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Untapped: The Scramble for Africa's Oil

By John Ghazvinian

Does Africa Measure Up to the Hype?

United States now imports more of its oil from Africa than it does from Saudi Arabia. How is oil and the money it brings to the continent's treasuries transforming Africa? For his new book, Untapped: The Scramble for Africa's Oil, John Ghazvinian traveled from the parched dust bowls of Chad and Sudan to the swamps and jungles of Nigeria and the Congo, and from the corridors of Washington to the gleaming offices of "Big Oil." Does oil-producing Africa live up to the hype? Why is it impossible to buy bananas in Gabon, when they grow in profusion in the nation's virgin rainforest? Can an underdeveloped country like São Tomé and Príncipe learn from other nations' mistakes and avoid the "curse of oil"? What effect does the establishment of an oil-company compound in the middle of Chad have on the neighboring land and people? This week, we are publishing four excerpts from Untapped that answer these questions.

Although Africa has long been known to be rich in oil, extracting it hadn't seemed worth the effort and risk until recently. But with the price of Middle Eastern crude skyrocketing, and advancing technology making reserves easier to tap, the region has become the scene of a competition between major powers that recalls the 19th-century scramble for colonization. Already, the United States imports more of its oil from Africa than from Saudi Arabia, and China, too, looks to the continent for its energy security.

Does Africa measure up to the hype? After all, the entire continent is believed to contain, at best, 10 percent of the world's proven oil reserves, making it a minnow swimming in an ocean of seasoned sharks. Africa is unlikely ever to "replace" the Middle East or any other major oil-producing region. So why the song and dance? Why all the goose bumps? Why do so many influential people in Washington let themselves get so carried away when they talk about African oil?

The answer has very little to do with geology. Africa's significance as an oil "play," to borrow the industry lingo, lies beyond the number of barrels that may or may not be buried under its cretaceous rock. Instead, what makes the African oil boom interesting to energy-security strategists in both Washington and Europe (and, increasingly, Beijing) is a series of serendipitous and unrelated factors that, together, tell a story of unfolding opportunity.

To begin with, one of the more attractive attributes of Africa's oil boom is the quality of the oil itself. The variety of crude found in the Gulf of Guinea is known in industry parlance as "light" and "sweet," meaning it is viscous and low in sulfur, and therefore easier and cheaper to refine than, say, Middle Eastern crude, which tends to be lacking in lower hydrocarbons and is therefore very "sticky." This is particularly appealing to American and European refineries, which have to contend with strict environmental regulations that make it difficult to refine heavier and sourer varieties of crude without running up costs that make the entire proposition worthless.

Then there is the geographic accident of Africa's being almost entirely surrounded by water, which significantly cuts transport-related costs and risks. The Gulf of Guinea, in particular, is well positioned to allow speedy transport to the major trading ports of Europe and North America. Existing sea-lanes can be used for quick, cheap delivery, so there is no need to worry about the Suez Canal, for instance, or to build expensive pipelines through unpredictable countries. This may seem a minor point, until you look at Central Asia, where the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline, stretching from Azerbaijan through Georgia and into Turkey, and intended to deliver Caspian crude into the Mediterranean, had to navigate a minefield of Middle East politics, antiglobalization protests, and red tape before it could be opened. African oil faces none of those issues. It is simply loaded onto a tanker at the point of production and begins its smooth, unmolested journey on the high seas, arriving just days later in Shreveport, Southampton, or Le Havre.

A third advantage, from the perspective of the oil companies, is that Africa offers a tremendously favorable contractual environment. Unlike in, say, Saudi Arabia, where the state-owned oil company Saudi Aramco has a monopoly on the exploration, production, and distribution of the country's crude oil, most sub-Saharan African countries operate on the basis of so-called production-sharing agreements, or PSAs. In these arrangements, a foreign oil company is awarded a license to look for petroleum on the condition that it assume the up-front costs of exploration and production. If oil is discovered in that block, the oil company will share the revenues with the host government, but only after its initial costs have been recouped. PSAs are generally offered to impoverished countries that would never be able to amass either the technical expertise or the billions in capital investment required to drill for oil themselves. For the oil company, a relatively small up-front investment can quickly turn into untold billions in profits.

Yet another strategic benefit, particularly from the perspective of American politicians, is that, until recently, with the exception of Nigeria, none of the oil-producing countries of sub-Saharan Africa had belonged to the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Thus they have not been subject to the strict limits on output OPEC imposes on its members in an attempt to keep the price of oil artificially high. The more non-OPEC oil that comes onto the global market, the more difficult it becomes for OPEC countries to sell their crude at high prices, and the lower the overall price of oil. Put more simply, if new reserves are discovered in Venezuela, they have very little effect on the price of oil because Venezuela's OPEC commitments will not allow it to increase its output very much. But if new reserves are discovered in Gabon, it means more cheap oil for everybody.

