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Preface

In October 2006, Uganda announced the discovery of oil in the Albertine
basin. This announcement sent different signals to both the international
and the local public. Ugandans started anticipating several but two things:
either the country will start producing oil such that we Ugandans can be-
come wealthy with petro-dollars; or, such that we begin to experience the
negative impacts of producing oil. October 2006 was just about two
months after I had joined Makerere University for a Bachelor’s degree in
Education. I was not interested in the oil debate as for me, it really never
mattered whether the country produced any minerals at all. My concern,
the concern that I later realised was that of many other Ugandans was
what that oil would mean to me individually. In 2012, I joined the Univer-
sity of Cologne for a Master’s degree in structured program of the Cologne
African Studies Center (CASC) at the Institute for Ethnology, as an Alber-
tus Magnus Programme scholar. In one of the courses of taught by we in-
teracted with texts on agriculture production—one specific case being the
transformation of the of Lake Naivasha (Kenya) area into a flower farm. As
a result, many of the fishing communities were transformed into workers
in the flower farm as a means of livelihood because fishing was no longer
acceptable or viable. The lake gradually became intoxicated. We argued
over this change: many of the African students in the room supported the
argument that the flower farm was a careless investment that did not pay
attention to the local farmer who had become dependent on handouts and
wages paid by the investor.

Some of the European students, however, argued that people who lived
“under a dollar-a-day” could now earn some money. I personally got into
an argument with one of the students. The dollar is not the problem be-
cause many people in Africa do not depend on money. The expanding ge-
ography of capitalism and the dollarization of life is a misconception – I
argued. The tutor seemed to suggest that I was getting emotional and not
understanding the “politics of agrarian change”. To me one did not neces-
sarily have to read the works of Esther Bosurop or Max Webber to see the
social problems associated with changing livelihood from fishing and agri-
culture to daily earnings from labouring in the flower farm. At the same
time that semester, we were attending a course in resource struggles in
Africa. We read Paul Collier’s “Greed and Grievance” theory in relation to
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the resource conflicts in Africa and a series of other related texts. That is
when I began to think about Uganda and the oil industry. I never pictured
Uganda in conflicts (or war) over oil, but I pictured the possibility of “po-
litics of agrarian change” in the Albertine Graben, similar to the Lake
Naivasha flower investment. I started developing my thoughts around oil,
and eventually wrote my Master thesis (unpublished) under the title: “As-
sessing a Future with Oil: The Implication of Oil Exploration to Small-
holder Farmers in the Albertine Basin”. With a very limited scope, I got to
learn a lot about the oil industry to the extent that the MA thesis would
not adequately express. I developed my thoughts further. Thanks to Prof.
Dr. Michael Bollig, I got introduced to the Bayreuth International Gradu-
ate School of African Studies (BIGSAS) where he was sure, my aspirations
would fit.

I collected a lot of reading materials to prepare a comprehensive PhD
proposal: In engaging with the reading materials, I came to appreciate the
different ways in which the oil literature is “traditionally” written. There
seems to be a clear way of writing about oil in Africa, different from how
to write about oil elsewhere. I got the impression that to write about oil in
Africa, one has to think about the “resource-curse”; one had to reflect on
potential conflicts, think about how governments would eventually be-
come authoritarian; see the greed of the politicians and the grievances that
the local so-called host-communities hold against the politicians and the
profit-minded multinational corporations. At best, one had to provide a
clear political economy analysis that maintains an exclusively negative tone
that never goes against the traditional optics of seeing oil as an African. I
came to learn that the oil-curse for countries like Uganda begin on paper.
The challenge for me was to do something different from this tradition. It
is in pursuit of this challenge that I started by controversially framing my
title with an impressionistic term “petro-state”.

