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1. Introduction     1 

1 Introduction 

 

Talking about the concept of African Agency may come as a surprise in the context of mining 

operations in a poor and needy Africa, which is always in a beggar’s position. Natural resources, a 

potential source of income, seem to eagerly waiting to be extracted at the slightest show of interest 

from foreign entrepreneurs. African players invest their meagre resources just to get the attention of 

a few investors who are willing to risk engaging with the ”K-Kontinent”1, (Schmidt 2003) whose 

supposedly most recognizable characteristics are morbidity and catastrophes (Grill 2005). In addition, 

the bargaining power of the entire African continent is one of the weakest of the world. As such, 

African actors are left with limited room for manoeuvre to exercise any kind of agency. 

Although Chinese presence on the African continent is relatively well covered by researchers from 

various academic fields, they often downplay the dimension of these interactions, which could have 

given a more balanced and fair picture of China's interplay with Africa. On the contrary, those works 

overstate Chinas power, portraying it mostly as having a dominant role in Africa to the detriment of 

local economies. Yet multiple African players at various levels of the social hierarchy undertake 

actions to advance their own interests, even sometimes challenging foreign entrepreneurs, and 

thereby bringing the Chinese raid on Africa into perspective. 

Drawing upon the recent wave of Asian actors who have travelled to the African continent and 

especially to resource-rich countries in search of mineral resources, the approach used in this work 

progresses downwards from continental to country level to get a better sense of interactions 

between two countries in particular: China and Cameroon. In Cameroon's mining sector, much 

research remains to be done regarding the issue of African Agency in the framework of Chinese-

Cameroonian relations. Filling this gap therefore constitutes the cornerstone of this work which 

examines in detail how the Cameroonian agents interact with the Chinese in the mining sector from 

various angles. 

Before delving into a specific case, the broader context of interactions is presented, beginning with 

earlier contacts with the outside world and leading up to the advent of latecomer investors, as well 

as the roles played by African protagonists. In addition, an overview of the state of art followed by 

the theories buttressing this research endeavour will be introduced. The section wraps up with an 

outline of the methodology used for collecting, processing and interpreting data which is the raison 

d’être of the next chapter. 

 

1.1 Thesis plan 

This document consists of nine main chapters combining ‘Political ecology’ and ‘African Agency’ 

theories in addressing the issue of Chinese-Cameroonian encounters within the specific context of 

Cameroon’s ASM sector. 

                                                           
1
 The African continent, Kontinent der Kriege, Krisen, Kriminalität, Korruption, Kapitalflucht, Krankheiten und 

Katastrophen: „K-Kontinent“ was coined by Grill in his book entitled “Ach, Afrika. Berichte aus dem Inneren 
eines Kontinents” (2005: 12). K is the initial letter in the German language for negative characteristics such as 
those respectively mentioned in the book: wars, crises, crime, corruption, capital flight, diseases and disasters. 



1. Introduction     2 

Chapter one provides an introduction to this thesis, beginning with a description of the context in 

which the research was conducted as well as the historical background covering the legal evolution 

of Cameroon’s gold mining sector. A brief history of mining prospection and production in Cameroon 

is provided from a perspective that silences the agency role which could have been played by 

nationals over time. This is followed by the state of art of African-Asian interactions in the mining 

sector leading to a description of Cameroonian-Chinese interactions which portrays the reality of 

these exchanges in various sectors. The concept of African Agency within the African mining sector is 

summarily revisited by showcasing a cross section of well-known African mining producers. Based on 

these concrete examples of African Agency, the discussion is taken to a more abstract level. This 

explains why this PhD is underpinned by two theoretical frameworks. The first one is ‘Political 

ecology’ whose characteristics such as frontier disciplines, a multi-scale perspective and historical 

analysis combining socio-political factors and related resource conflicts are initially discussed. The 

second one, the ‘African Agency’ concept is explored through its two main components which are 

African state-based Agency and non-state African Agency. The first chapter closes with a brief 

overview of the problem statement, research objectives, questions and assumptions. 

Chapter two deals with research methodologies and approaches used to collect process and analyse 

data leading to results presented in ensuing chapters. The methodology discussion entails a blend of 

quantitative and qualitative approaches, including the grounded theory for accessing data that are 

processed and used to support arguments put forward in this PhD. A complementary technique, 

spatial analysis, combines remote sensing and GIS software in processing Landsat satellite images for 

land use classification.  It gauges land use/cover changes associated with the mechanisation of 

mining processes in the Betare-Oya region. The research therefore uses multiple methods research 

and specific techniques sequentially and in some cases, combines them to provide more variegated 

evidence all contributing to answer the research question. The structure is outlined towards the end 

of this chapter. 

Chapters three to six form the main body of the thesis, as they include an outline and subsequent 

discussion of results obtained. Chapter three begins by discussing recent developments in 

Cameroon’s mining sector both at the level of Artisanal and Small-scale Mining (ASM) and Large Scale 

Mining from the standpoint of stakeholders in the gold mining industry, and goes on to present their 

entrance and achievements in  sequential order. To complete this picture of the mining context, the 

chapter considers the different ways in which investors move across segments of Cameroon’s Gold 

Value Chain (GVC). Within each of these six segments, practices of companies are explored and 

compared based on common criteria. The chapter ends with a discussion of the sustainability of 

mechanised gold mining in that region, in light of the local people’s perception of the impacts of 

these mining operations on their indigenous economy, people’s lives in the remote location and on 

their environment as well. 

Chapter four dwells at length on a single aspect of the impact of gold extraction, i.e. environmental 

changes. Thus, through multi date remote sensing, a diachronic analysis of changes detected on the 

mining landscape, within and around Betare-Oya between 2000 and 2016 is conducted. This is 

followed by an examination of regional geophysical settings entailing localisation of the study area, 

elevation mapping which unveils a number of geodynamic processes. Based on the elevation model, 

a localised geology as well as a classification of affected landscapes are presented. Once this is 

established, the land use/cover distribution is analysed. It shows a sample of four maps representing 

land use/cover categories of the same location over four reference dates. The individual maps 
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describe various classes and then compares them in pair in order to highlight differences and 

similarities. Thus, the land use/cover change analysis of the mining region helps to identify and 

compute the surface area impacted by mechanisation over the last fifteen years. 

Chapter five analyses and discusses the active role played by Cameroonian agents in their 

interactions with Chinese nationals in the mining sector in general, and in the ASM in particular, 

especially during the period before investors became aware of the existence of the country’s 

geological resources. It therefore begins by exploring policy adopted by national officials in 

anticipation of future mining development. It proceeds further by looking at enticing actions taken by 

indigenous private investors to stimulate, foster and facilitate the implantations and development of 

Asian presence in their mining sector. The last section of the chapter is devoted to the benefits 

garnered by riverine communities as a result of social investments through CAPAM’s intermediation, 

the involvement of Cameroonian middlemen and investors in the mining sector, and various cash 

disbursements by Chinese businessmen. 

Chapter six analyses Cameroonian actors’ reactions to the Chinese presence which include adopting, 

adapting to, or resisting Chinese mining initiatives. It largely concentrates on describing to what 

extent local citizens work and collaborate with Chinese entrepreneurs by providing their mining firms 

with labour, as well as several key services needed to grow their investments. This is followed by a 

discussion of the room for manoeuvre left to native-led initiatives. In this regard, a set of tactics 

astutely employed by Cameroonian actors to promote their own interests, in this zero sum game, is 

considered. Once it is established that locals peacefully collaborate with Asian investors, the last 

section deals with challenges Asian mining investors face in dealing with indigenous agents, including 

violent action which can sometimes even involve murder, showing the antagonistic side of these 

interactions. 

Drawing on arguments posited in chapters three, four, five and six, chapter seven attempts to 

capture the key points presented, discusses the implications of the results presented above and 

provides context for the findings of this research within the broader framework of Chinese-African 

encounters and thereby reveals the vulnerability of Chinese investors in the African mining contexts 

as well as the agency demonstrated by a variety of African actors in their daily interactions with 

Chinese citizens, though sometimes at odds with and competing against each other. The alleged 

passivity of Africans, at least in the mining sector, turns out in Cameroon’s ASM, to be an enabling 

force for the Chinese whose actions it can either stimulate or counter in various ways. To conclude 

this discussion chapter, a last section provides some recommendations for future study of African 

Agency in the framework of African-Chinese relationships. 

Chapter eight, the last chapter, highlights the main findings and also summarizes the research. The 

last chapter is made up of chapter eight and its German translation. 

 

1.2 State of the art 

The conceptual framework of this work refers to the vast field of relations between Africa and Asia 

which has gained considerable interest from the academic community over the last decade (Taylor 

2004, Kaplinsky et al. 2007, Alden 2007, Brautigam 2010, Li 2011, Shinn & Eisenman 2012, etc.). 

Moving from the continental down to the country scale, it then focuses more specifically on 



1. Introduction     4 

interactions between two countries: China and Cameroon. Finally the other concept covered by the 

state of the art is that of African Agency, whose output is more recent, especially when narrowed 

down to Africa’s extractive sector. 

In more concrete terms, this section attempts to shed light on the state of research on some of the 

concepts explored in this work. It specifically studies interactions between the African and Asian 

continents, then looks at ties between Cameroon and China and concludes by discussing African 

Agency in Africa’s mining sector. 