But probably the most attractive of all the attributes of Africa's oil boom, for Western governments and oil companies alike, is that virtually all the big discoveries of recent years have been made offshore, in deepwater reserves that are often many miles from populated land. This means that even if a civil war or violent insurrection breaks out onshore (always a concern in Africa), the oil companies can continue to pump out oil with little likelihood of sabotage, banditry, or nationalist fervor getting in the way. Given the hundreds of thousands of barrels of Nigerian crude that are lost every year as a result of fighting, community protests, and organized crime, this is something the industry gets rather excited about.

Finally, there is the sheer speed of growth in African oil production, and the fact that Africa is one of the world's last underexplored regions. In a world used to hearing that there are no more big oil discoveries out there, and few truly untapped reserves to look forward to, the ferocious pace and scale of Africa's oil boom has proved a bracing tonic. One-third of the world's new oil discoveries since the year 2000 have taken place in Africa. Of the 8 billion barrels of new oil reserves discovered in 2001, 7 billion were found there. In the years between 2005 and 2010, 20 percent of the world's new production capacity is expected to come from Africa. And there is now an almost contagious feeling in the oil industry that no one really knows just how much oil might be there, since no one's ever really bothered to check.

All these factors add up to a convincing value proposition: African oil is cheaper, safer, and more accessible than its competitors, and there seems to be more of it every day. And, though Africa may not be able to compete with the Persian Gulf at the level of proven reserves, it has just enough up its sleeve to make it a potential "swing" region—an oil province that can kick in just enough production to keep markets calm when supplies elsewhere in the world are unpredictable. Diversification of the oil supply has been a goal—even an obsession—in the United States since the Arab oil embargo of the 1970s. Successive U.S. administrations have understood that if the world is overly reliant on two or three hot spots for its energy security, there is a greater risk of supply disruptions and price volatility. And for obvious reasons, the effort to distribute America's energy-security portfolio across multiple nodes has taken on a new urgency since September 11, 2001. In his State of the Union address in January 2006, President Bush said he wanted to reduce America's dependence on Middle East crude by 75 percent by 2025.

Yes, We Have No Bananas

Libreville, Gabon—If you come to Gabon directly from Nigeria, you might be forgiven for thinking you have landed in an African version of the French Riviera. The road into the capital, Libreville, from the airport quickly takes on the august form of a grand boulevard snaking along the oceanfront, complete with lampposts and a grassy median decorated with the flags of neighboring countries. On one side as you head south into the city center are such smart, triumphal buildings as the presidential palace, the Hotel Intercontinental, and a handful of discreet embassy buildings. On the other side is nothing but the rhythmic lapping of shin-high waves and the muggy angel-hair embrace of a tropical breeze.

Gone is the sight of legless cripples, crawling on their bare hands through lanes of traffic like teams of crazed, foreshortened gymnasts, competing for prizes of loose change. Gone, too, is the smoke billowing from mountains of trash that have gone uncollected so long that residents have set fire to them. And gone completely is the shouting and the jostling and the barely suppressed rage that seems to flow through Nigeria's streets like a howling flume of molten lava from morning to night. In its place is a distinctly languid holiday feel and an unmistakable air of genteel French provincialism left over from colonial times.

This outward splash of easy prosperity has much to do with Gabon's small population and sizeable oil reserves. In a country that is only a little smaller than Nigeria and pumps 265,000 barrels of oil a day, there are not 130 million people to share the oil wealth, but just over one million, making Gabon's per capita income of $6,500 one of the highest in Africa. (Compare it with Nigeria's $678.)

As if to reinforce the point, in the chic downtown of Libreville, there are white people everywhere. When the French colonial authorities left this part of Africa in 1960, thousands of functionaries and technocrats and oil-company employees stayed behind, happy to take advantage of the new government's palpable lack of hostility toward them. Today the French community is 10,000-strong in Libreville (a city of barely half a million people), helping to ensure that a portion of the posh Nombakélé district along the water remains a timeless re-creation of Nîmes or Avignon, with young women in summer frocks and designer sunglasses darting in and out of pastry shops.

My first duty, like any African traveler exhausted by the flies and the heat and the rusty Kalashnikovs of weeks on the road, was to myself. Within an hour of arriving in Libreville, I found myself, blinking like a newborn deer, in the air-conditioned aisles of the Score supermarket. Score is an old and shabby chain by Western standards, barely competitive in France in the age of the hypermarché. The Libreville incarnation would hardly pass for a corner deli in the United States today. But as far as I was concerned, it could have been the Galéries Lafayette.