The literature on Uganda’s oil was relatively scarce. Even those that were
available were prescriptive narratives that urged the government to do this
and that and avoid plunging into the said curse. This offered limited theo-
retical rigour. The task to write about Uganda’s oil became increasingly
challenging. I was puzzled about how I can work my way into the oil de-
bate without sounding too simplistic and some sort of a prophet of doom.
The common line in the oil debate in Africa as well as those writings that
were at that time emerging on Uganda was the question of institutions of
government: gradually, I started shifting my attention from “Politics of Oil
in Uganda” as a general framing, to the Government of Oil in Uganda. I
simply wanted to study the country’s oil industry in a different manner. I
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stumbled over several debates about the idea of government. I suddenly
ended up encountering a fascinating framing of government as the “con-
duct of conduct” (Foucault). This point on, my study of and writing about
Uganda’s oil became a novel way of seeing oil as a substance around which
the behaviour of the population was being shaped in reflection of the gov-
ernment’s will to make oil the source of highly desired development. In a
number of ways, the country was turning its focus to oil production—
what I have loosely framed as a “petro-state”—a state that seeks to use its
petro-dollars to make the population better. It is from this that the final
title of this work became “The Making of a Petro-state: Governmentality
and Development Practice in Uganda’s Albertine Graben”. This work is
therefore a product of deep and careful multiphase reflections on methods,
approaches and theory that could offer alternative ways of expressing the
dynamics of an oil industry whose making is significantly crucial to the
country as a function of forms of power mobilised to be called govern-
ment. It is this government that to me, is axiomatic to the different ways of
seeing oil.

   

Paddy Kinyera
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Introduction

The Making of a Petro-state

This work is about the making of a “petro-state” in Uganda, following suc-
cessful discovery of commercially viable quantities of hydrocarbons in the
Albertine Graben, the country’s western border along the escarpments of
Lake Albert (Map 1). Let me start by placing this discovery and the rest of
the associated activities into the broader perspective of global petro-capital-
ism: Oil remains an influential part of the global economy with unique ef-
fects particularly to socio-political and socioeconomic fabrics of societies in
which the resource is extracted. Over the last three decades, the resource
has been a critical part of the configuration of the dynamics of inter-state
as well as inter-continental relations. A particularly important dimension
of these relations reflect and underscore alarmist concerns regarding ener-
gy security, dwindling reserves and climate change (Clarke, 2008; Yates,
2012; Scholvin, 2015). The somewhat contentious global quest for oil that
features what has been accurately framed as ‘rising powers’ on the in-
evitably ‘shrinking planet’ (Klare, 2008) is a key architecture of the com-
plex oil landscape. In his elaborate exploration of emerging power configu-
rations in the new global energy order, Michael Klare believes that the “the
race for what’s left” has been triggered by a realisation of what is regarded
a mismatch between increase in consumption, and the available, and se-
cure potentials for energy supply (Klare, 2008; see also Watts, 2012). At the
heart of this race for what is left is the practice of resource politics that de-
fines the nexus between people, power and resources.

This nexus is represented differently. To some scholars, the quest for oil
is a sort of a game that entangles the powerful, in which each of the partic-
ipants seeks a piece of the “candy” (Behrends et al, 2013). To others, this
quest is a configuration of power infrastructure that mirror some sort of
“new scramble” (Frynas & Manuel, 2006; Yates, 2012; Scholvin, 2015; Car-
mody, 2016). In each of these perspectives, the involvement of industri-
alised Euro-Asian and American economies in the predominantly remote
and categorically under-developed oil frontiers is salient. The new scram-
ble, or the race for what is left is triggered by predictions and idealisation
of the global energy future, to be a time of high demand with low possibil-
ities for supplies. One of such predictions was made by British Petroleum

I.
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(BP), projecting the likelihood that the global energy consumption could
increase by 36% by 2030 (BP, 2013; Scholvin, 2015: 1). With such predic-
tions, it is a compulsion for particularly the industrialised hi-tech countries
that steer the global economy to seek adequate energy security. This has to
be done through different means. The uncertainty around future energy
supply was compounded by the 9/11 terror attack on the World Trade
Centre and the Pentagon in the United States (Owen, 2004; Watts, 2009;
Mitchell, 2011). Not any longer is the uncertainty only about ensuring en-
ergy security, but also about ensuring a secure quest for energy security.

