

The government has naturally tried to protect the pipeline
from rebel attack, not only to steady the flow of oil and
money, but also to ensure that foreign oil companies invest in
additional oil exploration. In 1992, the government levied a
“war tax” of more than $1 per barrel on foreign oil companies
to finance the army’s defense of the pipeline and other oil facil-
ities. But the government is also counting on far greater assis-
tance from Washington. Lobbied hard by Occidental, the
Bush administration is following a policy similar to that laid
down by the Clinton administration, making available grow-
ing amounts of aid to the Colombian military in a two-pronged
effort to suppress the production of coca and protect the flow
of oil—and in the process getting ever more deeply drawn into
the civil war. For fiscal year 2003, the administration requested
$573 million in aid to Colombia. This includes $98 million to
train and support a 2,000- to 4,000-member brigade of the
Colombian army assigned to protect the Caño Limón pipeline.
Restrictions that limited U.S. aid to counter-narcotics pro-
grams are more and more being relaxed.74

The conflict over oil is affecting Colombia’s indigenous
populations, including the U’wa. One of 80 minority ethnic
groups, they have already seen their population dwindle from
20,000 in 1940 to 5,000 today as a result of government
repression and expropriations of about 85 percent of their
ancestral lands. With the support of solidarity groups world-
wide, the U’wa have resisted Occidental Petroleum’s attempts

to drill for oil on ancestral land adjacent to their current reser-
vation since the early 1990s. According to the Rainforest
Action Network, the U’wa homeland in Colombia’s Sierra
Nevada de Cocuy mountains (northeast of Bogotá) is a delicate
cloudforest ecosystem and home to numerous rare and endan-
gered species of plants and animals.75

In 1999, the government granted a drilling permit to Occi-
dental without consulting the U’wa, thus violating Colombian
law. (A temporary injunction against the drilling plans granted
by a lower court was overturned by the Superior Court of
Bogotá.) The military forcibly ejected several hundred U’wa who
had assembled at the proposed drill site in protest, and occu-
pied the area. Other protests were met with military and police
repression. Occidental began drilling operations, protected
by thousands of army troops, in November 2000. But the
company announced in May 2002 that it would relinquish the
drill site, after having failed to find commercially viable oil
deposits.76

But the U’wa still fear getting caught up in Colombia’s oil-
related violence. The Caño Limón pipeline runs just north of
U’wa territory in northeastern Colombia, and the escalation
of violence surrounding the pipeline may entangle the group
against its better judgment.77

How Resource Extraction 
Can Trigger Conflict

In many instances, resource extraction is itself the source of
conflict. Around the world, the operations of oil, mining, and

logging companies are causing severe tensions with local pop-
ulations, often indigenous communities. In Ecuador and Peru,
in Nigeria and Cameroon, and in Indonesia and Papua New
Guinea, broadly similar scenarios of environmental destruction,
economic inequity, and social alienation are unfolding.

Typically, these operations confiscate land from local
people without proper compensation. They cause an array of
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uefied natural gas plant. Operated by ExxonMobil and owned
by the state company Pertamina, Arun generates 30 percent of
the country’s oil and gas export income, or about $1.2 billion
a year. The facility gave rise to local resentments in a number
of ways. Construction in the late 1970s displaced several vil-
lages and hundreds of families. Gas leaks and chemical spills
caused health and environmental problems, devastating local
communities depending on agriculture and fish farming.79

Aceh is also rich in timber, minerals, and fertile land. These
resources, too, were exploited by cronies of the Suharto dic-
tatorship. Land traditionally owned by indigenous people was
expropriated; deforestation resulting from excessive logging has
caused landslides and flooding and has destroyed homes and
rice paddies. Transmigrants from Java that came to Aceh under
Suharto to set up timber, pulp, and wood-processing industries
have also been a source of intense resentment for the
Acehnese.80

The Aceh Freedom Movement, known as GAM (Gerakan
Aceh Merdeka), began in 1976, but its first uprising was eas-
ily crushed by the military. A second rebellion in the late
1980s met with arrests, torture, and rape; it is estimated that
more than a thousand civilians were killed by the military. Aceh
was put under martial law from 1990 to 1998, but the fall of
the Suharto regime allowed exiled GAM guerrillas to return.
Some 2,000 fighters face about 21,000 government soldiers and
12,000 police. Renewed violence has killed about 2,000 peo-
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environmental problems by poisoning drinking water, destroy-
ing arable land, clear-cutting forests, and despoiling hunting
and fishing grounds. And they introduce social disruptions and
communal tensions: roads etched into previously inaccessible
areas bring a heavy influx of construction workers, miners, log-
gers, and, sometimes, migrant populations. While the burdens
and disruptions are all too real, the economic benefits from
resource extraction mostly accrue to outsiders: the central
government, multinational corporations, and assorted for-
eign investors. But when the affected communities resist, they
are often met with severe government repression.

INDONESIA: THE SUHARTO LEGACY

Indonesia features some of the most intense resource-trig-
gered struggles, which are to a large extent the product of poli-
cies pursued during the long years of the Suharto dictatorship
(1966–98). Under Suharto, licenses were awarded to domestic
and foreign businesses that were closely linked to or broadly
supportive of the regime. In part because this practice was heav-
ily tinged by corruption and favoritism, it brought about pre-
cisely the kind of imbalance of benefits and burdens described
above, and with it, the seeds of conflict. And the Suharto-era
policy of “transmigration”—encouraging the movement of peo-
ple from the most densely populated parts of the country to
outlying provinces—has added fuel to an already combustible
situation. (See Figure 6.)

Since 1998, the rapid growth in illegal resource extraction
has complicated the picture and added new strains of conflict.
The Indonesian military and police are involved in both legal
ventures and illegal logging and mining conducted through
front companies and joint ventures with private timber barons.
These activities, along with protection rackets under which ille-
gal operators pay to avoid prosecution, raise half or more of
their operational budgets.78

The province of Aceh, located at the northern tip of
Sumatra, has seen increasing violence. Aceh is home to Arun,
Indonesia’s second-largest gas field and the site of a huge liq-

Conflict Zones in Indonesia and Papua New Guinea
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forcibly incorporated into Indonesia in 1961, a rebel movement
known as OPM (Organisasi Papua Merdeka, the Papuan Free-
dom Organization) arose in the mid-1960s and advocated the
establishment of a separate state. But OPM did not gain much
support from the local population until the 1970s, when it har-
nessed grievances against a large-scale mining operation.84

U.S.-based Freeport-McMoRan Copper & Gold Inc. is
operating Grasberg, the world’s largest open-pit gold mine. Prof-
its from the operation have been the single biggest source of
tax revenue for Indonesia. Land owned by the indigenous
peoples, the Amungme and Kamoro, including a mountain
sacred to them, was taken over without their consent by a 1967
agreement between Freeport and the Suharto regime. Not
only have many villages been displaced, but mine wastes have
been dumped on downstream tribal lands. In 1998, for exam-
ple, some 200,000 tons of ore were dumped into the Ajkwa river
system. These mine tailings have turned 230 square kilome-
ters of the river delta into a lifeless wasteland.85

From the beginning, the local tribes opposed Freeport’s
presence, but this opposition was not linked to OPM’s armed
separatism until 1977. Indonesian security forces retaliated by
bombing and burning villages. Freeport has maintained close
ties with the armed forces, providing transportation, accom-
modation, and funding to the troops in return for military pro-
tection. Financial reports for the company suggest that it has
made more than $9 million available to the military since the
mid-1990s. Military reprisals not withstanding, land rights
conflicts, compensation demands, human rights violations, and
environmental damage keep triggering violent and nonviolent
protests. And as in Aceh, the influx of Javanese migrants into
West Papua has heightened tensions.86