Eyes bigger than my stomach, I surveyed the piles of refrigerated Brie and Camembert and Port Salut, the neat rows of jars sealed tight to protect the foie gras and goose-liver pâté inside, the shelves of Petit Écolier chocolate biscuits and Kinder eggs, and the separate counter where fresh baguettes and pastries were sold. In the fruit and vegetable section, there was no shortage of the produce integral to a European diet: tomatoes and cucumbers, parsley and broccoli, apples and oranges, and even several varieties of squash. What seemed conspicuously absent, however, were tropical fruit and vegetables—the yams, mangoes, and pineapples. Looking around, I couldn't even see any bananas. Perhaps they were sold out? Perhaps in another section?

No, sorry, came the smile and the shake of the head when I asked. "Pas des bananes." No bananas.

Well, no matter. Perhaps bananas aren't the kind of thing one buys at Score. Perhaps expats come here for their Lindt and Yoplait but buy their local produce at local markets. I ventured back outside, into the tomblike humidity of the February afternoon, to find one of the women carrying large plates of bananas on their heads who seem ubiquitous in southern Africa. But here, too, I was out of luck. The only street vendors in sight were the lumpen young men from Mali or Niger or the Congo who make up much of Gabon's unskilled workforce, and all they had on offer were fake Rolexes and snakeskin belts.

I soon learned that it is extremely difficult to buy a banana in Gabon. During a week and a half in the country, I feasted on the most delicately prepared beef bourguignon and rack of lamb, always served with haricots verts or gratinée potatoes. But never did I manage to find a bunch of bananas for sale.

This is not to say there are no bananas in Gabon. Quite the contrary—there are literally millions. About half the country's tiny population lives in Libreville, while most of the rest reside in three or four towns that dot the jungle interior. Where the population centers stop, there is nothing but miles and miles of misty virgin rain-forest, inhabited by gorillas and lizards and thick with banana trees. All one has to do is walk to the edge of town, into where the bush begins, and there is no shortage of banana trees to choose from. The country is bursting with sweet, soft bananas.

So what happens to them? The ones that are not picked by chimpanzees and baboons turn yellow, then brown, then black, and then fall to the ground and fertilize the jungle floor. Before oil was discovered in Gabon, the country was self-sufficient in bananas. By 1981 it had become almost totally dependent on bananas imported from neighboring Cameroon. One could not ask for a more vivid image to associate with the Dutch disease than that of a vast jungle nation where there is no one available to pick bananas off the trees.

And it's not just the bananas. In the early 1980s, when Gabon was at the height of its oil production, and globally it seemed that cheap oil was a thing of the past, the country imported a staggering 96 percent of its food. Even eggs were flown in, as no one in this cash-flooded nation could be bothered to raise chickens. Today Gabon is dependent on imports for 60 percent of its food needs—still an uncomfortably high figure in a country where the oil is beginning to run out.

Will Oil Change São Tomé and Príncipe?

São Tomé—São Tomé and Príncipe is only three hundred miles from Bioko, the island on which Malabo, the capital of Equatorial Guinea, is situated, but culturally, politically, and socially, Equatorial Guinea and São Tomé might as well be on different planets. One is a brutal, paranoid dictatorship that terrorizes its own population, while the other is a relatively open multiparty parliamentary democracy with no history of bloody coups or violent insurrections. One is a country run by a greedy ruling family that accumulates wealth and power at the expense of other, resentful ethnic groups, while the other is a country where all citizens are the descendants of Portuguese slaves and therefore share a common history of oppression and a conspicuous lack of ethnic hatred. One government assumes that every foreigner who turns up uninvited is plotting a coup, while the other promotes ecotourism and small-scale cacao farming. One nation is swimming in oil wealth, while the other is dependent on international aid for its survival.

However, the two countries do have one thing in common: geology. São Tomé, Príncipe, and Bioko are links in a chain of ancient volcanoes that stretches to Mount Cameroon on the mainland. And since the Gulf of Guinea became known as a heavyweight oil province, there has been considerable interest in these tiny islands. Analysts have spoken of a billion barrels or more in potential reserves, and speculators have quietly moved in to stake claims to offshore licenses. In August 2000 a poorly defined maritime border with Nigeria was settled hurriedly in anticipation of oil exploration, and a Joint Development Zone established by the two states.