If one follows the debate around oil and other energy resources, one
could come to the conclusion that the quest for “secure” energy security is
a quest for survival of the increasingly energy-driven (particularly oil-driv-
en) human behaviour. UC Berkeley Professor Michael Watts stated many
years ago that oil is the “lifeblood of just about everything” which goes be-
yond the issue of national development, to the fundamental exercise of in-
dividual liberties and freedom (Watts, 2012: 439). These oil-driven individ-
ual liberties are subject, on the one hand, to the value of oil; and on the
other, to the volatility associated with the exploitation and appropriation
of the resource. On a positive note, the extraction of oil is at the centre of
the social welfare stability in countries like Norway, the industrialisation
in Canada and the United States, and the emergence of global cities such
as Dubai in the United Arabs Emirates (Karl, 2003; Bannon & Collier,
2003; Gupta, 2008; Thurber et al, 2011). On a negative note, however, oil is
attributed to catastrophic effects to the physical environment and socioeco-
nomic and political systems of many parts of our world. Countries such as
Venezuela, Bolivia, Iraq, among others are good examples. In oil-produc-
ing countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, the resource has been a source of
many socio-economic, political and environmental problems (Basedau &
Lacher, 2006; Le Billon, 2010; Appel, 2012a). These problems are the em-
bodiment of the so-called “resource-curse”, a hypothesis that emerged in
the 1990s (Sachs & Warner, 1995; Karl, 1997), and later constituted a pre-
dominant part of the oil scholarship in the decade of the 2000s (Ross,
2001; Robinson, et al, 2006; Collier & Hoeffler, 2006). Thinking about
new oil discoveries brings these two binaries to the fore, demonstrated by
the direction to which pre-production discussions point towards.

I. Introduction
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The Albertine Basin, Uganda’s oil-rich western region

In 2006, following years of exploration, the Ugandan government con-
firmed the discovery of hydrocarbons in the western region in commercial-
ly viable quantities. With just about 40% of the Lake Albertine Basin (com-
monly known as the Albertine Graben) having been adequately explored,
it has been confirmed that an estimated 6.5 billion (BN) barrels of Stock-

Map 1:
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tank oil initially in place (STOIIP) and, about 500 billion cubic-feet of gas
form the current hydrocarbon deposits in Uganda. The country boasts a
successful prospection and drilling record of 88%, implying that the possi-
bilities for more discoveries in the future are high. With the current de-
posit levels, it is anticipated that basic extraction technology could recover
between 1.4 and 1.7 billion barrels. Among key pointers to Uganda’s com-
mitment to becoming an oil-producing and exporting country (a petro-
state) include the development of physical infrastructure in the oil-rich Al-
bertine region—the so-called “critical oil roads”; an airport facility in
Hoima, and a pipeline facility for evacuating the oil to the international
markets—the EACOP. These developments point to Uganda potentially
joining the subcontinent’s leading players in the hydrocarbon industry
such as Angola, Nigeria, Equatorial Guinea, and Chad.

Let us bring these statistical estimates above to bear on a time-frame as-
sumption: if Uganda’s oil remains at the estimated recoverable potential
of, say, 1.4BN barrels, with a potential peak production of the estimated
60.000 barrels per day (estimated to be evacuated by the EACOP), Uganda
could produce oil for about half a century. But if peak production goes up
to 100.000 barrels per day, this time frame could be reduced by about half.
It is possible to speculate on the quantities to be produced, but it is rather
difficult to make realistic assumptions on what revenue the country could
earn due to volatility in oil prices. Nonetheless, there is just enough about
which to be excited with Uganda’s oil—and the prospect that the country
is treading towards an era of “petro-dollars”. These prospects have sent a
mixed but two kinds of signals to Ugandans. There is, on the one hand, the
Ugandan government’s perspective, also the hope of the general popula-
tion that the country, with its newly found resource, is likely to undergo
rapid development with an oil-driven industrialisation. This perspective
which alludes towards effective utilisation of expected oil revenues, has
been a dominant development narrative of the regime-leaning political
class over the past decade. On the other hand, there is what I would like to
refer to as the “dooms narrative”: the view that the pre-production oil situ-
ation in Uganda represents recipes for failures, and a high propensity for
the occurrence of the familiar resource-curse phenomena (Bategeka & Ma-
tovu, 2011; Mbabazi, 2013; Olanya, 2012). These fears which have charac-
terised the nature of the country’s oil literature are dominant among the
ordinary citizens, the political elite opposed to the establishment, and sec-
tions of civil society and non-governmental organisations.