 

1.2.1 African-Asian interactions 

For the sake of convenience, notwithstanding the current diversity at continental and even at 

national level, this work will nevertheless use these generic blocks, but will refine them in the course 

of its analysis, by confining itself to the cases of the two countries which are found on both 

continents as these case studies will serve to better illustrate the concept of African Agency. 

Indeed, Africa has 54 States while Asia has 44. Though comparable in number, the surface areas are 

largely unequal with Africa’s land mass being one third smaller than Asia’s (WorldAtlas 2016). Each 

one is unique and cannot be likened to the other. It is fairly common to approach interactions 

between Asia and Africa as if they were both uniform entities. Yet neither Africa nor Asia is a single 

monolithic block. Even regional groupings based on geo-climatic, economic zones such as the 

Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS), the Economic Community of West African 

States (ECOWAS), the Southern African Development Community (SADC), etc. The Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC), etc. are by 

no means indicators of uniformity between the constituent States. Moreover, local specificities are 

such that, within the same country, there are lines of distinction in the sense of sovereign entities 

that are recognized by the international community, which might suggest the presence of several 

countries within the boundaries of a single country. 

Africa for its part is an aggregate of 54 countries, none of which can be confused with the other, 

given their numerous dissimilarities. Historical trajectories are so varied within the same colonial 

empire that political regimes rarely overlap, and each region has specific political practices. Natural 

resource endowment levels among these countries are equally diversified, ranging from countries 

with great potential to those with very few resources. The economic situation is as chequered as the 

demographic landscape with some countries being affluent (Nigeria, Ethiopia, Egypt, Tanzania) whilst 

others are relatively destitute (Gabon, RCA, Congo-Brazzaville). The vast range of diverse realities 

makes it a real challenge to truly grasp the nature of ties between China and each of these countries. 

However, the fact remains that conflicting interests often drive stakeholders’ actions in each of these 

states. Because of the recent thawing of these relationships, Asian and African interactions have 

been grabbing international and local headlines more often and are now an appealing research topic, 

which can be studied from a variety of perspectives and by various disciplines such as economics 

(Taylor 2015), human geography (Mohan & Lampert 2012), political science (Alden 2007, Corkin 

2013), etc.. It now seems like a recently formed relationship. The truth is that the earliest contacts 

between Chinese and African people occurred long before the first expedition of Vasco da Gama who 

arrived on the Mozambican coast (Africa) in 1498. The famous Chinese sailor Zheng, whose voyages 
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on-board an impressive fleet promoted the Chinese-African trade, created a platform for the trade of 

Chinese goods, namely gold, silver, colour silk, porcelain, rice, beans, etc. on the one hand, in against 

African products such as ivory, rhinoceros horns, and red sandalwood on the other hand (Li 2015). It 

is reported that in 1418, the Chinese admiral himself brought back gifts from Somalia for the 

emperor (Wekesa 2013). Although the trade mainly involved Northern and Eastern Africa and 

Madagascar, Asia and Africa had indeed maintained some ties before recent ones developed. 

Interactions between Africa and Asia have attracted growing interest from much academic and 

mainstream media. On the Asian side, the most commonly studied countries are those whose 

economic vitality drives them towards new horizons in search of resources and opportunities for 

their ever-growing industries. These include China, India, Japan, South Korea and more recently 

Malaysia (Mitchell & Lahn 2007, Large 2013, Soyeun Kim 2013, Chatham 2014, Darrack & Neville 

2014 etc.). They are generally perceived as vectors of change that could harm, destroy, seduce, 

instruct or even inspire Africa in its quest for the well-being of another bearer, given that Africa is 

generally perceived as the passive object of these countries’ endeavours, thereby denying Africa’s 

capacity to take any initiative of its own. Thus, the latter is presented as neither in the act of 

conquering Asia, nor merely in a state of opposition to Asia’s push or even having a dominant status 

relative to Asian actors on their own soil, or redirecting the course of their interactions, and 

voluntary going along with their partners.  Even the most powerful of them (South Africa, Nigeria) 

have so far not been granted such personality. Yet examples of this kind, which this work shall revisit 

later, exist on the African continent. In presenting this “Asia-centered” approach, it is important to 

note that this work is about China, usually considered as the leader of this movement of conquest 

and predatory preying on Africa. Its arrival on the continent drew much attention and aroused 

various reactions (Mohan & Power 2008, Brautigam 2010, Taylor 2004, Grimm 2014, Sautman 2015, 

etc.). For example, in his seminal contribution on Chinese-African relations, Alden (2007) summarizes 

observers’ perceptions of the Chinese presence in Africa in three tables. This presence is sometimes 

perceived as “colonialist” with savage practices that are reminiscent of colonial era policies now 

considered as a thing of the past, by trying to impose its economic itinerary as the standard to be 

adopted by an African elite for the conduct of business within the framework of the South-South 

partnership. Sometimes it is perceived as a ”competitor” which annihilates all the hopes and efforts 

to build up an African entrepreneurial class since it pays no heed to local needs or concerns and 

indulges in resource grabbing (Alden 2007, Daly 2008, Clarke 2010, Song 2011). Another face given to 

this actor is that of a ”comrade” who wishes to help the African continent rise from its knees to 

attain the international dignity that only economic development is likely to bring, drawing on its own 

recent experience (Alden 2008). 

Case studies across the continent are few and initially focus on those that are geographically close to 

China and which in the past have maintained more or less distant commercial ties with Asia around 

the transoceanic trading network (Raum 1989). These include South Africa and other countries 

bordering the Indian Ocean such as Tanzania, Zambia, Kenya, Somalia, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, 

Madagascar and the Indian islands. They will then extend their spectrum to other countries that are 

more distant but which have significant natural resources, sometimes coupled with large 

demographics, as is the case of Nigeria, Angola, the DRC, Southern Sudan, Ghana, and the traders' 

networks in Mali, Senegal, etc.). 

The approach consists in selecting one or more cases out of the two sets, to be studied 

simultaneously on each of the two continents. When the chosen field is Africa, actors usually studied 
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are Asians, and similarly African actors will be studied in the context of the Asian continent. Asia or 

Africa merely serve as frameworks, and the interactions between these actors are less prominent in 

existing studies (Corkin 2013, Giese & Thiel 2013, Mohan et al. 2014, Gadzala 2015, etc.). African 

continent’s actors are rarely found in Asia, as is the case with one of the few existing works on the 

subject. It is a sociocultural work carried out by Bodomo (2012) in which he considered the effects of 

the African presence in Asia. In addition to presenting the motives and processes followed by these 

African entrepreneurs in China, this research also looks at the day to day lives of Africa's newest 

diaspora, Africans in six Chinese cities of China in particular, especially the process of community 

formation which tends to conquer essentially the commercial areas of which they later become the 

intermediary agents, by connecting Chinese markets to African outlets. However all too often, the 

focus is on the Chinese presence in Africa (Mohan & Power 2008, 2009, Mohan & Lampert 2012). 

Few studies have systematically reviewed all the countries of one of the two groups or used an 

overall perspective as did Shinn & Eisenman (2012). Other authors prefer to orient thematic studies 

of China-Africa relations towards the study of China’s relations with each African country taken 

individually. Topics covered include Chinese Development Assistance in Africa (AFRODAD 2011, 

Brautigam 2011), China's involvement in Africa’s agricultural sector (Brautigam 2015), Chinese 

presence in Africa’s health sector (Li  2011, Pokam 2011), China's Resource Diplomacy in Africa 

(Taylor 2006; Urban et al. 2011, Alves 2011, Power et al. 2012), China's Commodity-backed finance 

(Brautigam & Gallagher 2014), Chinese Policy in Africa (Ogunsanwo 1974), Chinese cooperation in 

Africa (Grimm 2014) and even the history of the first contacts between Africa and China (Li 2015). To 

a large extent, these thematic studies follow the logic of country-specific research and focus mainly 

on Sub Saharan. Recent works devote less attention to northern Africa, meaning that the Maghreb 

countries remain poorly covered compared with the former which is represented by sub-Saharan 

Africa. 

This provides a sense of the wide scope covered by the topic of China-Africa cooperation which will 

be the subject of this research. That said, it is important to note that though the spatial framework of 

this work includes the two continents, it will be narrowed down to a country approach as many 

previous works have done by opting for one country in Asia, China in this case and another in Africa, 

with Cameroon being the choice for this study. The aim is to take a close look at the dynamics of 

these Chinese-Cameroonian interactions, with special emphasis on the mining sector. Although this 

approach isolates two protagonists which in real life cannot interact outside of all the influences of 

other countries which are actors and subjects of globalization, it nevertheless has the advantage of 

narrowing down its focus to analyse the dynamics of  these interactions in greater detail, by devoting 

more than the usual amount of attention to the African partner, thus attempting to bridge the 

imbalance in the studies, which Hirschman described as the "disparity of attention" (1978: 47). 