Since 1998, pro-independence sentiments have strength-
ened due to two opposing factors: the greater political freedom
of the post-Suharto era and the increasing military repression
of separatist movements. The movement has grown to become
a broad, civilian-based Papuan independence movement. But
Jakarta dispatched thousands of additional troops after the
Papuan Congress declared independence in June 2000. Civil-
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ple, mostly civilians, in 2001, and several thousand more in
earlier years. The Indonesian military has pushed the GAM
rebels out of urban centers; it routinely carries out arbitrary
arrests, torture, disappearances, reprisal killings, and other
human rights violations. The Indonesian government is con-
sidering declaring a state of emergency that would give the mil-
itary an even freer hand. Though support for autonomy or
independence for Aceh runs high among the province’s pop-
ulation of 4.5 million, many are as wary of the GAM as they
are of the military, given the abuses committed by both sides.81

GAM guerrillas have long targeted military installations
and Javanese migrants, but ExxonMobil has also become a
prime target. Intensifying attacks forced the company to sus-
pend operations from March to July 2001, costing the gov-
ernment an estimated $100 million in lost revenue per month.
Military commanders responded with a counterinsurgency
operation that resulted in numerous executions and disap-
pearances and that led thousands of Acehnese to flee their
homes. More than 3,000 Indonesian soldiers are now pro-
tecting the plant and patrolling its surroundings.82

ExxonMobil has sought to portray itself as an innocent
bystander of the violence, but NGOs have charged the com-
pany with a “complicity of silence” in the face of severe mil-
itary abuses. Several mass graves have been discovered. Activists
allege that ExxonMobil paid the military to provide security
for its operations, provided equipment to dig the mass graves,
and allowed its facilities to be used by the military for torture
and other activities. In July 2001, the Washington-based Inter-
national Labor Rights Fund filed a lawsuit in the United States
against the company on behalf of 11 Acehnese villagers, suing
for complicity in murder, torture, kidnapping, and sexual
abuse by Indonesian soldiers. At the company’s request, how-
ever, the Bush administration has asked that the suit be dis-
missed (as of early September 2002, the judge’s decision on
whether to proceed was still pending).83

Some 5,000 kilometers to the east, in Indonesia’s West
Papua (formerly known as Irian Jaya), resource wealth helped
trigger a conflict that began even earlier. After the area was
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ians were attacked, peaceful protests banned, key Papuan lead-
ers arrested, and access by journalists and human rights
observers severely restricted. Papuan militants in turn have
attacked military forces and non-Papuan migrants. Although
the violence is currently less intense than in Aceh, the death
toll since 1961 may be as high as 100,000.87

Under special autonomy packages, both West Papua and
Aceh are to receive a larger share of the revenues derived from
resources—80 percent of the income from mining and forestry
industries, 30 percent from natural gas, and 15 percent from
oil. But promises of autonomy have failed to satisfy the rebels,
and these provinces are too valuable for the central government
in Jakarta to grant full independence.88

BOUGAINVILLE: COPPER AND SECESSION

In Bougainville (an island that is part of Papua New Guinea),
similar issues led to a decade-long war. The world’s largest
open-pit copper mine, owned jointly by mining giant RTZ (80
percent) and the central government (20 percent), started
operating at Panguna in 1972. But the severe social and envi-
ronmental impacts of the mine reinforced demands for seces-
sion. (Bougainville was governed by Australia from 1920 until
1975, when it was subsumed into newly independent Papua
New Guinea despite protests.) (See Figure 6.)89

Papua New Guinea’s (PNG’s) constitution declared that
mineral rights belonged to the state, violating Bougainville tra-
ditions of land ownership and reinforcing the alienation of
rule by a different ethnic group. Copper revenues of $500 mil-
lion per year went to the central government and foreign
investors, but the local population saw relatively few benefits.
The presence of an affluent expatriate mining community and
the influx of large numbers of workers from other parts of PNG
(locals were paid considerably less than other workers) inten-
sified Bougainvilleans’ resentment of the mine. The mine
also led to major social disruptions, including an unraveling
of the island society’s matriarchal structure. Mine tailings
and chemical pollutants damaged about one-fifth the total

land area, forcing village relocations, decimating food and cash
crops like cocoa and bananas, contaminating rivers, and
depleting fish stocks.90

Bougainvilleans’ complaints and demands for adequate
compensation were ignored. In 1988, they launched a cam-
paign of sabotage that, spurred by human rights violations by
government forces, quickly developed into guerrilla war. The
mine fell to the rebels and was closed down in May 1989. The
government reacted to this major loss of revenue by launch-
ing a series of ultimately futile military campaigns and a block-
ade of the island that led to the death of thousands of civilians.
Government forces committed atrocities and burned thousands
of homes, but failed to recapture the mine and withdrew in
1990. But as the 1990s progressed, tensions among Bougain-
ville’s different communities and language groups themselves
broke out and led to violent conflict.91

Following defeat in one of the army’s many attempts to
recapture the island, in 1997 a desperate Julius Chan, PNG
prime minister, offered $36 million in World Bank funds to the
British mercenary firm Sandline International in a last-ditch
effort to dislodge the Bougainville rebels. However, senior
army officers—incensed that their own budget was being
cut—forced Chan to cancel the Sandline contract and resign.92

Pressure mounted on both sides to end the war with
growing realization of the horrendous costs of an unwinnable
conflict. In 1998, a cease-fire was signed and a small interna-
tional peacekeeping force deployed. The conflict was formally
ended in August 2001, following intense negotiations facilitated
by New Zealand and Australia. The PNG parliament approved
autonomy status for Bougainville in March 2002, with the
prospect that a referendum on independence could be held in
10 to 15 years.93

NIGERIA: REPRESSION IN THE DELTA

Nigeria is one of the world’s leading petroleum producers,
and oil development has enriched a tiny minority of Nigeri-
ans and several foreign oil companies. But it has translated into
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environmental devastation, health problems, and impover-
ishment for the inhabitants of the oil-producing areas that have
traditionally lived from fishing, cassava and other agricul-
tural crops, and palm oil production. Oil industry jobs, mean-
while, are scarce. The Niger Delta, where oil production is
taking place, forms Africa’s largest wetlands area, harboring
extensive mangrove forests and providing habitat for a num-
ber of unique plant and animal species. Poor industry practices,
such as constant flaring of natural gas, along with frequent oil
spills from antiquated pipelines and leaks from toxic waste pits,
have exacted a heavy toll on soil, vegetation, water, air, and
human health. Local communities complain of respiratory
problems, skin rashes, tumors, gastrointestinal problems, and
cancers. They have seen a drastic decline in the fish catch and
agricultural yields.94

Throughout the 1990s, local communities staged
protests, often directed against multinational oil companies
in Nigeria—primarily Royal Dutch/Shell as the largest pro-
ducer, but also Chevron, Mobil, France’s Elf, and Italy’s Agip.
The Ogoni are one of the Niger Delta communities that
gained world attention for their cause. The Movement for the
Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) organized mass
protests that succeeded in shutting down Shell operations in
Ogoni territory in 1993. The military dictatorship, which got
80 percent of its revenues from oil, responded with a cam-
paign of violence and intimidation, and provoked various eth-
nic groups in the delta to attack each other. Some 2,000
Ogoni were killed and 80,000 uprooted; MOSOP leaders were
detained or forced to flee. In October 1995, the regime exe-
cuted Ken Saro-Wiwa, MOSOP’s well-known spokesman, and
eight other leaders.95

Aided by weak enforcement policies and oppressive gov-
ernment, the oil companies have flaunted Nigeria’s environ-
mental laws and have largely evaded paying compensation for
damages to Delta communities. Corporate representatives
deny knowledge of the government’s repressive tactics, but the
companies apparently often summon the notoriously abu-
sive security forces to intervene against unarmed protesters.