But some analysts remained skeptical, suggesting São Tomé's potential as an oil producer had been hyped excessively by Arab-bashing neocons in the United States. Such skeptics point to the fact that in 2002, as the American press fêted São Tomé as the "new Saudi Arabia," an exploratory well had yet to be drilled, and the country was at least ten years away from becoming an oil producer even if there was any oil. And, to some extent, the naysayers have been vindicated by the international oil industry's lukewarm response to the exploration blocks made available by São Tomé over the past two to three years. Even in the most promising block of all, Chevron drilled a well in early 2006 and found the results disappointing. By early 2007 it is likely the company will have exited São Tomé altogether. Nevertheless, there is no question that São Tomé has some oil, and possibly enough of it to make the island nation a significant producer in coming years. And, perhaps more important, it seems to lack much of the baggage that can make oil companies nervous about investing in Africa.

In fact, one of the first observations many visitors make upon arriving in São Tomé is that it doesn't "feel like Africa" at all. There is no African food, no African music, and virtually no trace of traditional African religion. The clothes, the architecture, the cuisine are all European. All names are Portuguese and, with the exception of a dying island patois, Portuguese is the only language spoken. Those who have traveled to both Africa and the Caribbean are struck by just how much closer São Tomé appears to the latter. The place is a quintessential tropical island paradise. Groups of naked children play in the ocean, while teenagers wander along deserted beaches shaking coconuts out of palm trees. From the water's edge, rain forests climb up precipitous peaks that seem perpetually encircled by mist. Abandoned plantation estates, pink and crumbling, hide between mountains like forbidden cities. In town, pairs of boys speed around on rickety motor-scooters, and a handful of banged-up old taxis sit idly waiting for fares—but in one of the world's smallest and sleepiest capital cities, where it seems half the buildings are government ministries, it's often easier to walk. With its languid beaches and European lifestyle, São Tomé seems far more "New World" than African. Barbados without the tourists.

It is precisely this lack of "African-ness"—this conspicuous absence of ethnic conflict, instability, and government brutality—that both the international community and the oil industry are counting on. Development experts from around the world have taken a keen interest in São Tomé, eager to play their part in what might just turn out to be an African success story. And São Tomé has reciprocated. Its president, Fradique de Menezes, a darling of the West, has made all the right noises about wanting to ensure that the opportunity provided by oil wealth is not wasted, that revenue is handled transparently, and that oil does not become a source of conflict or economic stagnation. "I have promised my people that we will avoid what some call 'the Dutch disease,' or 'the crude awakening,' or 'the curse of oil,'" he told a rapt audience in Washington in 2003, with a beaming Colin Powell listening approvingly.

However, this puts the cart miles before the horse. Not only does no one really know how much oil São Tomé has, but São Tomé can be said, without much exaggeration, to be totally unprepared for life as an oil-producing country. The country suffers from endemic poverty and an extraordinary lack of what development experts call "institutional capacity."

Just how poor and underdeveloped is São Tomé? Not only is there no university in the country, but the one high school is so strapped for cash that it must teach São Tomé's students in three five-hour shifts, beginning early in the morning and lasting until late into the night. The country's national budget in recent years has averaged a mere $50 million, much of it coming from traditional crops such as coffee and cacao, or from fishing. An additional $35 million in the form of international development aid pours in every year, making the country one of the world's biggest recipients of direct aid as a percentage of GDP. The lion's share of this aid has traditionally come from Portugal and from Taiwan, which views its special relationship with São Tomé as a fairly inexpensive vote in its favor at the United Nations. (Unfortunately, the strategy has largely backfired, since São Tomé has lately proved unable to pay its $17,000 dues to the United Nations and has therefore been ineligible to vote in the General Assembly.)

The country is so poor, in fact, that it has resorted to some fairly creative fund-raising schemes. The São Toméan postal service once issued commemorative Marilyn Monroe postage stamps it hoped would turn into collector's items, supplying a substantial percentage of the nation's income. In recent years, one of São Tomé's biggest industries after cacao has become routing phone-sex numbers that have been banned in Europe and America through its telephone exchanges. In the 1980s, as part of a deal with the Spanish government, São Tomé even agreed to accept Basque political prisoners from France in exchange for an increase in foreign aid, in effect allowing itself to become a penal colony for ETA militants. Very few were sent over in the end, but a wizened and long-bearded man with leathery skin can still be seen hanging around in São Tomé's bars every evening, watching the sun set.