Not only are these fears founded on the subcontinent's perpetual nega-
tivities drawn from the leading players, such as Nigeria, Angola, and Chad,

I. Introduction

24



they are also reflective of the political situation in Uganda. Viewed critical-
ly, both the pessimist and the optimist perspectives on Uganda’s oil revolve
around the question of how well the government is prepared to manage the
oil resource. The one commonality between both perspectives is the fact
that oil is viewed from the lens of the likely revenues that could accrue
from it; and government is viewed as the role of authorities of the state.
The expectations of the Ugandan population in regard to the oil revenues
and, how the revenues will be used to move the country forward are at the
centre of the oil country’s oil debate. This is because oil is quickly translat-
ed into money; and the management of the process of translating oil into
fortunes of the future is viewed as a sphere of the state. So what is there
beyond oil revenue and the part to be played by the state to mis/-appropri-
ate it? In order to find out what is more than just the revenues and the
work of the Ugandan authorities, this work views the Ugandan oil situa-
tion in ways that transcend the revenue aspect; and the conduct of govern-
ment beyond the function of the state. This is not to belittle the revenue
component, as it is the lynchpin of the global oil complex, but to move
new motions for debate: since Uganda is yet to produce oil, why is it im-
portant to care about what does not exist? This is a mind-bogging question,
but an important one to show that oil—the substance—is not the problem
but the assortment of speculations, hopes and aspirations; narratives and
practices that make it a problematic subject. In this sense, oil is and should
be understood in terms of much more than just the oil itself, and its mone-
tary aspects.

Moreover, governing oil should also go beyond the conventional work
of the state as is often the case. Since Watts suggests that oil is the lifeblood
of just about everything, studying oil situations should reflect this com-
plexity. That way, governing human conducts around critical substances
such as that which anchors individual liberties and freedoms ought to be
viewed as actions upon actions. This way, our understanding of oil in new
frontiers such as Uganda should be in relation to diverse sets of materiali-
ties that should generally be viewed as the inculcation of petro-mentalities
in the population—the configuration of neoliberal petro-capitalistic atti-
tudes among the oil exploration and extraction communities and the state
authorities. These petro-mentalities should among others, include setting
the stage for involving in oil business: from developing the infrastructure
of producing oil, to allocating and sharing of oil revenues; the mitigation
of environmental impacts; and the avoidance of resource conflicts, and fi-
nally, in the case of Uganda, viewing the oil situation from this perspective
allows for an in-depth analysis of the process in making the future when
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actual oil begins to flow. In other words, one has to think about socio-spa-
tial and politico-economic traditions that are poised to encounter and in-
terface with oil-related activities; the kinds of interactions that are likely to
ensue, and how these interactions are governed to make oil production
possible or impossible.