Chevron helicopters were reportedly used in a 1998 assault
against protesters. Elf and Agip are alleged to have instigated
deadly attacks against, respectively, female protesters and a vil-
lage that refused to let oil drilling go forward. Shell is reported
to have helped finance and arm a local paramilitary force in
Ogoniland. Exposed to increasingly unfavorable world opin-
ion, Shell undertook a major review of its activities and atti-
tudes toward Niger Delta communities. But as a 1999 Human
Rights Watch report comments, the company’s actual per-
formance will ultimately be the test of whether this amounts
to more than changed rhetoric.96

The death of military dictator Sani Abacha in June 1998
allowed a transition to an elected government in 1999. Accord-
ing to Human Rights Watch, this brought a “significant relax-
ation in the unprecedented repression…inflicted on the
Nigerian people.” A Human Rights Commission is investi-
gating cases going as far back as 1965, and more than 10,000
petitions have been brought before it. Responding to claims
brought against the Abacha dictatorship, the African Com-
mission on Human and People’s Rights, a unit of the Orga-
nization of African Unity (now the African Union), ruled
that the Nigerian government should compensate the Ogoni
for abuses they have suffered. Although western media atten-
tion has faded, protests and occupations of oil facilities surged
after Abacha’s death. The government withdrew the feared
Internal Security Task Force from Ogoniland, but human
rights abuses against those attempting to raise grievances in
the oil-producing areas continue nevertheless. In this sense,
at least, conditions in the delta have changed little. The cen-
tral government has agreed to raise the share of oil revenues
going to the delta from 3 to 13 percent, but only a portion has
been paid out.97

While democratization efforts in Nigeria, Indonesia, and
elsewhere give greater hope that these conflicts can be resolved,
far more needs to happen to bolster the human and develop-
ment rights of affected communities. Greater awareness and
scrutiny are also needed in major consuming countries if the
link between resources and repression is to be broken.
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Collateral Damage: 
The Environmental Toll

Many contemporary resource-related conflicts are being
fought in areas of great environmental value. The Demo-

cratic Republic of the Congo, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea,
and Colombia, for example, together account for 10 percent
of the world’s remaining intact forests. Not surprisingly, these
and other countries in which resource conflicts are raging are
home to some of the world’s biodiversity hotspots. The Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo, for example, accounts for more
than half of Africa’s forests. It has the largest number of bird
and mammal species of any country on the continent (includ-
ing okapis, rhinos, chimpanzees, and lowland gorillas) and is
also one of the region’s most flora-rich countries. Yet during
the 1990s, Congo and other well-endowed countries suffered
from the world’s highest net loss of forest area.98

Mining and logging are highly destructive of the envi-
ronment, both because of the methods of extraction used
and because these operations often take place in ecologically
fragile areas. This is particularly true of mining operations,
which involve the removal of what the industry calls over-
burden—the soil and rock that obstruct access to desired ores.
But along with this overburden, rich vegetation is removed as
well, destroying or compromising the quality of natural habi-
tat for many plants and animals. Moreover, mining companies
use a range of toxic chemicals to treat the ores extracted. The
resulting waste streams are often either intentionally dumped
or leak accidentally, contaminating rivers and lakes. As for log-
ging, it can in principle be done in relatively careful and
responsible ways, but many timber operations still engage in
devastating clear-cutting practices. The toll inflicted by large-
scale logging includes soil erosion, more severe flooding, and
the destruction of wildlife habitat and fisheries.99

These impacts are felt even under the best of circum-
stances. They are worse where resource extraction is done in
a rapacious fashion that makes light of the survival interest of

local communities and discounts biodiversity, as demonstrated
in Aceh, West Papua, Bougainville, and many other locations.

Kalimantan, the Indonesian part of the island of Borneo,
for instance, is the scene of three decades of conflict between
the indigenous population (more than 3 million people col-
lectively known as the Dayak) on one hand, and loggers, palm
oil plantation businesses, and plantation laborers on the other.
The forests of Borneo are among the largest remaining tropi-
cal forests, but careless commercial logging has been rapidly
eating into these areas since the 1960s. Only a small minor-
ity of logging companies, estimated at about 4 percent, follow
ecological guidelines.100

A series of Indonesian laws passed in the 1960s margin-
alized the rights of indigenous peoples. The Basic Forestry
Law of 1967 parcelled out huge chunks of Dayak forests to log-
ging concessionaires (influential generals first, then timber com-
panies headed by cronies of the Suharto military dictatorship).
The Mining Law of 1968 similarly took control away from
indigenous communities and overrode their traditional (and
far less environmentally disrupting) ways of gold mining.101

The Suharto regime relied on foreign loans to pursue
economic development. The loans were paid for by massive
resource extraction, particularly timber. Foreign debt therefore
translated into rapid deforestation. Almost 70 percent of Kali-
mantan’s forests were opened to logging. In the province of
Central Kalimantan alone, some 7 to 8 million hectares, an area
larger than all of Ireland, were allocated to timber companies.
The Indonesian government also invited oil palm companies
to move in after forests had been cleared by loggers, and facil-
itated transmigration to provide cheap labor for the plantation
companies. Although logging is destroying Borneo’s forests at
a rapid pace, some 63 percent of Kalimantan is still forested.
But if current logging trends continue, the forests of West
Kalimantan will be gone in 10 to 20 years.102

The enormous wealth that a small but politically well con-
nected elite has derived from logging stands in stark contrast
to the mortal threat that logging presents to the Dayak, whose
livelihood—food, shelter, clothing, and medicine—is inti-
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mately connected to healthy forests. Borneo boasts a great vari-
ety of fish and birds, as well as rare species such as orangutans,
bears, elephants, and rhinos. The Dayak have for centuries relied
on agriculture, fishing, and hunting and gathering of forest
products such as fruits, rattan, resins, oilseeds, and medicinal
plants. But unsustainable logging has resulted in soil degra-
dation, silted streams, diminished wildlife and biodiversity,
greater droughts, and unprecedented floods affecting villages
and croplands. The number of wild pigs and deer, which are
an important Dayak food source, has fallen as habitats have
shrunk. Freshwater fisheries have suffered from growing sil-
tation and the depositing of chemicals used in timber and oil
palm operations in rivers. Fish have declined in size, quantity,
and variety.103

Under conditions of full-scale war, the consequences of
rapacious resource extraction can be even more severe. Because
much resource extraction occurs illegally, and because loggers
and miners are intent on extracting resources before they
might lose control over an area, they have no incentive to con-
duct their operations in a responsible, let alone truly sustain-
able, manner. Their primary interest is in raising funds for
weapons purchases or self-enrichment and they try to extract
as much, and as fast, as possible. In these circumstances, the
enduring value of preserving biological treasure troves and
ecosystems crucial to human wellbeing all too easily loses out
to the urge to exploit the narrow spectrum of natural wealth—
minerals, gemstones, and timber—that can be turned into
cash.104

The eastern part of the Democratic Republic of the Congo
has been ravaged by a series of civil wars and refugee flows since
the early 1990s. Although it is impossible to assess the full con-
sequences as long as war and insecurity prevail, there can be lit-
tle doubt that a number of factors—the overall state of anarchy
in much of the country, widespread illegal logging, mining, and
poaching, resource battles, and refugee movements—have had
a devastating impact on forests and wildlife.