 

1.2.2 Cameroon-China relations and interactions 

China-Cameroon bilateral relations are relatively young and have only accelerated over the past two 

decades as a result of Deng Xiaoping's internal reforms in China. Since then, the country has been 

more ambitious and avid for international conquest. The momentum recently gained by these 

cooperation ties has been the subject of numerous studies that can be grouped under four main 

themes. 
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The first group, although marginal, focuses on the tumultuous cooperation between the two 

countries from the period of the independence struggles up to the establishment of cooperation 

agreements in 1971. This period is essentially marked by Chinese support for Cameroonian 

Nationalists, often to the detriment of the government that had led the country since its 

independence. China would later be compelled to withdraw this support in order to restore normalcy 

to its relations with the ruling class. Evidence of this emerging cooperation can be seen in some high 

profile investments made in Cameroon under Mao Zedong’s leadership (Ogunsanwo 1974, Joseph 

1977, Konings 2011). The Mao-led international action would later slip into a temporal lull, at least as 

far as Cameroon is concerned. 

The second angle of study, and by far the most important, is based on socio-economic interests and 

aims to identify the Chinese presence in the country, namely through its investments in different 

segments of economic life such as trade, infrastructure, natural resources, and aid. These 

investments result from the warming of diplomatic ties between China and Cameroon, precisely the 

needs of the respective partners which prompted them to act. These works review Chinese 

achievements coupled with an analysis of the impacts of this intensified investment in Cameroon 

(Khan & Baye 2008, Plate, 2008, Jansson 2009, Wenzel 2010, AFRODAD 2011, Tsounkeu & Halleson 

2014). In addition to this recent compilation of a body of knowledge on China’s presence in 

Cameroon, the reactions of local communities including an opinion poll were assessed as well. 

The third perspective of this research is related to Cameroonian perceptions of the phenomenon 

dubbed "Chinese invasion" or the “influx of Chinese citizens”. Indeed in a survey conducted in 2008, 

various opinions were expressed regarding the Chinese presence in Cameroon (Ngome 2007). As an 

illustration, up to 92% of respondents expressed the positive view Chinese funds have made it 

possible for the country to develop infrastructure and other projects. On the other hand, 8% believe 

the Chinese presence is dangerous because it tends to stifle domestic entrepreneurship as many 

local communities are unable to compete on equal terms with these better trained and more 

affluent investors (Sautman & Hairong 2009). 

In analysing the Chinese presence in Cameroon, the fourth approach used is comparison. Perkins 

(2012) examined this issue by comparing the Chinese and American diplomatic philosophies and the 

modus operandi of these two actors in the Cameroonian arena. As a result, American achievements 

lack visibility and are therefore more abstract, namely value-oriented (human rights, democracy, 

transparency, etc.), while those of the Chinese are more concrete and tangible. This can increase or 

decrease the capital of sympathy that citizens can have for one and the other. There is one last 

method of analysis, which is the prospective approach. 

Some other authors have added to these studies, dealing mainly with past and current cooperation 

ties, which is a prospective perspective. It attempts to predict how beneficial this relationship could 

be for the two nations in the near future. For Cameroon specifically with respect to its emergence by 

2035, the visible impacts of China’s social investment have already shown what such cooperation can 

bring to the country in its efforts to pave the way towards employment and economic growth (Ateba 

Eyéné 2012). 

In the natural resources sector, the Chinese presence in Cameroon was investigated from a sub-

regional perspective (Congo Basin) by several CIFOR studies (Essoungou Kwack 2009, Putzel et al. 

2011). In the mining sector in particular, Chinese investment was evidenced and reviewed (Janssen 

2009), and then various analysis of Chinese practices were conducted in the forestry sector (Cerutti 
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et al. 2011, Assembe-Mvondo et al. 2015), the mining sector (Nguepjouo & Runge 2017, Nguepjouo 

2017) and specifically the ASM Sub-sector (Bakia 2014, Weng et al. 2015). 

As discussed above, the role of China in Africa is understood through the lens of China's policies and 

strategies which result in forest and mining investments on the ground in African. It remains the 

leitmotiv of previous scientific work. Thus, with the exception of opinion polls (Ngome 2007); the 

approaches used by those publications make little room for national actors. From the outset, it is 

necessary to establish the fact that the Chinese are showing interest in Cameroon and providing 

evidence to support this claim, presenting the opportunities and challenges arising from this 

presence and resulting impacts, which could probably lead to further medium and long term effects. 

In studying the nature of cooperation with China, at least in Cameroon’s case, the available literature 

does not consider the role of national actors leaving their own marks in these interactions with the 

Chinese actors in the mining sector, in such a way as to prompt the latter to assert their agency and 

thus change the Chinese game, even to the point of diverting it a few times to their exclusive 

advantage. In other words the issue of African Agency in the mining sector represents absent in the 

research on China-Cameroon relations; hence which this work will endeavour to fill the gap as the 

next chapters unfold. 

 

1.2.3 African Agency within the Africa’s mineral sector 

In seeking to understand the ways in which Asian actors operate in various African fields, 

publications invest a great deal of resources and tend to suggest that the power of these Asian actors 

is the only determinant factor of Chinese-African interactions. Thus, the human, financial, diplomatic, 

technical and technological resources originating from China, by virtue of being colossal and 

disproportionate help to intimidate the adverse party into accepting anything on offer. The latter 

therefore renounces any initiative of its own and places itself at the service of the Chinese agenda. 

Although most of these studies are carried out on African soil, they often miss the interplay of 

multiple African actors on various scales that harmonize, clash, spy, challenge and even dictate the 

terms of interaction as they seek to promote their own interests, thereby putting the Chinese raid on 

Africa into perspective. 

Hence, a great deal of research has been devoted to Asian actors, notably Chinese – whether or not 

initiated by the central or provincial government – it is generally felt that Africa is perceived as a 

conquered land where they go to deploy their various activities with no thought about the 

communities involved. The aim of this work is to give more analytical attention to African actors, 

who, for their part, are not just apathetic, indolent or even in a wait-and-see posture towards the 

Chinese surge as is widely thought. Instead, they sometimes know how to position themselves in the 

relations, often in anticipation of the arrival of Chinese actors, but often also acting as partners, 

negotiating or entering into direct confrontation with these operators in order to defend or promote 

their interests when they feel under threat from a foreign presence deemed unwelcome. 

The most illustrative African examples of this African Agency approach are found in several countries 

that have a strong tradition of mining activity south of the Sahara, such as Angola in Central Africa, 

studied in detail by Corkin (2013), Zambia in East Africa by Sautman (2015), Nigeria in West Africa 

(Mohan et al. 2014, Taylor 2015), in which China was involved in extracting mineral resources. 
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1.2.3.1 Instances of Angolan Agency in the mineral sector 

According to the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), the Republic of Angola is the 

second largest producer of oil in Africa totalling crude oil production levels of up to 1,767,100 barrels 

Per Day (OPEC 2016a) which make up the lion’s share of government revenue (+70%) and more than 

90% of the country's exports (CIA 2016). The country is therefore hugely dependent on oil-related 

businesses and took some steps to control the sector from the early days of the oil production 

sector, even during the period of exclusive Western operations. 

During the Cold War era, national elites were able to manipulate foreign actors. The ruling Marxist 

MPLA in the fledging nation exploited the oil platforms in collusion with Americans, thus ignoring the 

ideological differences between Angolan Marxists and American capitalists. Furthermore, a large part 

of the resulting oil revenues was used to provide the party and the country with Soviet-

manufactured weapons. Concurrently, Cuban troops at the service of Angola provided security by 

guarding the sites against US-funded guerrilla incursions (Shaxson 2007). Towards the end of the war, 

Angola contracted at least forty-eight oil-backed loans based on terms that were particularly 

advantageous to Western banks including the BNP Paribas of France, Standard Chartered of the UK, 

Commerzbank of Germany, and so on (Brautigam 2009). Although not profitable in absolute terms 

for the countries, these deals in Angola’s case do provide evidence that even before the arrival of 

Chinese entrepreneurs, African elites were not idle or passive observers in the face of mining 

operations carried out on their territories. 

One of the effects of the influx of Chinese investors was the arousal of renewed interest among 

Western actors who had gradually lost control of a sector that had to be re-conquered and shared 

with Chinese operators. For example, following tough negotiations, the Chinese parties were able to 

gain exclusive rights to purchase Angolan crude oil which had hitherto been the preserve of Western 

countries. Although Angola does not yield its production on the world market to the highest bidder, 

prices are indexed on the international spot price of the day, so the price is always the best possible 

for the seller country (Angola) and although procurement is secured for the buyer (China), the 

purchase price is the best he could have obtained. As Corkin also acknowledges (2013: 83), "such an 

arrangement was not to the liking of the Chinese government, whose interests would be better served 

by a lower, fixed price, in form of a long-term supply contract", an observation which confirms the 

fact that none of the previous of oil-backed financing arrangements made by the Westerners were 

ever as beneficial to Angola. 