Possibly the only characteristic of São Toméan society more persistent and more predictable than its poverty and its lack of capacity has been the cliquishness and cronyism of its tiny political class: a few dozen Portuguese-educated technocrats, none of whom knows the first thing about petroleum geology or licensing rounds or international-exploration contracts. São Tomé politics has always been a claustrophobic affair—the exclusive preserve of an entrenched (and largely mestiço) elite. "Somos todos primos" goes the unofficial slogan of São Toméan politics—"We are all family here"—a cheerful boast about the country's lack of ethnic hatred that has gradually taken on an ironic significance in the face of endless corruption scandals. Since 1991, when the country gave up Marxism-Leninism for multiparty democracy, electoral politics has been a ferocious, fast-paced series of spats and feuds and shifting coalitions and partisan realignments, most simply formalizing personal or financial disagreements of the country's political leaders. Just since 1991, São Tomé has experienced fourteen changes of government—more than many African countries put together. The current president alone has gone through eight prime ministers since he was first elected in 2001. And in 2003 dissatisfaction with the way the country's future oil wealth was being managed helped provoke a coup that briefly ousted the president before the Nigerians stepped in and had him reinstated—reinforcing suspicions about who was really running the country.

******

On one of my last days in São Tomé, I rented a 4x4 and drove to some of the island's more remote villages to see what the population outside the capital felt about the coming of oil wealth. I stopped in Agua Izé, a handful of tidy cobblestone streets flanked by faded stucco houses sitting on a plain overlooking the palm-fringed coastline. The village was once part of a plantation estate, and at the top of the hill stood the old plantation hospital, a magnificent stone edifice with a grand twisting balustraded staircase in front that was being steadily swallowed up by tropical vines and banana trees. The year of its construction—1914—had been chiseled elegantly over the entrance, a reminder of a time when the Portuguese empire believed it was here to stay. Now, a woman and her children, dressed in filthy T-shirts and sandals, sat in the empty window frames looking bored.

In the cobblestone streets below, a toothless old man played a traditional Portuguese fado on his guitar while a group of young men sat on piled-up planks of wood arranged around a fire, watching a pot of water boil. My presence attracted a crowd of angry young men who were more than willing to share their thoughts about the promise of oil in São Tomé. Despite their tattered clothes and beer-infused breath, they were articulate and well-informed about the "dossier petróleo," as the oil issue is called in São Tomé. All were aware that it would be several years before the country actually saw any money from oil exploration, and all expected their elected politicians to squabble over access to the spoils. Few expected any real change to their lives.

"Look around you!" one man shouted, and I paused to take in the grass growing through cracks in the stucco walls and from between the cobblestones. Children and pigs and chickens wandered about, ducking in and out of houses whose doors and windows had been missing for decades and whose roofs had been badly compromised by years of tropical rains. "The schools and hospitals we are using are the same ones the white man left behind. We keep hearing money is coming, money is coming, but it is just coming and going to banks in Switzerland and the United States. Oil can be a blessing or a curse, and if São Tomé turns out to have no oil, we could all end up owing too much money."

A little farther down, at the end of the island's only paved road, is the town of São João dos Angolares. There, a Portuguese family had converted the small colonial plantation house into a tasteful bed-and-breakfast and art gallery. Fresh coffee beans from the estate's trees were being ground by an old man using an antique hand-cranked mill, filling the veranda restaurant with an intoxicating aroma. Local artists' paintings and sculptures were on display. São João was, in short, possibly the most romantic place on earth.

Was it possible—just possible—that the African oil boom didn't have to be a story with an unhappy ending? Would this tiny twin-island nation, with its open democracy and stated commitment to revenue transparency and sound fiscal management, prove the cynics wrong? Even good people tend to go a bit funny in the face of millions of dollars, and there was no compelling evidence that São Tomé's politicians were "good people." In an impoverished and desperate country with weak institutions, powerful neighbors, and a culture of dinner-table politics, there is every likelihood that a spectacular infusion of foreign exchange will act as a destructive and destabilizing force. But, say the optimists, at least São Tomé has the advantage of coming late to the game, and having the examples of Gabon and Nigeria and even the relative newcomer Equatorial Guinea to learn from.

When ExxonMobil Came to Chad

In 1996, ExxonMobil discovered between 800 million and 1 billion barrels of oil in the Doba basin of southern Chad. Chadian crude is of the heavy and sour variety that fetches low prices on the international market, and the country's landlocked geography adds formidable transportation costs to any venture. Besides, with civil war and political instability a fact of life from 1965 until the early 1990s, there was never much chance of Chad's oil industry getting off the ground. In 1996, however, there seemed to be just enough oil in Chad, and nearly enough political stability, to justify giving the country another look. ExxonMobil began to examine financing and feasibility options, setting into motion what would become one of the most extraordinary chapters in the history of African oil exploration.