The Rwandan civil war of 1990–94 spilled over into
neighboring Zaïre almost from the beginning, with both sides

conducting military operations in the Virungas area. The
military presence in the forest kept growing, landmines were
laid, and vegetation was cut down. But this was mere prelude
to far greater destruction. Following the Rwandan genocide,
nearly 2 million people left Rwanda in a sudden, massive out-
flow in July 1994; half went to eastern Zaïre and settled
mostly on the edge of Virunga Park or inside it. Desperate for
firewood, the refugees cut and gathered as much as 1,000 tons
of wood a day, causing serious deforestation. During the 27
months that the refugee camps existed, a total of 113 square
kilometers of forestland was affected; of that, 75 square kilo-
meters were clearcut.105

The subsequent Congolese civil wars (discussed earlier)
imposed additional burdens. Congo’s national parks—Kahuzi-
Biega, Salonga, Virunga, Maiko, Garamba—and the Okapi
Reserve have been severely affected by war, anarchy, refugee
flows, and massive illegal resource extraction. (See Table 3, page
52.) But because no complete baseline wildlife or plant inven-
tory had been conducted prior to the war, it is difficult to eval-
uate the full consequences.106

The lure of resource wealth drew not only a variety of
armed factions into the Congo’s natural parks, but also some
10,000 miners, with calamitous consequences. Kahuzi-Biega
National Park and the Okapi Wildlife Reserve are both UNESCO
World Heritage sites, a status that extols their unique value to
all of humanity. But severe environmental degradation as a
result of “gold rush”-like events has landed them on the orga-
nization’s list of sites in danger. Poaching of elephant tusks left
only 2 out of 350 elephant families in Kahuzi-Biega in 2000.
Likewise, the number of eastern lowland gorillas has been so
reduced that they are threatened with extinction. Coltan min-
ers strip off the bark of eko trees to fashion troughs in which
they flush out coltan from ore-bearing mud; thousands of
trees have been destroyed, undermining the livelihoods of
the local indigenous people, the Mbuti, who use the eko trees
for gathering honey.107

Logging companies connected to Congolese rebel groups
have engaged in rapacious clear-cutting operations. DARA-
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Forest Company, for example, had been denied a logging
license by the government in early 1998, but obtained a con-
cession in Orientale Province in 2000 from RCD-ML, a rebel
faction allied with Uganda. It subsequently carried out logging
“without consideration of any of the minimum acceptable rules
of timber harvesting for sustainable forest management,”
according to a UN expert panel. Satellite images show defor-
estation taking place at an alarming rate. Although DARA-For-
est failed to satisfy Forest Stewardship Council procedures
and evaded international requirements for timber certification,
the UN panel found that companies from Belgium, Denmark,
Switzerland, China, Japan, Kenya, and the United States nev-
ertheless imported the company’s timber via Uganda.108

Impacts similar to those seen in the Congo have been felt
in other war zones. In Sierra Leone, government soldiers, RUF
rebels, and militia forces spent long periods in forest reserve
areas at various times during the conflict. Armed groups relied
on monkeys and bush animals for food. The general breakdown
of order led to serious encroachment on the Western Area
Peninsula Forest, located on Freetown peninsula, and sub-
stantial deforestation due to indiscriminate logging. Illegal
logging abounded throughout the country during the civil
war.109

Neighboring Liberia still has a considerable amount of its
original rainforest cover and a rich array of plant and animal
species, including forest elephants and the endangered Pygmy
hippopotamus. But the scale of timber cutting now is such that
its forests are likely to be denuded in little more than a decade;
according to current plans, the pace is actually set to intensify
further. Responsible forest management and replanting efforts
are virtually unknown. Global Witness observes that “inex-

One of the first protected areas affected by war. Meat poach-
ing escalated when 80,000 Sudanese refugees settled along
park’s borders in 1991, and Sudanese rebel forces deployed
nearby. During 1996–97 civil war in DRC, battles and looting
took place inside the park. There were precipitous declines in
mammal populations from 1995 to 1998: elephant population
halved to less than 5,500, buffalos reduced one-third to fewer
than 8,000. But poaching decreased after 1998.

Situated farther away from areas originally affected by civil
war, the reserve was affected much later than other protected
areas. Elephant poaching began only in 2000 (no apprecia-
ble decline in population found), and number of illegal coltan
and gold mines increased significantly the same year.

Has suffered since first influx of Rwandan refugees in 1994.
Rwandan Interahamwe forces (which carried out the Rwandan
genocide) and Congolese (Mayi-Mayi) rebels control lowland
portion of the park (encompassing 90 percent of the total terri-
tory), where they are involved in gold, castorite, and coltan
mining and ivory poaching. Elephant population nearly
destroyed, down from 350 families to 2. Lowland gorilla popu-
lation halved (down to 130), though due more to conditions of
anarchy than acts of war per se.

Rwandan refugees that include heavily-armed former govern-
ment soldiers engage in poaching of antelopes, forest buffalos,
and elephants that are subsequently sold through illegal com-
mercial networks established by Zaïrian soldiers. In late 1996,
Congolese Mayi-Mayi militias decimated hippopotamuses that
remained along the Rutshuri and Rwindi rivers, and ADFL (anti-
Mobutu) rebels slaughtered antelope and buffalo populations.
In 1999, Rwandan-allied rebels (RCD-Goma) killed at least
330 buffalo and 450 antelope, though a large portion of the
mountain gorilla population apparently continued to survive.

Has been a poacher’s paradise for more than two decades,
long preceding the current armed conflicts. Lies in territory con-
trolled by government forces in west-central Congo. Poachers
now include heavily-armed deserters from former dictator
Mobutu’s army. Elephant populations severely reduced.

Impact of Armed Conflict on Protected Areas of the
Democratic Republic of the Congo

TABLE 3

Garamba
National Park

Okapi
Wildlife
Reserve

Kahuzi-Biega
National Park

Virungas
National Park

Salonga
National Park

Protected Area Impact/Observation

Has been a battleground during the civil war that started in
1998; government soldiers and other armed groups involved in
poaching and illegal mining.

Maiko
National Park

Source: See Endnote 106.

Table 3 (continued)
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perienced…chainsaw operators harvest trees; species of trees
that are harvested but not in demand are left behind to rot in
the bush camps. Harvesting of undersized logs is rampant,
‘clearfelling’ is widely practised….”110

Sanctions, Certification Systems, 
and Economic Diversification

Resource-related conflicts have been raging in large part
because of a business-as-usual approach by governments

and corporations. But prodded by NGOs, the situation is
beginning to change.

Confronted with severe conflicts in Sierra Leone, Angola,
and Congo, the UN Security Council has increasingly exam-
ined the role of resources in perpetuating these wars. It imposed
a number of embargoes on the illicit diamond trade and on the
purchases of arms, equipment, and fuel paid for with dia-
mond money. (See Table 4.) The diamond embargo on Liberia,
for example, has had some success, contributing to a dra-
matic decline in Liberian-based diamond smuggling. Nonethe-
less, these efforts are only a beginning. Observers from NGOs
and expert UN panels have called for similar measures that
would cover additional types of resources. But governments
have blocked action in some cases; for instance, France and
China, the two leading importers of timber from Liberia,
opposed UN sanctions against Liberian timber exports.111

It has also become painfully obvious that existing sanc-
tions are being violated by unscrupulous commodities pro-
ducers, traders, bankers, and governments. There is an urgent
need to step up international efforts to monitor compliance
with sanctions and to improve the capacity to enforce embar-
goes and investigate violations so that traffickers can no longer
operate with impunity.112

Growing energy is being directed toward efforts to make
it more difficult for resources gained through conflict to be sold
on world markets. By far the most attention has gone to the

Resource Conflicts and United Nations Sanctions
TABLE 4

Resolution Date Security Council Action

788

792

864

1127

1132

1171

1173

1237

1306

1343

November 1992

December 1992

September 1993

August 1997

October 1997

June 1998

June 1998

May 1999

July 2000

March 2001

Arms embargo against Liberia.