In terms of regulations governing the hydrocarbons sector and the use of oil revenues, the Angolan 

government has established a legislative and regulatory framework to safeguard the country’s 

interests in all petroleum transactions carried out with third parties. While the enforcement of these 

regulations is a continuing source of concern, loans have been consistently serviced and numerous 

investments in infrastructure have emerged. The noted weaknesses in the implementation of these 

measures, such as the abolition of the import tax on construction material, poor maintenance of 

construction works, a strong national currency, the rigidity of labour legislation, etc. are not enough 

to annihilate the efforts undertaken upstream as well as the relevance of the processes leading to 

these results. Many examples illustrate African Agency in Angola, notably the ‘big men’ within 

political elite circles and its contemporary developments, the 'Angolanisation' of the China Exim Bank 

loan, the promotion of what is known today as the 'Angolan Model', the oft-cited Chinese case for a 
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'win-win'. It appears that China is not moving on conquered territory in the Angolan oil sector, the 

nationals having succeeded in putting their interests first both by means of sectoral regulatory 

instruments and through various negotiations. The country has taken an important albeit inadequate 

step to make its national resources benefit all Angolans. However the crucial issue of governance of 

resources thus reaped remains a concern, which cannot be blamed on China alone, and calls for 

urgent and additional efforts on the part of the governing apparatus to deeply entrench the positive 

effects from this cooperation with China. 

 

1.2.3.2 Zambian Agency within the Copperbelt 

Another African country with rich mineral endowments, is the Republic of Zambia where copper ore 

accounts for 85% of the country’s exports. Chinese investment has targeted the Copperbelt region 

and is currently the biggest source of investments in the Zambian copper industry. It took over an 

abandoned mining project which is nowadays frequently portrayed as an illustration of China’s 

negative presence in African economies. Nevertheless, some measures taken by various Zambian 

actors to challenge Chinese investment and shape Chinese intervention to their benefit have not 

been very robust. Employees of the Chinese-owned Chambishi mine, for example, complained and 

even called a strike in protest over the working conditions imposed by their Chinese employer. A 

2005 accident at the mine took the lives of more than 50 local employees. The incident fuelled public 

ill sentiment which has only continued to grow to the point that Michael Sata, the long-time Zambian 

opposition leader, and then-leader of the Patriotic Front party, built his 2006 electoral campaign on 

the platform of ‘anti-Chinese’ sentiment. His slogan was ‘Zambia for Zambians’ which intimated that 

he would expel those he called ‘infestors’ rather than investors and would recognise Taiwan as a 

sovereign state if elected. This posture did not fail to affect Chinese-Zambian diplomacy, as the 

Chinese ambassador in Lusaka, Li Baodong, broke his silence, disregarding the principle of non-

interference in the internal affairs of foreign countries, and declared that Beijing would suspend its 

cooperation with Zambia if Sata won the elections. Though Sata lost the election at the time, this 

resentment against the Chinese has grown unabated, and even led to President Hu Jintao’s decision 

not to stop by the Copperbelt during an official visit to Zambia in February 2007, he who was the 

architect behind the internationalization and diversification of supplies in order to deal with the 

decline of stocks since he came to power in 2003 (Kopinski & Polus 2014). 

The next attempt in 2011 was the charm for the late President SATA who successfully leveraged 

widespread discontent to fuel his bid for the presidency. He did not, however, keep his campaign 

promises. And instead of withdrawing the copper mining project from the Chinese, he set new rules 

for the Chinese state-run China Non-Ferrous Metals Mining Corporation (CNMC) which has been 

operating in the country since 1998. He also took steps to double mining royalties in 2011 (Corkin, 

2013). This led to more dramatic and longer strikes by disappointed employees. The October 2011 

strike during which managers at the Chinese-run copper mine responded by opening fire on at least 

1,000 workers was particularly turbulent. However government pressure in the days that followed 

compelled the company to reinstate the workers (Wells 2011). 

Sautman (2015) has developed the notion of racialization as Agency in Zambia-China relations. It is 

tied to the fact that the Zambians have tried by various means to take advantage of the Chinese 

presence by instrumentalizing it for their own ends. Zambian elites have exhibited this trend more 

under the prism of race, difference and danger that must be mobilized against, resisted, rejected or 
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avoided both in the spheres of national politics and labour relations. This is what Sata did to gain 

power, and once in office he forgot the substance of his electoral campaign speeches to the point of 

stating four months before his death that he considered the Zambians and the Chinese as twin 

brothers. 

 

1.2.3.3 Nigerian Agency in the oil sector 

Nigeria is Africa’s top oil producer with crude oil exports of 2,114,000 Barrels Per Day which 

represent over 90 per cent of total export revenue (OPEC 2016b). The country has a long history of 

interacting with foreign actors, as oil exploration dates back to 1907; long before operations began at 

Oloibiri field in 1958 with commercial oil production by Shell BP Petroleum Development Company of 

Nigeria Limited (SPDC), the former Shell D’Arcy. 

China entered the Nigerian oil sector in 2004 in a context largely dominated by Joint Operating 

Agreements between Nigerian multinational companies and Western companies such as European 

(the Anglo-Dutch corporation Shell, the French TotalFinaElf, the Italian Eni) and American (Chevron, 

Gulf Oil, Texaco, and Mobil) which had been present there since the first operations conducted by 

the then-Shell D'Arcy. The National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) faced challenges trying to 

enter the sector. Following the first denial of rights to conduct research and exploitation on oil blocks 

by President Obasanjo, the Chinese entrepreneurs were expected to make investments in the 

infrastructure sector in exchange for access to the hydrocarbon sector. Having duly fulfilled the 

government’s prior conditions for access to oil fields, including the signing of an agreement that gave 

rise in 2005 to a contract guaranteeing 30,000 barrels per day to China over a five-year period, the 

Nigerian government granted four oil exploration licenses to the Chinese in return for a USD  4 billion 

investment in infrastructure, plus seven other important loan agreements for various construction 

projects (railway, power stations, hydropower plant in the Mambila, Plateau State, etc.) or for 

rehabilitation projects (Kaduna Refining and Petrochemicals Company). In the case of the deep water 

concessions granted to the CNOOC, one was deemed to have already been awarded to a national oil 

company, South Atlantic Petroleum Limited, which promptly challenged this license in court, though 

with less success. This resulted in numerous payments, with the least of them amounting to USD 

2.724 billion in exchange for shares in 70% of oil profits from the field. 

After President Obasanjo’s departure in 2007, this series of projects began to falter and could not 

materialize as he was the main support facilitating China’s involvement in the Nigerian oil sector. 

Thus, the failure of the Kaduna oil refinery project was a serious setback for the Chinese side which 

was forced to reconsider its intervention strategy in Nigeria. In addition, the 2010 agreements signed 

between the NNPC and China State Construction Engineering Corporation (CSCEC) for the 

construction of 3 new refineries and a fuel complex in Nigeria came under severe pressure from the 

Nigerian political class as they did not match with the country’s needs at the time. Not only would 

construction costs drastically increase the country’s debt but also maintaining it and training 

personnel to operate it remained problematic. It was perceived during these operations that the 

political elites involved in the process were solely interested in the kickbacks they stood to gain; it 

became difficult because of the Resource Financed Infrastructure. 

The movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND), for example, claimed responsibility 

for a car bomb attack near the port town of Warri, pointing out that this was a warning to the 
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Chinese, whose deployment in the Niger Delta region was not welcomed by the locals. “[t]he Chinese 

government by investing in stolen crude places its citizens in our line of fire” (Financial Times, 1 May 

2006, cited in Taylor 2014: 396). The militia activity of the MEND – which intensified with the signing 

of the Resource Financed Infrastructure loan agreement during Hu Jintao's visit to Nigeria – drove 

down Nigeria's oil production 20 per cent and Nigeria turned to China for both technical and material 

military assistance. 

These different challenges and opposition from social and political actors reveal the vitality of the 

Nigerian society which is able to shape the relationship, guiding it towards the protection of national 

or even individual interests that are threatened by the Chinese presence. Thus, Chinese investments 

are not merely being welcomed by a conquered society which is content to receive them quietly. 

Moreover, in this case, many government elites tried to derive effective personal profits. They 

achieved their ends through the different processes presented above by either making the foreign 

endeavours fail, or delaying their execution (Taylor 2014). The RFI is a problem for the whole society 

as it prevents monetary circulation. 

It therefore follows clearly from the above that the Chinese presence is not being established on 

conquered African lands. Much to the contrary as shown in at least three diverse mining contexts 

presented above, operational difficulties caused by African actors’ opposition to Chinese investment 

– at worst – can be effective to the point of compromising the successful execution of certain 

projects deemed important to China and some national elites. Angola left the door wide open for 

China’s entry into the oil sector but still shaped the negotiations to suit its interests, so did Zambia by 

welcoming Chinese investors, but Zambian elites, including the President himself, used the Chinese 

to achieve their own ends. In the Nigerian oil sector, opposition to Chinese investment was so strong 

that it made China’s entrance chaotic especially when the late president Obasanjo left office, and in 

spite of colossal investments undertaken by China. However, in other less extreme cases, the initial 

structure of the projects can be modified, coupled with a delayed implementation schedule and re-

evaluation of envisaged benefits for local populations. It is obvious that despite the limited data 

available, local actors appear to have played a remarkable role in these exploitation processes. The 

concept of African Agency is operating in Africa’s mining sector, and shaping China’s involvement. 

This work uses the concept of African Agency historically enshrined in the African mining sector as 

the backdrop and seeks to explore Cameroon’s case. 

