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This paper tries to confront the general paradigm of “resource curse” in the case of
Equatorial Guinea inserting the discovery and exploitation of oil in concrete and
broad historical and regional processes. It is argued that the new production has
implied, since the mid-1990s, continuities and transformations in the way power is
exercised and expereinced in different constituencies and localities.

1. The resource curse in relation to Equatorial Guinea

By the turn of the century, many in Equatorial Guinea started to realize that initial
optimism about the potential for oil for improvement of social conditions in the country
was not so well founded. It was not necessary to be conscious of the academic literature on
the paradoxical social effects of oil extraction, to realize that since the arrival of American
oil companies, the international pressures towards a greater democratization of the
country had basically stopped. It was the case that huge revenues generated by the new oil
administration remained in hands of government officials, with no immediate consequence
for the majority of the Guinean population.

Indeed, the oil
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centuries. Each economic moment has brought different kinds of labour relations and has
been managed by different social groups. Oil exportation is only the last version of this
engagement with the world at large.

3. Family, oil and sovereignty in Equatorial Guinea

The 1990s brought important transformations in the transnational connections that also
inevitably pass through the Equatorial-Guinean territory. These were related, firstly to the
political effects of the end of Cold War and the constitutional reforms that were spreading
throughout the African continent; and secondly to the discovery and exploitation of huge
deposits of oil in the sea area of the Exclusive Economic Zone of Equatorial Guinea.

A new constitution in 1991 established a multiparty system with periodic elections for the
legislative assembly, the presidency and the town councils. Up to thirteen political parties,
apart from the government Partido Democratico de Guinea Ecuatorial (PDG), were
recognised. The Nguema’s in government learned soon how to manipulate elections and
their results and how to intimidate citizens to refrain them from participating in political
activities. International donors, with new discourses after the Cold War, replied by halting
support of the political transition (ABAGA, 1997; ESCRIBANO, 1999). The Spanish government
cancelled most of its institutional aid programs in 1994 and the Clinton Administration
closed the US embassy and the rural development programs of the Peace Corps two years
later. In 1996, the IMF suspended its programs due to lack of accomplishment of fiscal
measures and also due to corruption.

In August 1993, the country suffered the effects of the devaluation of CFA franc. The
economic crisis that followed pushed Equatorial Guinean government to request again
foreign support. Donors, especially the Spanish foreign ministry, took advantage of the
situation and made external aid subject to the fairness of the next election. Actually, due in
part to this pressure, local elections in September 1995 are considered the fairest of all
since 1991. The opposition proposed a joint list that won 19 out of 27 town councils
(though ultimately government only recognised 9). These events were proof of the intense
connections between strategies of local actors and donors’ policies this new, cleaner
dynamics, however, did not continue in subsequent elections.

In fact, during those same years, the American independent Walter International started
exploitation of Alba field opposite Malabo coasts in 1991. The ascendancy of aid agents
and diplomats almost disappeared with the arrival of representatives of big oil
corporations, mostly Americans. The landing of American businessmen at the time the US
ambassador was leaving and the US embassy was closing, is a good symbol of all this new
situation monopolized by international corporations and not by state agents. From the
beginning therefore, American companies have dominated the oil production in Equatorial
Guinea, although there are always other governments, from Spain to China, who are
looking for participating in the new oil (EIA, 2007).

The extraction of oil by foreign companies has, first of all, empowered the government of
Equatorial Guinea, and has provided the Nguema family who occupies it with new
economic and diplomatic resources. But the new richness and the new actors have not






gone abroad, through the investments of the Nguema family on luxurious residences in
Spain or the United States (US SENATE, 2004).

On the other hand, any attempt of business, with local or transnational capital, without the
participation of a member of the Nguema family is systematically undermined by
administrative difficulties or the direct intervention or the police. Along with a favourable
environment for big businesses, small producers and entrepreneurs find many political
obstacles to their economic activity. The end result is that the enclave oil economy
reinforces the state as the main social source of accumulation. In fact, oil has narrowed the
group in power, which suffered from periodical internal conflicts around oil distribution.
The non distribution of revenues among the population is part of the politics of
impoverishment that explain the lack of basic sanitary stuff in hospitals and drinking water
in cities, as well as the deficient education.

The new economic context has therefore not altered the despotic and non-regulative
manner in which state power is exercised; but it which
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