Ban against exports of round logs from Cambodia
(directed against the financial basis of the Khmer
Rouge rebels).

Embargo on deliveries of arms, military
equipment, and fuel to Angola’s UNITA rebels
after their rejection of the 1992 election results.

Additional sanctions against UNITA (freezing of
bank accounts; prohibiting foreign travel by senior
UNITA personnel; closing of UNITA offices
abroad).

Embargo on arms and oil supplies to Sierra
Leone; travel ban on members of military junta
(oil embargo terminated in March 1998).

Arms embargo and travel ban on anti-government
forces in Sierra Leone.

Embargo on direct and indirect import of Ango-
lan diamonds not approved under an Angolan
government certificate of origin regime.

Established a panel to investigate violations of
sanctions against UNITA.

Embargo on direct and indirect import of all
rough diamonds from Sierra Leone. Following the
establishment of a new monitoring regime, the
embargo was narrowed to non-official exports in
October 2000.

Demands that Liberia cease financial and military
support for RUF, and cease imports of Sierra
Leonean rough diamonds that do not have an
official certificate of origin; embargo on arms
deliveries to Liberia and travel ban against its
political and military leaders (extended for
another year in May 2002); embargo against
Liberian diamond exports threatened unless
Liberia can show that it is not supporting RUF.

Source: See Endnote 111.
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of the two bills, the Senate version is considerably stronger.115

In recognition of the ease with which country-by-coun-
try diamond certification schemes and national customs reg-
ulations can be evaded, support has been growing for
establishing a standardized global certification scheme. Since
May 2000, representatives from 37 nations, the diamond
industry, and a number of NGOs have conducted negotiations
(referred to as the Kimberley Process, after the town in South
Africa where the first meeting was held) to develop an inter-
national system. In March 2002, delegations reached agreement
on a range of issues, including establishment of a database and
standards for handling rough diamonds at each successive
stage, from the mine to where they are cut and polished. Final
details of the plan are to be considered in November 2002.116

But as Ian Smillie of the Partnership Africa Canada points
out, participating governments rejected a critical element,
namely independent, effective monitoring of the regulations
and control mechanisms that each nation is supposed to put
in place so that a global system can go into effect. Currently,
very few countries have adequate measures in place. National
capabilities and political will differ widely, and a tough-minded
review will be essential to ensure that the policies adopted by
all governments are up to the task. Otherwise, existing loop-
holes will simply be codified.117

Although the Kimberley Process scheme is a step for-
ward, the March 2002 draft has a number of critical short-
comings. It relies primarily on voluntary participation and
adherence by governments and industry, and lacks an inter-
national authority to monitor and enforce rules. The draft pro-
posal entails recommendations, rather than binding controls,
for how diamonds are to be handled from the time they are
mined to the time they are first exported. Participation in the
“chain of warranties” that follows the initial export (as dia-
monds are sold and resold, polished, and incorporated into jew-
elry) is to be voluntary, and monitoring and enforcement are
left to self-regulation. Further, it is unclear how existing stock-
piles with undocumented sources will be handled, and there
is a danger that conflict diamonds could simply be declared as
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diamond industry. The governments of Sierra Leone, Angola,
and the Democratic Republic of the Congo are backing schemes
under which only diamonds with proper documentation are
considered legal. All gems are to be accompanied by certificates
of origin, whose digital “fingerprint” is shared with authori-
ties in importing countries. While polished diamonds cannot
be traced to their origin, a recent technological breakthrough
allows some high-tech sleuthing to pinpoint the source of
rough stones by comparing trace amounts of impurities in the
diamonds.113

But a certificate-of-origin system can be undermined by
poor enforcement and circumvented by intricate international
smuggling networks. For example, a UN report in October
2001 found that $1 million worth of diamonds were still
being smuggled out of Angola every day. Lax government
controls in the major diamond trading and cutting centers (Bel-
gium, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, Israel, and others) and
the opaque, unaccountable nature of the diamond industry
have also been major obstacles in the struggle to root out
conflict diamonds. A March 2000 UN investigative report on
how sanctions against UNITA were circumvented concluded
that Belgian authorities “failed to establish an effective import
identification regime” or to effectively “monitor the activities
of suspect brokers, dealers, and traders.”114

The Belgian and British governments have since expressed
their determination to crack down on conflict diamonds, and
the Belgian government imposed strict controls on them in
2001. Also, the Belgian Senate established a commission of
inquiry in November 2001 to investigate the involvement of
Belgian and foreign companies in illegal resource exploitation
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The Antwerp-based
Diamond High Council has been working with the govern-
ments of Sierra Leone, Angola, Democratic Republic of the
Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, and Guinea to develop tamper-proof cer-
tification systems for diamond exports. Efforts are also con-
tinuing in the United States, the world’s largest importer of
diamonds, to ban imports of illegally mined diamonds. Leg-
islation was introduced in both chambers of the U.S. Congress;
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ing and shaming” specific corporations, in an effort to com-
pel them to do business more ethically or to terminate their
operations in certain locations. Such campaigns have been most
potent in the case of companies that sell highly visible con-
sumer products or whose corporate logos and slogans are
familiar to millions.120

At the end of the 1990s, the diamond industry was hit
by a wave of bad publicity and faced the threat of consumer
boycotts. De Beers, the industry’s monopolist, was sufficiently
embarrassed by London-based NGO Global Witness, which
revealed that the company had knowingly purchased dia-
monds from Angola’s UNITA rebels, that it decided to adopt
a more responsible policy, urging the rest of the industry to
follow suit. Similarly, when the role of coltan in the Congo
war become more widely known, consumer electronics com-
panies scrambled to avoid the kind of negative publicity that
the diamond industry had endured. Companies like Ericsson,
Nokia, Motorola, Compaq, and Intel suddenly scrutinized
their supply chains and put pressure on mineral processing
firms to stop purchasing illegally mined coltan. Kemet and
Cabot, U.S. companies processing coltan, cancelled orders
for ores originating from the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, and Belgium’s Sogem (a subsidiary of Umicore) ter-
minated its partnership with a Congolese coltan supplier.
The Belgian airline Sabena stopped its coltan shipments from
Rwanda to Europe. A number of oil companies have also
been subjected to growing scrutiny. The threat of potentially
losing access to the U.S. market—following proposals to bar
companies invested in Sudanese oil production—convinced
Canadian company Talisman to sell its stake in Sudanese oil
projects to India’s Oil and Natural Gas Corporation.121

Still, many unscrupulous companies are ready to step into
the void, and continued international scrutiny is essential. In
place of Sabena, for instance, the Dutch carrier Martinair is now
flying coltan from Kigali into Amsterdam. In the case of dia-
monds, a network of Israeli businessmen has taken advantage
of De Beer’s exit from dealing in conflict gems, paying for dia-
monds with money, arms, and military training.122
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stockpiles when the scheme is initiated. Although progress has
been made on relevant data to be shared, steps toward improv-
ing and standardizing data remain to be spelled out; it remains
to be decided who will compile statistics and analyze them, and
how results will be reported. All in all, there is considerable
doubt that the provisions in the current draft will be effective
in countering conflict diamonds.118