 

1.3 A historical perspective to the topic  

To put today’s African mining experience in context, older societies had several types of metal 

workers some of whose handiwork was used as exchange currency in dealings with foreigners. Local 

labour (family members, etc.) was used to ingeniously extract and process the raw material and the 

product was then used within the community or even sold to people from afar. The final beneficiary 

was found within the mining producing community itself, which shows that mining in Africa did not 

begin with foreign contacts. Many studies have found evidence of numerous pre-colonial mining 

operations within Africa. In fact, the world’s oldest known mining site is found in Africa. However, 

African mining has increased and developed through colonial times and after independence, 

undergoing various influences from various foreign partners with whom African countries have 

interacted so far. 



1. Introduction     13 

 

1.3.1 Mining in pre-colonial Africa 

The purpose of this overview is to show the historicity of African Agency in Africa’s mining sector. It 

begins by locating Ngwenya, the world's first mining site, and continues with the experiences of 

mining activities across Africa during the pre-colonial period, but also in the early days of Western 

imperialism. 

 

1.3.1.1  Ngwenya: the oldest geological formations in the world 

The Ngwenya Mine is widely acknowledged as the world's earliest mining site (Coakley 2000). The 

discovery was made thanks to the work of the Anglo-American Corporation in the early 60s, through 

its subsidiary, the Swaziland Iron Ore Development Company (SIODC) which was awarded exclusive 

rights to a twenty-one-year lease over 1,052 acres for industrial mining in compensation for its 

contribution to a railroad construction project (Potholm 1972). Thereafter, at the development phase 

of the deposit in 1964, SIODC provided funding for several archaeological excavations which helped 

to unearth various Middle Stone Age artefacts (flaked stone mining tools, pottery, crude mining 

tools) especially on the Lion Cavern site in the Ngwenya mining area (Dart & Beaumont 1969). 

Located in the Southern Africa, precisely in the north-western area of Swaziland, Ngwenya is the site 

where red haematite and specularite were first excavated by the ancestors of the present San 

peoples at least 42 000 years B.C, (UNESCO 2015). These bloodstones were initially used as cosmetics 

and during rituals and later on, for rock paintings. This latter usage is still very common in Swaziland 

nowadays. Furthermore, by about 400 AD, another form of use of these resources was inaugurated 

by pastoralist Bantu tribes arriving from the north of Limpopo River (Vansima 1979, 1980, Ehret 

2001). They were familiar with the smelting of iron ore which they traded widely throughout the 

African continent (Dart & Beaumont 1969), meaning it has marked the history of African ore 

processing as well, up till the days of modern mining which continued until the late 1970s (Magagula, 

1988). 

Though no longer active, studies on the Ngwenya Mine indicate that pre-colonial African mining was 

driven by native people’s needs and used in their local environment. Over time, similar formerly 

operational red ochre mining spots have been discovered and studied in the region (Dayet et al. 

2013) and others have also surfaced across the continent, as the following section shows, equally 

providing details on Africa’s pre-historical mining processes. 

 

1.3.1.2  “Archaeometallurgical era” across Africa during the pre-colonial period 

Though the Ngwenya mining experience was the earliest, it was not unique, for pre-colonial mining 

was a well-known practice in all regional units of the continent. It involved a variety of mineral 

resources which were gradually discovered and exploited from prehistoric times until the beginning 

of European colonization in the late 19th century. Initially, bronze and ironworking – dating back to 

the Bronze Age in the 5th century AD – are presented, followed by the development of the gold 

business in some ancient African kingdoms. 
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Dynastic Egypt and other empires bordering the Nile River (Nubia, Ethiopia, Eritrea and the rest of 

North Africa) from the late prehistoric period and Egypt's early Bronze Age also had the earliest 

known iron working practices in Africa (Diop 1973, Miller & Van Der Merwe 1994). This is a fairly well 

documented transition, in a straight line going from copper through bronze to iron. It is also 

generally agreed that gold, tin, silver and lead were also exploited during the same period, to the 

extent that they fuelled a long-distance trade around 2000 BC (Chirikure 2015). 

In the rest of sub-Saharan Africa, tin, bronze, and gold appeared much more than a millennium later 

as compared to copper and iron which occurred simultaneously (Diop 1968, Calabrese 2007; 

Bandama 2013). Several mining pits and smelting features, characterized by short furnaces with 

tuyeres have been found in various places across the continent. According to the chronology 

established by Miller & Van Der Merwe (1994), the oldest ones dating back to the 6th century BC, 

were identified in the vicinity of Akjoujt in Mauritania, at Do Dimmi and Agadez in Niger, as well as in 

Taruga and Nsukka in Nigeria. Ironworking then spread more widely from the fourth to the first 

century BC, notably in Central Africa, on multiple sites in Gabon, Burundi and Rwanda. During the 

same period in West Africa, other sites were also established at Daboya and Atwetwebooso in 

Ghana, at Jenne-jeno in Mali, at N'Gaty in Ivory Coast and at Daima in Nigeria. From the first to sixth 

century AD, sites KM2, KM3 and Nkese in Tanzania, as well as that of Matola in Mozambique (East 

Africa) and later (mid-second-century BC to early third century AD), these activities were also 

identified at Tchissanga, Tandou-Youmbi, Meningue and Madingo-Kayes in Congo; at Benfica in 

Angola; at Divuyu in Botswana (Central Africa). Furthermore in the far south of Africa, from the 

second to the third centuries A.D., at Zitundo, Enkwazini, Mzonjani, Silver Leaves and Eiland in 

Mozambique were activated. South Africa came in from the 5th century with sites studied in 

Broederstroom (van Noten 1983, van Grunerbeek 1992). 

Based on analysis of artefacts collected in Africa, many scholars agree that the earliest metal 

artefacts (copper and iron) from the African archaeometallurgical period did not serve as farm 

implements to ease land clearing and improve agricultural yield as this development only occurred 

much later. At that stage and for a very long time, metal-made products were rather confined to two 

major categories, weaponry and personal adornment (Essomba 1986, Bisson et al. 2000, Holl 2009). 

Nonetheless the debate – pitting advocates of endogenous origin in Africa (conducted for a north-to-

south transmission of knowledge: Childs & Herbert 2005) against supporters of exogenous origin 

(Killick 2004, McIntosh & McIntosh 1988, Phillipson 2005) – on the origin of the metallurgy practiced 

in Africa remains open. However, it remains undisputed that the forces, tools and probably the 

techniques and technologies involved in the operations were undoubtedly indigenous. It appears 

therefore that iron working provided the agricultural implements, awls, spears, knives, bells and 

twisted rod jewellery; meanwhile, copper served for more varied fabrication techniques including 

wire drawing and casting, all closely linked with the needs of the local populace such as small 

implements; weapons such as spearheads and arrow tips; tools such as burins, borers, axes, needles, 

sticks, and palettes; and, significantly, items of personal adornment, such as finger rings and bangles 

(Raum 1989, Miller & Van Der Merwe 1994, Bisson et al. 2000). 

Mining activities including extraction and processing of variegated resources were very common 

among African kingdoms during the pre-colonial period (see Appendix A for further early metal 

working sites in Africa). Thus the case of gold provides the framework for analysis in the following 

paragraphs. To avoid going into too much detail, this presentation will be limited to the most famous 
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case of mining which was the bedrock – at least in part – of the economies of ancient kingdoms in 

North (Egypt, Nubia) West (Ghana, Mali, Songhai, Benin), Central (Congo), East and Southern 

(Monomotapa) Africa. 

Gold was autonomously mined with purely indigenous techniques by African societies either to meet 

their internal needs, as well as to generate surpluses for bartering with Muslim traders who came 

from the Maghreb and even farther, getting enmeshed with the first transoceanic trading network. 

Botchway (1995) has traced Arab expansion to the African medieval Empires back to the eighth 

century AD, thanks to detailed accounts of Arab chroniclers. In studying gold mining in the ancient 

empires (Ghana, Mali and Songhai), Botchway has advocated that gold was one of the pillars 

kingdoms leaned on. Hilson (2002) corroborating the latter, argued that during their golden age, 

many pre-colonial empires built up their wealthier economies on resources derived from selling their 

gold output (dust or nuggets), which was a vital part of the global economy during the late Middle 

Ages. In the 9th century, the bulk of gold circulating in the Muslim world at the time originated from 

Ghana (Mauny 1954, Rodney 1969) and made the Empire of Ghana prosperous till nearly 1200. It 

was also called the "land of gold” because of the abundance of gold that was largely responsible for 

the Ghana’s development in those days. The locations of gold mines were hidden from Berber and 

Arab merchants during the Trans-Saharan Trade who were told quite fantastic stories about its 

origins. Moreover, commercial transactions were conducted through a form of “silent” or “dumb 

barter” (Austen 2010) in order to maintain exclusive control over the entire gold value chain. 

Obviously, as the Ghanaian empire began to collapse, the well-kept secret was leaked. It is nowadays 

known that these mines were located at Bambuk (Akan, Bouré), on the upper Senegal River. Gold 

extraction was not practised solely by this empire during its heyday, as others such as the empires of 

Songhai and Mali respectively did and later took over the former’s place as dominant powers 

following its decline. 