Viewed this way, not only is the burden of scholarship to think about oil
in terms of its possibilities, but also its impossibilities; the burden to exam-
ine the way social attitudes are re-configured to reflect the new critical spa-
tial thinking about oil; the burden to explain processes of planned and un-
planned transformations among the Ugandan population, particularly the
communities living in proximity to the prospective oil fields; such that
they are amenable to the complexities of oil extraction. On taking a close
look at the extensive body of the literature on oil in sub-Saharan Africa,
one could argue that Uganda is treading a path similar to other oil-produc-
ing countries in the sub-continent. This path has a rather predictable,
consistent and familiar pattern with a glaring image of oil-linked prob-
lems: the presumption that there can never be a win-win situation with the
resource. One such perspective is depicted in the work of Eshita Gupta,
which places the sub-continent’s top oil producers—Nigeria and Angola—
among the top five highly politically risky environments compared to the
traditional models, such as in Norway and Canada (Gupta, 2008: 1196).
This daunting representation does not only concretise the resource-curse
thesis that underlines what is characterised as petro-states, it also more gen-
erally illustrates a dimension of the so-called “Afro-pessimism”—a pes-
simism that is linked to the character of being petro-states. I would like to
coin the notion: “afro-petro-pessimism” to offset a way of thinking about
oil and the fear-factor it brings to new oil fields on the African continent.
The idea underpinning the notion of the petro-state reflects grids of rea-
soning that are predominant around oil production in Africa, on the one
hand, of dependency on oil revenues, and on the other, the institutional
failures that make the utilisation of these revenues problematic.

As defined by former director of Canadian Centre for Policy Alterna-
tives—Bruce Campbell, a petro-state is a country that is dependent on
petroleum for up to 50 per cent or more of export earnings, and petroleum
constituting at least a quarter of its Gross Domestic Products (GDP). It is
also explained by situations where the sector accounts for at least a quarter
of government revenue. By this standard, we could argue that Norway,
Canada, and Saudi Arabia are as petro-states as are Venezuela, Nigeria,
Chad or Angola. The difference between these oil-dependent countries is
the relative difference in the way revenue from oil has been used. What
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this means is that we can view and categorise petro-states at two levels: the
first level being that of sector dominance—i.e. dependency on petroleum;
and the other is the level of value utilisation. The most dominant categori-
sation of petro-states, at least for the case of countries in the global south
has been at the level of revenue utilisation. This has become a stable con-
vention that is difficult to go against. With this in mind, there is an enor-
mous temptation to think about Uganda’s emerging oil situation in ways
that recall the familiar approaches of reiterating the potentials for these
multidimensional failures that have characterised the petro-states of the
global south. However, heeding to this temptation would call for narrow-
ing the optics of viewing the ways in which Ugandans (should) anticipate
oil. To take this line of argument to a different direction, we have to criti-
cally re-examine the idea of failure that is genuinely represented by the re-
source-curse thesis.

Going through conventional ways of reasoning, there is a relatively sta-
ble consensus among scholars that the petro-failure of petro-states particu-
larly in the global south have their origin in what can be understood as
regimes of (proper or improper) resource management (see for example:
Colom-Jaén & Bidaurratzaga-Aurre, 2015; Watts, 2010, 2009; Oyefusi,
2007). More vividly, the failures are part of the broader question of govern-
ment. The one critic that can render this way of reasoning debatable refers
to what I have already stated above: thinking of petroleum in economic
terms, and viewing government as a unit of resource allocation. Drawing
on the logic of my idea of a petro-state, I urge that attention ought to be
paid to the pre-existing or re-/created structures and institutions that man-
age both the revenue aspect of the resource, as well as the non-revenue
components. There is an elaborately clear line of argument that institu-
tions through which oil production is governed are at the heart of the re-
current petro-failures. Moreover, it is the character of these institutions
that have attracted the categorisation of nations as “weak”, and therefore
prone to failing (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2013; Khan, 2010; Mehlum et al,
2006). In all states generally, and in petro-states particularly, institutions
are, as a matter of principle, expected to create some forms of order that
should enable effective practice of government to be undertaken. How-
ever, we ought to remain mindful of the fact that categories such as order
and/or disorder can be subjectively perceived. Moreover, in practice, while
in some situations disorder is deplorable, in others, disorder could be in-
fluential tools for governing conducts.

There are a series of institutional problems of government that genuine-
ly belongs to the realms of accidental disorder—that is to say, disorder that
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