Effective measures will be needed for other conflict
resources as well. For instance, there are no international rules
or agreements that could presently address the issue of illegal
logging and conflict timber. The UN Forum on Forests, for
instance, does not have a specific mandate for such a purpose,
though it could prove a useful forum for international dis-
cussion. A certification system might build on existing efforts
by the Forest Stewardship Council to ascertain whether tim-
ber is being produced in a sustainable manner. The Council
effort, initiated in 1993, entails independent audits to verify
compliance with a series of requirements. Of particular inter-
est is its chain-of-custody certification, which seeks to trace the
lumber or furniture on consumer store shelves all the way back
to the forest where the trees were felled. This is the kind of trac-
ing and accounting that would be needed to determine whether
timber had been produced in conflict situations.119

It is clear that a number of businesses—oil and mining
companies, trading firms, airlines and shipping companies,
manufacturers, and banks—carry a degree of responsibility
for the events that have triggered campaigns against blood dia-
monds and other conflict resources. This responsibility ranges
from an active role (in which companies are directly and
knowingly involved in illicit resource exploitation), to a silent
complicity (in which firms do business with repressive regimes
because of lucrative contracts), to a passive enabling role (in
which few questions are asked by companies down the sup-
ply chain about the origin of raw materials or about money
being laundered).

International embargoes and UN reports have begun to
create greater transparency. NGO campaigns have tugged at the
cloak of complicity through investigative reports and by “nam-
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was in part a response to a scandal in 2000, when Chad’s gov-
ernment secretly bought weapons with a portion of $25 mil-
lion received in oil “bonuses” paid by ExxonMobil, Chevron,
and Petronas. These arms were used to suppress a revolt in the
Doba region, where oil production is to start in 2003, leading
to hundreds of deaths.) A formula was agreed upon that allo-
cates 80 percent of incoming funds to education, health,
social services, rural development, infrastructure, and envi-
ronmental needs. Under the complex arrangement, oil revenues
(as much as $5 billion over the next quarter-century) are to be
initially deposited in an escrow account. The escrow account
is to be audited independently and the entire process super-
vised by a control and monitoring board composed of gov-
ernment officials and representatives of labor, human rights,
and other groups.125

Reality, however, appears to tell a different story. Local and
international NGOs, as well as an independent inspection
panel of the World Bank, point to evidence that oversight
mechanisms have not been allowed to function as planned,
environmental problems (water depletion and pollution, ille-
gal logging, and poaching) are inadequately addressed, pro-
tection measures for local indigenous communities have not
been carried out, labor legislation is not being respected, and
democratic principles and human rights are being violated. The
lesson from this experience is that much work remains to be
done to translate principles from paper into reality, and that
governments, corporations, and international donors will not
do so in the absence of pressure from watchdog groups and
informed public opinion. The “resource curse” is not an eas-
ily cured affliction.126

There is growing awareness that natural resources will con-
tinue to fuel deadly conflicts as long as consumer societies
import and use materials irrespective of where they originate
and under what conditions they were produced. Support is
growing for the idea that companies need to adopt more eth-
ical ways of doing business. Shareholder activism and cam-
paigns for ethical investing can help achieve these goals. But
it is clear that activities to date are only a beginning. Gov-
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On a different front, lawsuits have been filed in the
United States against a number of corporations, arguing that
these companies have colluded with various governments in
human rights violations aimed at suppressing opposition to a
variety of resource extraction projects. Among the defendants
are Shell (concerning events in Nigeria’s Ogoniland), Rio Tinto
(Bougainville), ExxonMobil (Aceh), and Unocal (Burma). Via
the State Department, the Bush administration has requested
that the Bougainville and Aceh suits be dismissed (the
Bougainville case was subsequently thrown out in March
2002, whereas a decision on the Aceh case is still pending as
of this writing); the administration has yet to comment on the
Burma case.123

Where development aid and private investments continue
to flow into the extractive sector, they should go only to gov-
ernments that are democratic and accountable to their own cit-
izens. A new initiative (simply called “Publish What You Pay”)
by philanthropist George Soros and a large coalition of NGOs
from developed and developing countries proposes that nat-
ural resource companies be required, as a condition of being
listed on leading stock exchanges and financial markets, to dis-
close all taxes, fees, royalties, and other payments they make
to host governments. Such a step would shed some light on
often opaque financial transfers, and increase accountability
of how such payments are used. The initiative states that
“mining, gas, and oil companies cannot control how govern-
ments spend taxes, royalties, and fees. But they do have a
responsibility to disclose the payments they make so citizens
can hold their governments accountable. Companies that fail
to do so are complicit in the disempowerment of the people
of the countries to which the resources belong.”124

Ensuring that the flow of resource income benefits the
public good instead of feeding corruption, funding repres-
sion, and fueling conflict remains a tremendous challenge. A
recent accord between the World Bank and the host govern-
ments concerning construction of an oil pipeline from Doba
in southern Chad to Cameroon’s Atlantic coast attempted to
establish mechanisms that have just this aim. (The accord
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Congo; the UN may be asked to verify the disarmament and
demobilization of rebel forces that is envisioned in a July
2002 agreement between the government and Rwanda.130

But UN efforts confront a number of severe handicaps in
such conflicts. The first concerns the warring parties. They may
agree to cease-fires or even peace agreements as an expedient
move that allows them to maneuver for advantage, only to
return to violence at an opportune moment.

There are also systemic weaknesses in UN peacekeeping.
Since there is no standing peacekeeping force, the United
Nations relies on national governments to make personnel and
equipment available. Typically, it takes several months for a mis-
sion to reach its authorized deployment strength. The num-
bers of peacekeepers are often inadequate to the task, and
many of them are ill equipped and poorly trained. National
contingents frequently do not work together well and some-
times fail to adhere to the mission’s mandate.131

Fixing the deficiencies inherent in the current approach
to peacekeeping would not only help brighten the chances of
success in ending ongoing resource-based conflicts, it could
also constitute something of a deterrent to future resource loot-
ers. An effective peacekeeping system that deploys well-
trained and well-equipped troops in a timely fashion and
that is able to protect victims (instead of adopting a false neu-
trality) would make a significant difference. An effective sys-
tem would provide capacities to intercept smuggling routes,
enforce peace agreements, and facilitate disarmament and
demobilization of combatants. To establish such a system, gov-
ernments must be prepared to invest adequate money, effort,
and political support.

The policies discussed here are largely concerned with
reacting to resource-based conflict rather than preventing it.
Prevention is not an easy task, and there is no silver bullet. Pro-
moting democratization, justice, and greater respect for human
rights are key tasks, along with efforts to reduce the impunity
with which some governments and rebel groups engage in
extreme violence. Another challenge is to facilitate the diver-
sification of the economy away from a strong dependence on
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ernments and international organizations will need to work
hard to create greater corporate transparency. So far, western
nations have been all too ready to turn a blind eye in order to
protect the interests of their own corporations.127

Another priority area for action concerns the massive pro-
liferation of small arms. As awareness of the impact of small
arms in resource-related conflicts and other settings has
grown, national governments, regional organizations, and
the United Nations have become more active in seeking ways
to check the spread of these weapons, particularly illegal
transfers. Especially noteworthy is a moratorium on the trade
and manufacture of such weapons in West Africa, which was
signed in October 1998 and renewed for another three years
in 2001. Also, a UN-assisted effort is being made to collect
weapons already in circulation, but West Africa remains a
region awash in small arms.128