N'Djaména, Chad—Disagreements between multinational corporations and destitute African villages often turn into a needlessly polarized ideological battle between proponents and opponents of globalization and free-market capitalism, or into an oversimplified David and Goliath tale. I wanted to see for myself the situation around the Doba basin and whether critics were justified in heaping so much blame onto ExxonMobil. Getting there from N'Djaména, Chad's capital, was going to be a challenge, though. In 2005 Chad's national airline, Toumaï Air Chad, was down to one functioning plane, a battered 737 servicing six African destinations and one domestic airport in the east of the country, as well as the annual pilgrimage to Mecca. Until such time as it was able to purchase a second aircraft, Toumaï regretted that it would not be providing service to southern or northern Chad.

I asked about how I might make the journey by land, but received bewildered looks and was sternly warned that it would be a rough and dusty 200-mile trek across the blazing heat of the Sahel, and very much not for the faint of heart.

None of this was a problem for ExxonMobil staff, of course, because the company had its own airport and chartered a fleet of planes making regular flights between N'Djaména and Doba. In the early days of the project, when it was still being hailed as a "model" for African oil exploration, Exxon had been happy to fly journalists south, and had bent over backward to set up tours and meetings with local managers. But this was 2005, and ExxonMobil had been burned by a slew of negative stories in the international press. So, when I approached the company six months in advance, I was told by its Houston PR department that arranging a flight would not be possible. Even if I somehow made it to Doba under my own auspices, in fact, it would not be possible to have a tour of the company's project in southern Chad. Nor was I allowed to speak to Exxon staff at any point while I was in the country, not even off the record. Any questions I had would be answered by Houston.

Given the cost of hiring a car and driver for the two-day round-trip south—at least $200 a day—public transport rapidly emerged as my only option. At the crack of dawn one Thursday, I watched as my suitcase was lifted to the roof of a beaten-up old Land Cruiser and steadily squashed under a small mountain of accumulating bags and boxes and threadbare trunks. Off to one side, a young man unscrewed the vehicle's fuel cap and stuck a piece of rubber tubing into the tank, to the other end of which he stuck a small plastic funnel. Out of nowhere, several glass jugs appeared, filled with gasoline, which the man steadily poured into the funnel, taking great care not to spill any.

It was as powerful an image as one could possibly ask for. Chad may have recently joined the ranks of the world's oil-producing countries, but the country still lacks a downstream oil sector, and its citizens have yet to see what an actual gas station looks like. There is no refinery for Doba crude to be sent to, so every last drop of Chad's crude goes straight into the ExxonMobil pipeline and straight onto supertankers parked off the Cameroonian coast. There are few cars in Chad, but those that exist (almost all of them taxis or official vehicles) operate not on Chadian oil but on Nigerian gasoline. The refined product is driven—often smuggled—across the border, and sold from glass jars in shaded spots along the side of the road that look like little more than American-style lemonade stands.

Inside, the Land Cruiser had been converted into a sort of cattle truck, with two hard wooden benches running along its length. Ten people had already squeezed in, along with more belongings, and were looking intensely uncomfortable in the scorching early-morning heat. I plumped for a $25 "first-class" ticket, thinking that sitting in the passenger seat and facing forward would make the ten-hour journey more pleasant. What I had not been told was that a first-class ticket entitled me to only half the passenger seat.

It was just as well, then, that the vehicle broke down at least eight times during the journey. (I lost count after the seventh.) The passenger seat was tilted so far forward that my neighbor and I had our arms pressed against the dashboard for the duration of the journey, and every time the driver pulled over to fiddle with the fan belt, it was a welcome chance to step out into the blessed relief of the 120-degree heat and walk around among the camels and stray goats and round mud huts, silently cursing ExxonMobil until feeling returned to my arms and legs. On the way back, two days later, I treated myself to both first-class seats. After all, it was my birthday.

***

"The government ignored all the negatives. They told the population that oil would be a paradise, that it would solve all of their problems. But we saw the experience of Nigeria and others and wanted to ensure that the population was informed about the reality." It was my understanding that I was speaking to Nadji Nelambaye, coordinator of the local coalition of NGOs, but since it was pitch-black and I was using my lone candle to help me take notes, I could have been talking to anybody.

Like more than 98 percent of Chadians, the residents of Moundou have no access to electricity. In one of the extraordinary ironies of Chad's oil boom, this energy-rich country's dilapidated grid provides, at the best of times, a mere 20 megawatts of electricity. The world's newest oil producer literally cannot keep the lights on. Moundou, like most of Chad, spends its nights in total darkness, save for the flickers of gas lamps and candles, or the headlights of passing motorcycles.

Meanwhile, in nearby Kome, the twenty-five-mile-wide ExxonMobil facility lights up the night sky for miles around thanks to its state-of-the-art 120-megawatt generating plant. Not only does the ExxonMobil compound produce six times as much electricity as the entire Republic of Chad, it likely produces as much as the entire Sahel. So bright is the light from Kome, and so dark is everything around it, in fact, that the facility is visible from outer space.