In the 13th century, the Kingdom of Mali began an unprecedented rise and took control of small 

scale gold mining and trade, as the Kingdom of Songhai did after the decline of the Kingdom of Mali 

in the 16th century. One of the best remembered emperors known for his vast gold wealth is Mansa 

Musa of Mali. He freely spent from the tonne of gold he was carrying on his pilgrimage to Mecca, 

causing a crash in the gold market upon his arrival in Cairo. It is reported that in an attempt to hide 

the gold’s origin, the emperor himself spoke of a “gold-plant” that blossomed after rainfall, and had 

leaves like grass and roots of gold” (Austen 2010, Wiesner-Hanks et al. 2012). 

However the amount of gold extracted in Saharan Africa during Middle Age period remains 

unknown. Historians' best estimates put it at a little more than one ton per year (Austen 2010). This 

Sudanic gold mainly harvested in the three well-known medieval empires was also processed using 

African techniques, to produce equipment and human resources. Nevertheless, south-eastern Africa 

was also reported to be a gold-producing region which then exported gold across the Indian Ocean to 

countries as far away as China (Raum 1989, Wood 2000). 

The African medieval societies succeeded in exercising their agency over mining activity during their 

first encounters with the outside world, during byzantine rule in the Maghreb. Things changed when 

the Western world came in. The subsequent centuries of contact – with the Western world – were 

less laudable, especially in the Eastern African Kingdom of Monomotapa. The Waq-Waq who valued 

copper more than gold were invaded by the Makalanga Bantu. They likely managed to learn about 

gold mining from the natives and even contributed to the transoceanic trading network by supplying 
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it with the precious metal (Balsan 1970, Hammel et al. 2000). Ironically, this source of wealth became 

a curse as gold and to some extent silver mines, attracted the interest of Portuguese who repeatedly 

made inroads into the interior gold-rich zones, brought them under control and erected firm posts 

(Doke 1938). Portuguese explorers started forays into African ore-rich regions and were followed by 

the Dutch, French, Britain, Germans, etc. Mineral resources held a central place in their quest after 

the abolition of slavery which was exchanged for all kinds of western commodities. They then 

managed to take control of these producing areas and reduced the locals to forced labour without 

any compensation up until the independence era (Fanso 1989). 

European imperialism was increasingly spreading across African kingdoms, though unevenly. By way 

of illustration, the Empire of Benin in West Africa was so active in gold mining that according to a 

1659 Dutch report, no other commodity besides gold was considered to have export value (Rodney 

1969). Surprisingly even after the abolition of slave trade, local Portuguese officials were still less 

interested in gold than in slave trafficking. Similarly, in the most important Central African Kingdom 

of Congo, the interactions with Europeans were dominated by the cloth trade and copper played a 

critical role in exchanges with the external world (Mgr de Hemptinne 1926). Among other currencies, 

copper was used as money and to acquire slaves (Heywood 2009). 

In the late 1800s, African mining entrepreneurs were more successful than European ventures, 

probably due to the size and techniques involved in small-scale mining (Keavine 2015). The transition 

from the pre-colonial to the colonial mining era was not a smooth process in all regions. The patience 

of newcomers had sometimes been worn down trying to overcome local resistance. Thus, even on 

the eve of European colonialization, the Lobi people in present-day Burkina-Faso considered gold 

mining locations as a ‘fetish’ and did not tolerate any kind of alien proximity to those sites. Upon the 

French arrival in Diébougou in 1897, they faced strong resistance from the local population who even 

refused to mine gold on their behalf. It was finally in 1909, with the ban of the tax in kind or in 

cowries that the Lobi were encouraged to mine and sell gold for cash. Thanks to increasing 

knowledge of deposits, three French engineers undertook professional prospecting (Werthmann 

2007, Kiéthéga 1983) and took over gold mining from local control. 

 

1.3.1.3  Later African mining experiences during pre-colonial times 

This section is dedicated to the African-led exploration of ancestral mining prior to the colonial era. It 

encompasses techniques and methods used for prospecting, mining, recovering gold from the ore 

and trade patterns involved in this former gold value chain. 

Mineral exploration: The methods used by pre-colonial African societies to identify the presence of 

minerals in a given environment were at times heavily reliant on luck, sometimes based on random 

finds. Gold exploration was made either by interpreting the signs of nature or by stumbling directly 

on the resource. 

In the first case, the gold particles were identified through the work of natural builders (anthills and 

termite heaps) that dug into ground that contained traces of gold. Some vegetation also served as an 

indicator of the presence of gold in the ground, especially some characteristic species such as 

Bauhinia reticulata, the Heudelotiana, the Diapyros mespiliformis (Labouret 1920). Divination and 

revelation were equally used to locate gold veins (Kiéthéga 1983). 
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In the second case, contact with gold was more direct. So after rains, it was likely that the large trees 

uprooted by winds tornadoes could expose the gold held in the roots of the tree. Another technique 

was to collect samples of riverbeds or mud where gold flakes and nuggets had been detected or 

plants would be used to identify gold deposits. Well digging for water supply also led to chance 

discoveries of gold, when the digging site was located near rivers. Starting from the point of this 

discovery, the finder would then trace a path back to the primary vein. In either case, the site could 

harbour two possible types of deposit depending on proximity to the earth’s surface. 

Gold mining techniques were based on the type of deposit at hand but all of them used similar tools 

(hammers, iron crowbars, and stone or wooden wedges, wooden bowls or wooden bucket) to those 

used in copper, tin, and iron mining (Fripp 1912, Mason 1962, Summers 1969, Hammel et al. 2000). 

For superficial deposits, the work was organized by head of village (Axelson 1973: 50) or family 

(Kiéthéga 1983). It began with the drilling of narrow and shallow holes, followed by digging up and 

down within the circumference of the well. The soil thus dug up was collected in wooden bowls and 

transmitted hand to hand outside the shaft by the diggers. In general, the sites were pretty poor and 

harnessed for a limited pace of time, but with exceptionally rich veins, the work stopped once the 

ore in that layer was exhausted. This often resulted in following the vein under the earth in every 

direction and even led to the formation underground mines. 

Regarding underground mining on hard rock, two main methods were used, the open stopes   with 

horizontal or inclined excavations on the one hand and on the other, vertical shafts with 

underground stopes recognised as a method used for exploiting less steeply dipping reefs that had a 

limited distribution (Summers 1969). Whatever the case, only the reef was taken out, excavated from 

beneath the miner. Another shaft was then sunk nearby and the operation was repeated. Work in 

the mines was fraught with challenges, including ventilation of the working environment, water leaks 

and flooding of mines which usually forced operators either to pump the water out or slow the 

operations down to the minimum level possible. 

Ore processing: Washing was the main mode of gold ore recovery. In the river, soil and gravel 

collected were washed several times to strip the gold of earth and other impurities. Based on the 

gravimetric difference between gold and other elements, the denser gold would settle at the bottom 

of the container and was then collected. In an alternative technique, when gold was collected in 

underground mines, coarsely crushed pieces of rock were brought to the surface, first manually 

crushed before being subsequently subjected to the washing process as described above. The 

washing process produced gold nuggets like those often found in nature, and gold powder. 

It is noteworthy however, that gold was very well integrated into the local economy and life, and was 

not reserved only for sale. The decision to sell gold as well as the quantity to be sold was made 

consensually by the family members and then exclusively executed by the family head (Kiéthéga 

1983). The gold could be sold in its primary form (nuggets or dust) or summarily turned into trinkets, 

beads and other small objects (Hammel et al. 2000). Gold could also be kept as security for times of 

need such as disasters and famines, but also for sociological reasons including the burial of the head 

of a big family when the dead man’s pocket was filled with some gold (Kiéthéga 1983). 

In conclusion, the pre-colonial era gave rise to autonomous Africans societies harnessing and trading 

their mineral resources by themselves. In an attempt to exercise their agency over the mining 

business as long as possible, African kingdoms resorted to concealing the locations of mines and used 

processing techniques which involved the practice of magic. Islamic religion was not welcomed in the 
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miners’ lives. Malani rulers did not encourage gold producers to convert to Islam, since prospecting 

and production of the metal traditionally depended on a number of beliefs and magical practices that 

were alien to Islam (DAAOA 2000). Interactions with Asians took place mainly through trade 

(purchase and resale) without direct physical contact on the African continent (Wood 2000). North 

African merchants collected the Sudanic gold that circulated across the Arabic world which was 

connected to India and China. The more direct trade route originated from the African side of the 

Indian Ocean and led to India, China, etc. By contrast, with the Western world, things went 

differently. Western involvement (Portuguese, Dutch and Britain) started through purchases, 

bartering with local chiefs and gradually gaining much more ground thanks to the Slave Trade. Once 

they were permanent established, the traders began seeking ways to swap their position for that of 

mining operators, thereby controlling mining activity and the trade in minerals. They would extend or 

spread their dominion over specific areas and the Western traders entered agreements to reduce 

competition against each other, and then defined each player’s areas of influence. Colonization 

brought artificial boundaries to entities that were operating mostly as kingdoms whose spatial 

boundaries were not so rigid (Shillington 2005). 