The small arms plague can be tackled successfully only
with broad international cooperation and sustained effort. A
UN conference on small arms was held in July 2001, with the
expectation of launching efforts to conclude international
agreements on marking and tracing weapons, regulating arms
brokers, and establishing stricter export criteria. The opposi-
tion of a few governments, most notably the United States,
nearly derailed the conference, however. The Bush adminis-
tration opposed a number of measures, including restrictions
on civilian ownership of such weapons, prohibitions against
sales to nongovernmental entities such as rebel forces, and any
limitations on the legal trade. Although the conference out-
come was a low-common-denominator action program, it
nevertheless provides a basis for stepped-up efforts to pursue
post-conflict small arms disarmament, to destroy surplus and
illegal arms, to demobilize soldiers and reintegrate them into
civil society, and, most important, to improve transparency and
greater knowledge about transfers.129

Experience to date also provides a strong case for improv-
ing peacekeeping capabilities. The conflicts in Angola and
Sierra Leone have attracted two of the largest UN peacekeep-
ing efforts. There is also a small peacekeeping force in the
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Civil war between North and South re-started in 1983 (Khartoum
reneged on a peace pact after oil was discovered in 1980),
resulting in more than 2 million deaths, 1 million refugees, and 4.5
million displaced. Oil revenues of $400 million per year helped
triple military expenditures and increase arms imports. (Oil also
facilitates domestic arms production: under a January 2002
agreement, Russia will help develop oil fields while Sudan will pur-
chase Russian arms and assemble Russian-designed battle tanks.)
To keep paying for the war, the government must expand oil pro-
duction, which means exploiting oil deposits deeper in rebel-held
territory (the South holds 75 percent of known oil reserves). To
depopulate and control oil-producing and potentially oil-rich
areas, government forces are conducting a “scorched earth” pol-
icy (aerial bombing of villages, destroying harvests, looting live-
stock, blocking humanitarian aid deliveries), and are fomenting
inter-tribal warfare by supplying arms to some factions. SPLA
(Sudan People’s Liberation Army) opposition forces have targeted
oil installations, and are also acquiring more sophisticated
weapons. More intense and deadly battles have ensued, leading
to massive displacement of civilians and food insecurity. But the
SPLA has been unable to stop the flow of oil and may lose
ground. Under growing international pressure, the two sides have
entered negotiations to end the conflict. 

During the 1980s war against Soviet occupation and the 1990s
civil war, the Mujaheddin warlords used drug money to help fund
their military campaigns and line their own pockets. Convoys car-
rying weapons into Afghanistan via the covert supply line organ-
ized by the U.S. and Pakistani intelligence agencies carried opium
on the way out. From 10 tons per year prior to the 1979 Soviet
invasion, the Afghan opium harvest grew to 1,200 tons in 1989
and double that in the early 1990s. After the Taliban conquest in
the mid-1990s, production nearly doubled again, peaking at
4,600 tons in 1999, or 70 percent of the world’s supply. The Tal-
iban imposed a 10 percent tax on poppy growers and a 20 per-
cent tax on opium traders, reaping $40 million to $50 million per
year. Following severe international criticism, Taliban leader Mul-
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primary commodities to a broader mix of activities. A more
diversified economy would provide better economic balance,
reduce vulnerability to the “resource curse,” and lessen the like-
lihood that natural resources become pawns in a struggle
among ruthless contenders for wealth and power.

Investing in human development, improving health and
education services, and providing adequate jobs and oppor-
tunities for social and economic advancement will go a long
way toward reducing the risk that a country’s natural resource
endowment will become its undoing. This is an investment that
needs to be made not only by the governments concerned but
also by the World Bank and other multilateral development
agencies that have generously funded oil, mining, and logging
projects. It must also be a priority for the rich nations that have
for so long benefited from cheap raw material supplies while
turning a blind eye to the destruction at their source.

Appendices

Where Resources and Conflict Intersect: Selected Examples
APPENDIX 1

Location
–Resource Observation

Sudan
–Oil

Afghanistan
–Emeralds
–Lapis lazuli
–Opium
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logging companies operating in rebel-controlled areas. But the
Burmese government was also able to reach agreements with two
groups, the Shan State Army (1989) and the Kachin
Independence Army (1994), under which they jointly exploited
opium, timber, and precious stones in rebel-held territory.

The military junta also earns revenues from offshore natural gas
reserves in the Andaman Sea. Unocal and Total built a pipeline to
Thailand through the Tenasserim region, the last primary rainforest
on mainland Asia and a biodiversity hotspot. The area is home to
rebellious Mon and Karen ethnic minorities. Completed in 1999,
the pipeline was constructed with forced labor. Government sol-
diers killed and tortured people from local communities, forced
forest dwellers to resettle, and killed rhinoceros, elephants, and
other wild animals. The pipeline has led to ongoing, unchecked
logging in the region.
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lah Omar issued a decree in July 2000 banning the cultivation
(but not the sale) of opium. Existing stockpiles of 220 tons were
not affected, but the decree led to a 96 percent reduction in
opium production. The ban was rescinded in the aftermath of Sep-
tember 11, 2001. Prior to the Taliban’s ouster, warlords of the
opposition Northern Alliance financed their military operations
through the sale of emeralds and lapis lazuli (an azure-blue semi-
precious stone), earning up to $60 million per year. But they also
profited from selling opium and its by-products.

Following the end of Chinese aid in 1989, the Khmer Rouge
resorted to resource looting to finance their operations. Mining and
logging licenses granted to Thai companies in Khmer Rouge terri-
tory (rich in rubies, sapphires, and timber) earned the group as
much as $240 million a year in the early- to mid-1990s. Gem deple-
tion and Thai government restrictions on the timber trade across
the border caused a sharp income drop after 1995. Along with
key defections in 1996, this severely weakened the Khmer Rouge.

The Cambodian government was making some $100-150 mil-
lion a year in the mid-1990s from secret, illicit deals giving
Vietnamese loggers access to timber concessions (enriching mili-
tary leaders). But extensive deforestation cut earnings in later
years, and much was pocketed by timber barons and corrupt
politicians. Rivalry between the two parties in the government
coalition (Funcinpec led by Prince Ranariddh and the CPP led by
Hun Sen) led each side to try and build the strength of portions of
the armed forces loyal to it with the help of timber money. The CPP
coup d’etat against Funcinpec in July 1997 was supported by tim-
ber tycoons and regional military commanders in return for carte
blanche logging rights. But as regional military units turned into de
facto warlords and possible rivals to the central government, Hun
Sen cracked down on illegal logging in 1999. Severe deforesta-
tion led to unprecedented flooding in 2000, ruining rice crops
and causing massive displacements of people.

“Teak wars” between the government and a variety of ethnic insur-
gencies over control of forests on the border with Thailand
propelled the rate of deforestation in Burma to third-highest in the
world in the 1990s. Through logging deals with Thailand, the mili-
tary regime earned at least $112 million per year, and logging
roads opened up once inaccessible areas for the Burmese army,
facilitating the supply of frontline troops and attacks against rebels
from the Mon minority. Revenues from the sale of hardwoods
logged by Chinese and Malaysian companies in northern Burma
have gone toward weapons purchases from China and Russia.
Timber also provides insurgent groups with revenues, through Thai

Cambodia
–Sapphires
–Rubies
–Timber

Burma
–Timber
–Opium
–Precious

stones
–Natural

gas

Source: See endnote 4.
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Amnesty International
International Secretariat
1 Easton Street
London WC1X 0DW
United Kingdom
e-mail: amnestyis@amnesty.org
website: www.amnesty.org
Leading international human rights
organization. Also runs a “True Cost
of Diamonds” Campaign (website:
web.amnesty.org/diamonds/index.h
tml).