Moundou is very much not Chad's answer to Port Harcourt, Nigeria. ExxonMobil has confined its operations to the fenced compound at Kome, some fifty miles away, and Moundou has continued to languish as a dusty backwater, where even the town's three hotels no longer bother to repair their broken generators. Moundou's only claim to fame is that it is home to Chad's national brewery, where the bottles of bland Chari beer famously continued to roll off the assembly line throughout the darkest and most savage years of civil war. According to the World Bank, Moundou, a town of 96,000 people, has only two doctors.

Given the oppressive heat and the lack of light, Nadji suggested we reconvene early the next morning for a trip to Kome. But when morning came, I wondered how I would find Nadji, since I still didn't know what he looked like. Fortunately for me, in Moundou I stuck out like a black man at a Merle Haggard concert, and Nadji quickly found me wandering a deserted street at the edge of town, looking for his office.

On the drive to Kome, Nadji rattled off some of the problems that ExxonMobil's presence was believed to have caused. The coalition had done a study showing that eleven primary schools had closed, thanks to teachers leaving to find more lucrative—if temporary—jobs with ExxonMobil. Worse, many girls had given up on school entirely to work outside the oilfields as prostitutes, and the rate of AIDS infection was increasing. Young men, meanwhile, had abandoned their fields to look for work at ExxonMobil, resulting in a decline in agricultural productivity and an accompanying rise in the local price of millet—a situation exacerbated by the increase in demand for grain from people working for ExxonMobil. The government had not stepped in to regulate prices and local people had suffered hardship.

As we drove along the red-dirt track, enormous construction trucks loaded with Filipino laborers passed by every few minutes, kicking up blinding clouds of dust and diesel exhaust. Nadji didn't miss a beat. He explained that the coalition had tracked an increase in respiratory illness among the local population since the project began and had pressured ExxonMobil to address the problem. Exxon, he said, had refused to pave the road, claiming that was the government's job, and had instead watered the road to keep the dust down. In the desert heat, though, the water evaporated quickly. Within hours, the dust was back.

Nadji continued describing the social disruptions the coalition was tracking. During the construction phase of the project, he said, ExxonMobil subcontractors had trained locals to act as paramilitaries. Since the construction ended, however, most of the locals had gone back to their villages and, unaccustomed to making ends meet without the generous salaries paid by the contractors, had put their newfound skills to use in aggressive acts of criminality and banditry. Divorce rates had also gone up, thanks to displaced farmers spending their compensation packages on prostitutes. "If you take a poor, rural man who has never seen more than $5 or $6 in his hand and you give him $2,000 in compensation, he is likely to spend it on beer and girls." With less land to go around since ExxonMobil moved into the area, farmers and animal husbandmen had also been driven into nasty conflicts.

The list of complaints went on and on.

After an hour, we arrived outside ExxonMobil's Kome operating base, and I immediately saw why the company had become reluctant to bring journalists here for show-and-tell (as well as why Nadji was so keen for me to see it). On one side of the road, surrounded by a high perimeter fence, was the base—an ultramodern, air-conditioned facility with its own airport, powered by four electric turbines and protected by armed guards. A sign next to one of the buildings welcomed visitors to Kome, which it declared, in a chunky typeface reminiscent of Midwestern roadside advertising, to be "Home of the World's Greatest Drilling Team." On the other side of the road was a stinking, ramshackle slum, which a far-more-modest road sign identified as "Atan."

Ten years ago, neither Atan nor the Kome base existed. The area had been home to a few hundred pastoralists living in clusters of round mud huts. But when Exxon began building Kome, word got out that the company would need a few hundred laborers, and people poured in from miles around. They stood for hours and days outside the perimeter fence, in the hopes of snapping up even a temporary job. Days turned into weeks and months, and a small squatter camp grew up outside Kome. The presence of large numbers of young men attracted girls, who had heard there was a good living to be made as prostitutes. Before long, the girls were coming from neighboring Nigeria, Cameroon, and the Central African Republic, and even Ghana. As the squatter camp grew, its residents nicknamed it the Quartier Attend, which roughly translates as "Waitsville" or "Waiting Town." The place where people wait.