 

1.3.2 Mining in colonial times (1884-1960) 

Though unknown during the medieval times as a distinct entity, the area covered by present-day 

Cameroon was also involved in the Trans-Saharan Trade (Moseley 1992) mostly through the northern 

Saharan part bordering Lake Chad and Nigeria. As shown by Mveng (1984), the country now called 

Cameroon, unknown during the pre-colonial period, could be easily tracked through Lake Chad on 

the one hand and the Atlantic Ocean with reference to the ‘Chariot of the gods’ on the other. Both of 

them were visited by mid first millennium BC by sailors and traders from the Mediterranean regions 

(Mveng 1984). At the time, Southern Cameroon was only slightly affected because of a natural 

barrier formed by a virgin and impassable forest. Nevertheless mining was scattered all over the 

country at Sukur, Mabas, Mafa, Wandala (David 1998). The Babungo, Oku, Pahouin people, etc. 

among others were extensively involved in iron works. Thus, weapons (spearheads and arrow tips), 

tools (burins, borers, axes, needles, sticks, palettes, arrows, etc.) and personal adornment (finger 

rings, bracelets to bells and bangles) derived from mining activities (Warnier & Fowler 1979, Essomba 

1986, David et al. 1989, MacEachern 1993, Holl 2000) were used to meet local and neighbouring 

peoples’ needs prior to the advent of slavery, imperialism and later the era of Western colonialism. 

Furthermore, technological change and transformation within the African technological traditions 

were largely ignored (Diop 1974, Humphrey 2010). 

 

1.3.2.1 The German period in Cameroon (1884-1914): initialising modern mining 

During Western imperialism, what is now Cameroon had already been influenced by various foreign 

peoples (Portugal, Netherlands, France, and United Kingdom) whose commercial and resource 

interests led them to settle across the country, with a preference for coastal locations. Their fixed 

stations were prolonged either by some intermittent expeditions or by local intermediaries collecting 

and conveying inland resources to the coast (Fanso 1989). 
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The system of resource sharing within the same spatial entity seemed not to have been good enough 

for the European imperialists, as they needed to exert exclusive control over large swathes of land, as 

they competed with each other. It is against this backdrop of tension that the German chancellor, 

Otto von Bismarck convened the Berlin Conference (1884-1885) during which the colonial powers 

would come to an agreement on how to function in Africa (Belgians, British, French, Italians, 

Portuguese, Spanish and Germans). He who had formerly shown little interest in possessing colonies 

and even reported to have finally joined in just “for prestige” (Lee & Schultz 2012), had thus 

successfully managed to take over the leadership of the movement. 

Prior to Germany’s arrival in Cameroon as a colonial power, merchants such as C. Woermann & Co. 

and Jiantzen & Thormählen had already signed a few commercial agreements with locals that were 

further reinvigorated by the gunboat diplomacy, that led to the 14 July of 1884 Reich protectorate 

treaty on Cameroon signed with the Douala traditional ruler, which happened just days before the 

projected annexation envisioned by the British (Smith 1978). Hence Schnee’s (1908) statement to the 

effect that the Germans controlled the country and its resources by the virtue of the protectorate, 

and therefore the economic interests of the Bremen and Hamburg merchants were secured 

(Grimmer-Solem 2008). Nevertheless, agriculture and mining also played a significant role, especially 

since the approach promoted by the German chancellor Otto von Bismarck was to operate colonies 

at minimum expense with a formal but limited government presence, which Smith (1978) described 

as a distinctive characteristic of German colonisation, being a form of ‘economic colonialism’ rather 

than ‘emigrationist colonialism’. 

In this respect, the German Governor in Kamerun, Jesko von Puttkamer, exploited the local resources 

which were meant to cover the costs incurred by the colonial administration. As a matter of fact, the 

acting companies, though greatly diversified in their port-folios, received concessions with exclusive 

rights and no restrictions of any kind. As an illustration, the CDC was created in 1885 by Woermann & 

Co. and Jiantzen & Thormählen and managed by Germans until 1939 (Winkler 1960), whereas in 

other German firms, cases of abuses, coercion and cruelty were frequently recorded (Grimmer-

Solem 2008). Thus, geological surveys had been conducted as from 1884 till 1913 and as early as 

1893; fifteen prospecting licenses were issued under a new regulation for prospecting and mining 

operations (Rudin 1938). 

As a result, several mineral ores were discovered by these exploratory expeditions (iron ore in the 

lower Sanaga, Yabassi and Bamenda; salt springs of Nsanakang, Inokoum, Mamfé; charcoal in Banyo; 

traces of gold in the Sanaga river; rutile, tin and coal indices Banyo; limestone in the Moungo valley, 

mica in the Issoudan’s region; as well as petroleum, copper, marble, etc.). Some experiments were 

undertaken such as the copper mine that was launched, and then closed due to unsuccessful 

outcomes (Crabtree 1914). Gold mining begun successfully at Gutchimi in the North while near 

Douala, exploration of the Logbaba oils by Kamerun Bergwerks-Aktiengesellschaft, a subsidiary of the 

Victoria Company, did not have enough time to deliver expected results before the war kicked off 

(Mveng 1985). Thus, further exploration and planned operations were soon interrupted by the First 

World War, despite the fact that Cameroon was a self-financed colony during German colonization 

(Kum’a Ndumbe III 1986). Nevertheless, several geological sketches were later published by Max 

Moisel (MINMIDT 2015). 

Nevertheless, the German period was not exclusively marked by investments. Although the daily 

administration was fully controlled by Berlin which appointed governors to rule the country on its 
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behalf, other European traders (France, Britain, Belguim, etc.) scattered across Cameroon during the 

German protectorate period were either partnering in resource collection as was the case with 

Belgian shares in the German Gesellschaft Süd-Kamerun (Smith 1978); or competing with each other 

(Henderson 1945, Coquery-Vidrovitch 1998). In that competitive context, at the outbreak of the First 

World War, the Germans left Cameroon and were replaced by the victors thanks to a mandate of the 

League of Nations which resulted from the Paris Peace Conference. Under the terms of this Versailles 

Treaty of 28th of June 1919, Cameroon was shared between France and Britain. From that day on, 

Cameroon would experience a dual progression towards its development and its mining trajectories. 

Even though they lost their supremacy over Cameroon upon leaving the country in 1914, some 

Germans returned to the country in 1920 (Smith 1978) to pursue commercial ventures. During the 

interwar period, 362 properties were owned by 116 German companies thanks to British 

intermediation (Sah 1986). 

 

1.3.2.2 British and French period in Cameroon (1914-1960): mining extraction proper 

The participation of the British and French in the pre-independence economy, especially in mining 

was largely uneven. Britain was concentrated on the western edge of the newly acquired land which 

was an extension of its Nigerian colony where its mining and development activity took place. No 

British mining project has been reported during the colonial period. 

In contrast to Great Britain, French government representatives and the private sector pursued the 

German mining initiatives in different locations. France through its overseas bureau for geological 

survey (Bureau Minier de la France d’Outre-Mer) conducted mine exploration campaigns throughout 

southern Cameroon from 1929 to 1933 which led to the discovery of tin and cassiterite in Mayo-

Darlé, gold in Betare-Oya. Mineral indices identified by French technical officials were then subject to 

further exploration.  Resources were exploited in short order soon after discovery. Gold mining had 

been practised since 1933 by French private operators and later on by informal local miners. With 

gradually improving knowledge on geological deposits, almost 1,000 research permits had been 

granted to 30 French private companies (Barthélémy 2011) with favourable tax and custom duty 

conditions (Atangana 2009). Although operations were not mechanised and the workforce was 

essentially made up of forced labourers recruited by the local administration (Mimbang 2013), these 

companies had produced 7.375 kg of gold before the country’s independence. 

Other ores like tin (1934-1968), rutile (1935-1955) and sapphire in the Adamawa region were 

extracted through small-scale or artisanal means for a while before being stopped when the market 

price dropped substantially. Historically, the contribution of these artisanal mining activities to the 

national economy was quite high during the Second World War, accounting for 20% of GDP. 

World prices and the distance of the deposit from the sea as well as new opportunities found in the 

agricultural sector prompted the end of French mining operations. However, several geological maps 

from a general one drawn in 1946 to a more detailed one produced in 1956 by the French geological 

bureau. 

As presented above, over the entire period, colonial powers brought in new approaches, techniques 

which they deployed on untapped deposits they found and therefore, did not overlap with autarkical 

traditional mining taking place in different localities and there was no competition in the mining 
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sector despite the fact that the host communities were not given any room for dialogue. Both mining 

experiences (traditional and modern) followed parallel paths during colonisation, especially German 

and French, though locals were sometimes involved as workers. It is precisely when mining projects 

run by French expatriates in East Cameroon were abandoned in favour of plantations in 1957 that 

these neighbouring communities became involved as small-sized artisanal mining entrepreneurs. 

 

1.3.3 Post-colonial mining: mining under the independent state’s period (Since 1960) 

After the colonial period, African States hardly exerted control over their mineral resources. Rather 

former colonial powers frequently readily pursued the colonial mining plan elaborated with at least 

tacit agreement or even active collusion of some political leaders in those nascent States lacking skills 

and equipment. Thanks to multilateral and bilateral cooperation, countries gained access to various 

forms of support in setting up their mining sectors. Three key achievements were recorded, notably 

knowledge improvement, mining regulation and resource extraction. 