Campaign to Eliminate Conflict 
Diamonds 

c/o Physicians for Human Rights,
Washington Office
1156 15th Street, NW #1001
Washington, DC 20005
tel: (202) 728-5335
fax: (202) 728-3053
e-mail: phrusa@phrusa.org

website: www.phrusa.org/campaign
s/sierra_leone/conflict_diamonds.ht
ml
The Campaign is a coalition of
North American human rights, reli-
gious, humanitarian, peace, and
development groups committed 
to ending the trade in “conflict 
diamonds” and supporting human
rights in diamond-producing coun-
tries in Africa.

Christian Aid
35 Lower Marsh 
Waterloo, London SE1 7RL
United Kingdom
tel.: +44 (020) 7620 4444
fax: +44 (020) 7620 0719
e-mail: info@christian-aid.org
website: www.christian-aid.org.uk
An agency of the churches in the
United Kingdom and Ireland,

Sources of Information on Conflict Commodities and
Related Issues
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by changing corporate and govern-
ment practices that result in unreg-
ulated resource exploitation. It has
documented the exploitation of
timber, oil, and diamond resources
in countries such as Cambodia,
Angola, Liberia, and the Democratic
Republic of the Congo.

Human Rights Watch
350 Fifth Avenue
New York, NY 10118
tel: 212-290-4700
fax: 212-736-1300
e-mail: hrwnyc@hrw.org
website: www.hrw.org
Leading human rights organization;
publishes extensive country reports.

International Crisis Group
Headquarters: 
149 Avenue Louise, Level 24
1050 Brussels
Belgium
tel: +32 (2) 502 90 38;
fax: +32 (2) 502 50 38
e-mail: icgbrussels@crisisweb.org
website: www.crisisweb.org

Washington Office: 
1522 K Street, Suite 200
Washington, DC 20005
tel: 202-408-8012
fax: 202-408-8258 
e-mail: icgwashington@crisisweb.org
Working to strengthen the capacity
of the international community to
anticipate, understand and act to
prevent and contain conflict,
through reports based on field
research.

International Peace Academy
777 United Nations Plaza
New York, NY 10017
tel.: +1 (212) 687-4300
fax: +1 (212) 983-8246
e-mail: ipa@ipacademy.org
website: www.ipacademy.org/Program
s/Research/ProgReseEcon_body.htm

Conducting a 3-year research and
policy project on “Economic Agen-
das in Civil Wars.”

International Peace Information
Service 

Italiëlei 98a 
2000 Antwerp 
Belgium 
tel: +32 (3) 225 0022
fax: +32 (3) 231 0151
e-mail: ipis@glo.be
website:
users.skynet.be/ipis/mainuk.htm
IPIS is an independent study and
information service; partner in the
Human Security and the Interna-
tional Diamond Trade in Africa 
program; research on conflict 
diamonds, mining and conflict,
mercenaries and private security
companies.

Oxfam America
26 West Street 
Boston, MA 02111
tel.: 1-800-77-Oxfamusa
fax: 617-728-2594 
e-mail: info@oxfamamerica.org
website: www.oxfamamerica.org
Currently runs campaigns on con-
flict diamonds in Africa and on oil,
gas, and mining issues related to
poverty and health.

Partnership Africa Canada 
323 Chapel Street 
Ottawa, Ontario K1N 7Z2
Canada
tel: 613-237-6768
fax: 613-237-6530
e-mail:
hsda@partnershipafricacanada.org
website: partnershipafricacanada.or
g/hsdp/index.html
PAC, in collaboration with the
International Peace Information
Service in Belgium and the Network
Movement for Justice and Develop-

68 THE ANATOMY OF RESOURCE WARS

Christian Aid works to end poverty
and to change the rules that keep
people poor.

CorpWatch
PO Box 29344
San Francisco, CA 94129
tel: 415-561-6568
fax: 415-561-6493
e-mail: corpwatch@corpwatch.org
website: www.corpwatch.org
CorpWatch works to foster demo-
cratic control over corporations by
building grassroots globalization—a
diverse movement for human
rights, labor rights and
environmental justice.

Earth Rights
U.S. Office:
1612 K St. NW, Suite 401
Washington, DC 20006
tel.: 202-466-5188
fax: 202-466-5189
e-mail: infousa@earthrights.org

Southeast Asia Office:
P.O. Box 123
Chiang Mai University
Chiang Mai, 50202
Thailand
tel: +66 (1) 531-1256
e-mail: infoasia@earthrights.org
website: www.earthrights.org
Documenting human rights and
environmental abuses with focus
on Southeast Asia; working to hold
corporations accountable for fair
human rights, labor, and environ-
mental practices (including litiga-
tion in U.S. courts). 

Fatal Transactions Campaign
c/o Netherlands Institute for 

Southern Africa
P.O.Box 10707
1001 ES Amsterdam
Netherlands
tel.: (20) 520 6210
fax: (20) 520 6249 

e-mail: ft@niza.nl
website: www.niza.nl/fataltransactio
ns/index.html
A coalition of European non-
governmental organizations
campaigning against conflict
diamonds.

Fafo Institute for Applied Social
Science

Programme for International Co-
operation and Conflict Resolution
Borggata 2b, P.O. Box 2947 Tøyen
0608 Oslo
Norway
tel.: +47 (22) 08 86 00
fax: +47 (22) 08 87 00
e-mail: pisk@fafo.no
website: www.fafo.no/piccr
Publishes a series of research reports
on “Economies of Conflict.”

Global Policy Forum
777 United Nations Plaza, Suite 7G
New York, NY 10017
tel.: 212-557-3161
fax: 212-557-3165
e-mail: globalpolicy@globalpolicy.org
website: www.globalpolicy.org
Maintains extensive online collec-
tion of articles and documents on
conflict commodities:
“Diamonds in Conflict”: www.globa
lpolicy.org/security/issues/diamond
/index.htm
“The Dark Side of Natural Resources”:
www.globalpolicy.org/security/docs
/minindx.htm

Global Witness
PO Box 6042
London, N19 5WP
United Kingdom
tel: (020) 7272 6731
fax: +44 (020) 7272 9425 
e-mail: mail@globalwitness.org
website: www.globalwitness.org
Global Witness aims to break the
links between resources and conflict
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ment in Sierra Leone, launched 
the Human Security and the 
International Diamond Trade in
Africa program in January 2001.

Project Underground
1916A MLK Jr. Way
Berkeley, CA 94704
tel.: 510-705-8981
fax: 510-705-8983
e-mail:
project_underground@moles.org
website: www.moles.org
Project Underground publishes
reports on the environmental and
human rights abuses committed by
resource extraction companies and
seeks to assist affected communities
in their efforts to achieve economic
and environmental justice.

Rainforest Action Network
221 Pine St., Suite 500
San Francisco, CA 94104 
tel: 415-398-4404
fax: 415-398-2732
e-mail: rainforest@ran.org
website: www.ran.org and
www.rainforestweb.org
Rainforest Action Network works to
protect the Earth’s rainforests and
support the rights of their inhabi-
tants through education, grassroots
organizing, and nonviolent direct
action. One specific campaign has
been in support of the U’wa indige-
nous population of Colombia.
website: www.ran.org/ran_campaig
ns/beyond_oil/oxy/

Small Arms Survey
Graduate Institute of International 

Studies, Geneva
12, Avenue de Sécheron
1202 Geneva
Switzerland
tel. (22) 908 57 77
fax: +41 (22) 732 27 38
e-mail: smallarm@hei.unige.ch

website: www.smallarmssurvey.org
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Survey.
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