With its transient population of young laborers and girls from all over West Africa, Quartier Attend developed a reputation as a place of loose morals, and people began referring to it jokingly as Quartier Satan, or "Devil-town." (In French, Satan rhymes with attend.) At its height, it was home to as many as 17,000 people, many of them from as far away as Morocco and the Philippines. Some worked as drivers or security guards for ExxonMobil, but others were just attracted by the dynamic economy. Families began settling in Attend, and small primary schools were set up, along with a mosque and a church, and even a small cinema. The village elected a chief and got itself officially recognized by the government as a town on the map of Chad. And, in a touching display of civic pride, it asked to be called Atan, which, although pronounced in the same way as Attend, lacked the baggage of the town's dubious beginnings, and almost looked like an authentic, phonetically spelled African name.

Despite the veneer of respectability, Atan is an enormous festering embarrassment for ExxonMobil—a living, breathing metaphor for the failure of the Doba drilling operation to bring meaningful development to the people of Chad. On one side of the road, Exxon employees enjoy modern rooms, complete with private bathrooms, DVD players, and Internet connections. They are cared for in a modern clinic and can unwind on basketball courts, to which there will soon be added a tennis court and swimming pool. On the other side of the road, in a makeshift camp, some 10,000 people make do without clean running water.

When I began taking snapshots, Nadji quickly made me stuff my camera into my bag, warning me that I would get my film confiscated if I wasn't careful. ExxonMobil, he said, paid plainclothes "vigilants" to stop anyone taking pictures, even if the camera was not pointed at the Kome base. So we made do with wandering the streets of Atan, admiring the improvised shops and stalls selling everything from cigarettes to fried meat to a vicious home-brew called bili-bili.

Despite its schools and houses of worship, Atan has not entirely shed its sin-city image. Next to each other along the road, and within easy access of the base, are two "nightclubs." One, called Phoenix, is favored by the French workers from Kome, while the other, La Maison Blanche Number One (White House Number One), is staffed by English-speaking girls from Nigeria and Ghana and caters mostly to an American clientele. We stepped out of the sun and into the Phoenix and found it mostly empty. After all, it was still early in the morning. I noticed a passageway that led to a semiprivate spot behind the nightclub, where the girls would take their tricks for sex, and Nadji told me he had last been here with a French television crew who had come late at night and filmed illicitly for a documentary. Although Atan was a public space where, with the appropriate permits, any journalist ought to be allowed to film, ExxonMobil's influence in Chad meant that the extraordinary visual narrative of this town's coexistence with the Kome base could never be documented properly for a Western audience.

Nadji began to look a bit nervous and suggested we leave before our presence drew too much interest. We drove down the road a few miles to Ngalaba, one of three traditional villages that had become known as "villages enclavés"—enclaved villages. Ngalaba, along with nearby Maikeuri and Bendoh, was cut off from some of its traditional grazing lands by power lines and feeder pipelines when the Doba project got under way, and villagers say their livelihoods have been destroyed. ExxonMobil insists that its facilities pose no danger to the villagers and that they have been compensated for the loss of their arable land.

Ngalaba is a village of 1,125 people, led by a traditional ruler named Tamro, a quiet and thoughtful man in his late thirties or early forties, who at first seemed hesitant to talk to us. Speaking in the local Ngambaye language, which Nadji translated into French for me, Chief Tamro looked into the distance and admitted that he was "worried." He had noticed that the mangoes had failed to thrive this year, and wondered if it was because of the gas flare from a nearby well. He complained that ExxonMobil had left some of its exploratory wells unplugged, and that village livestock had fallen in. "We lost many animals that way," he said, before adding that Exxon had responded to their complaints about dust by coating the dirt road with molasses, which is toxic to goats and cattle. "I am very worried," he repeated, so quietly that we could barely hear him. "Honestly, I would rather they just found us another piece of land and we could all go there and leave the village." The men who had gathered around us looked genuinely saddened and disappointed by what they heard their chief saying. "We need to start over. There is no security here."

"This is our land," a dark and round-faced young man named Judé piped up. "We've seen no benefit from it. We lost our land and have received nothing for it. At first they said they were going to build hospitals and dispensaries here. But they've done none of that." Exxon, Chief Tamro explained, had offered the village its choice of five options: a school, a well, a granary, one kilometer of paved road, or a marketplace. The villagers chose the school, understanding that it would house six grades, but ExxonMobil built them a two-room schoolhouse instead. "Let me ask you something, sir." The chief tried to contain his frustration. "If I take something from you, should I then come and dictate the terms of my compensation to you for the loss? Surely it is for me to apologize and ask you what I can do to make it up to you."

He pointed out a tiny, windowless concrete shed that stood out among the round straw and mud huts. "They told me that they spent 30 million francs [about $60,000] on that house, and that their workers were going to live in it. In the end I had to break the door down so I could sleep in it myself." The men all shook their heads. "I ask you," the chief said, "does that look like a 30 million–franc house? You know how much I could have done for this village with 30 million francs?"