 

1.3.3.1 Extracting resources  

No major change has been witnessed in the sector since the country’s independence. It was rather a 

smooth continuation of the French mining era till 1969. On-going giant mining projects continued till 

1968. Two new quarry mining projects (marble and limestone) respectively led by Rocaglia and 

Cimencam were equally launched in 1960 and are still running today. France was still operating 

alone. According to IBP (2008), 33 exploration and mining licences were issued to foreign actors from 

1962 to 1995. In the liquid mining subsector, Elf-Serepca pumped out the first commercial 

production in 1977 (Clarke 2010). 

In the ASM subsector, as from 1960, the informal sector gained control of gold mining and over time, 

it grew and became dominant despite the attempts of the Directorate of Mines to alleviate the 

phenomenon. Purchase transactions were mostly controlled by West African businessmen through 

their Cameroonian middlemen. Very few purchase offices operated legally and buyers dominated the 

entire gold value chain beginning from production to collection or purchase of gold. Before 

production, they provided diggers with equipment (mining shovels, pumps, crowbar, pan, etc.), food 

and sometimes small amounts of cash to facilitate mining and therefore the gold produced was to be 

sold to them on their own terms. The State was left out of the process and no declaration of 

production was made to the divisional department of mines. Private informal operators decided on 

basically everything related to gold exploitation in Cameroon. However, it is worth balancing this 

analysis by adding that the informal sector was involved in almost every sector of activity in 

Cameroon. According to a report of the National Institute of Statistics (INS 2008), 90 per cent of 

employed persons in Cameroon work in the informal sector. 

According to a recent interview of the Minister of Mines, the situation of industrial mining licences is 

dominated by one resource - gold. Thus of the 139 research permits issued to date and held by 72 

mining companies, 81 are aimed at gold prospection. With the proliferation of clandestine circuits of 

exploitation and commercialization of mineral resources, it appears that the majority of holders of 

these valid research permits on gold have oriented their research work towards mechanised 

traditional exploitation. This violates current regulations (Messi Bala 2016). 
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1.3.3.2 Regulating mining activities 

The legal framework, law No. 64LF/3, April 6, 1964 modelled on French legislation (de Trey & Leney 

1983) was put in place. Basically this law, subject to various annotations, was presented as hyper-

centralized around the Head of State, in a way that all important decision-making processes must 

have involved the presidency, like the granting of licenses to mining companies – be it national or 

foreign – was ultimately made by the Head of State. 

It was deemed confusing in the sense that it did not discriminate on possible operating conditions. It 

merely spoke of mining without specifying whether it was traditional, small-scale, semi-industrial or 

industrial exploitation. The fact that there was no reference to ASM which was – by the way – the 

main mode of mining at the time could have also been used simply to hide the preference given to 

industrial mining and the emphasis placed on exploration to improve knowledge of the mining 

potential, especially as these categories of mining licenses exposed in the law (prospecting license, 

exploration permit, mining lease and concession) referred also to the involvement of strong partners 

in the mining sector. Moreover, this law did not deal either with the issue of transportation or 

processing of minerals and was limited to legislation on exploration and exploitation. Unsurprisingly, 

environmental concerns were not addressed by this legislation either (MINEF – UNDP 1995). 

Furthermore, restrictions were imposed on ownership, possession, transportation, trade, and 

processing transactions, which all required prior authorization. For example, even the possession and 

imports of diamonds were prohibited (Garrett et al. 2012). Ten years later, decree No. 74/411 of 24 

April 1974 specifically addressed craft mining as the preserve of Cameroonian citizens whereas trade 

in resulting products was open to any applicant. Further decrees and regulations followed 

(Nguepjouo & Runge 2017). 

 

1.3.3.3 Improving knowledge of country’s mining reserves  

Following an agreement with France, Cameroon published in 1969 a Mineral Plan, an inventory of 

work previously carried out by French agencies such as Commissariat à l’Énergie Atomique (CEA), 

Bureau de Recherches Géologiques et Minières (BRGM). From that point, further bilateral 

cooperation was conducted through a number of Western institutions (Bundesanstalt für 

Geowissenschaften und Rohstoffe, Canadian International Development Agency, International 

Atomic Energy Agency, The United Nations Development Programme, etc.) which offered their 

support to Cameroon in conducting a variety of geological prospecting campaigns foreseen in its five-

year development plan. As the local personnel were not yet qualified and infrastructure (lab, 

equipment) was dramatically lacking, up to the third and fourth plan (1971-1977), the third and 

fourth ones intensively dealt with exploration of the national territory including cartographic 

representations. Therefore, South-West and Centre projects were led by BRGM, and on the Northern 

project steered by BGR, inventories were carried out around the Poli Uranium project while 

Canadians through Alcan were performed geological investigations and a more precise map on Fongo 

Tongo bauxite Project.  Multilateral ties have also played out in the South-East Project jointly run by 

UNDP and BRGM. A consortium of French BRGM, German KRUPP and US GFM studied the possibility 
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of developing the Mamelles iron ore project which happened not to have taken place (de Trey & 

Leney 1983). 

As a result of these partnerships, more than 52 mineral resources were uncovered including iron, 

uranium, titanium, cobalt-nickel, bauxite (Ntep Gweth et al. 2001), but knowledge on gold deposits 

did not increase significantly. Only forty percent of the territory was explored and only two marginal 

mineral deposits of marble and limestone were harnessed in the North Region (MINMIDT 2015). 

Gold and diamond were being extracted informally by locals thanks to the support of an international 

network of buyers (Ntep Gweth & Adéline 2005). This was also the case with oil exploration which 

was launched in 1947 by the Bureau de Recherche de Pétrole (BRP) and followed up from 1951 by 

Société d’Études, de Recherches et d’Exploitation des Pétroles du Cameroon (SEREPCA) which 

became Elf-Serepca in 1958. Cooperation was also at play here and was mainly concerned with the 

Littoral Region. The same entity pumped out the first commercial production in 1977 (Clarke 2010) 

before other Western producing companies joined Cameroon’s nascent oil sector. 

 

1.3.4 Mining under the new 2001 mining law  

Unfortunately, the expected boom has been slowed by the fall of international market prices and the 

consecutive economic crisis which dramatically affected Cameroon in the mid-eighties (Gauthier & 

Zeufack 2009). For the World Bank, the critical issue to address was the one of “poor policies [that] 

clearly hurt Africa’s long-term growth far more than a hostile external environment did” (World Bank 

1994: 31). The package of bilateral debt cancellation offered by the World Bank Group came with 

several conditions. One of the major outcomes has been new legislations in the natural resources 

sector, aimed at tackling issues identified across resource-rich countries in Africa. As a consequence, 

Cameroon underwent several economic adjustment programmes under the supervision of the 

Bretton Woods Institutions. Those reforms were geared towards full liberalisation of the economy to 

help the government to create a conducive climate for private investment. Its translation in the 

mining sector was to setting a legal and institutional framework that was attractive enough to draw 

the attention of foreign investors. From a single 1964 law governing the solid and liquid mining 

sector, three laws and subsequent decrees laying down conditions for the implementation of laws 

were set up to regulate the oil, mining and gas sectors in Cameroon. Thus, a petroleum act was 

enacted in 1999, a new mining code in 2001 and then revised in 2010, as well as a new gas code in 

2002, modified recently in 2012. 

The early 2000s saw many changes in the legal and regulatory arsenal governing Cameroon's mining 

sector (regulations 2001 and 2002, then institutional CAPAM). This was the result of the adjustments 

made by the international financial institutions, but also of the initiatives taken by nationals to 

oppose or accompany the trend. At least, these laws have invigorated the mining sector as observed 

through the dynamics of license granting. Numerous other entrepreneurs were awarded prospecting 

licenses all over the territory on various mineral resources. In 2008, 87 exploration and 04 mining 

licenses were granted (IBP 2008) whereas in 2013, 166 exploration licences were issued, 70 issued 

for quarry activities and 05 for mining (cobalt-nickel, diamond, limestone and marble) (MINMIDT 

2013). Cumulatively, since the adoption of the Mining Code of 2001, revised in 2010, the State of 

Cameroon has granted more than 325 mining licenses to various Cameroonian, African, Western and 

more recently Asian applicants (ITIE 2015). In the ASM subsector, more than a thousand mining 

authorisations have been issued. 
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In the liquid mining sector, 31 hydrocarbon licences are active, 13 of which are for exploration and 18 

for exploitation (ITIE 2015). The economic climate which was generally healthy until 1986, favoured 

the intensification of operations; thus some 32 mining licences were issued, which are divided into 

15 research and 17 concession licences. A 2014 decree further opened access to mining by 

introducing a special small-scale mining license. 

In concrete terms, reforms were designed to obtain State withdrawal, privatisation, administrative 

changes, and tax incentives, all consigned within new legislative and fiscal codes. Therefore, the 

previous status enjoyed by colonial powers and the new independent State “owner and operator” 

was discarded in favour for the one of measures deemed to be beneficial to mining sector which 

aimed to attract foreign investors. However its outcome did not prove beneficial to the countries 

where it had been implemented earlier (Campbell 2009). It was investor-friendly aiming at promoting 

free mining (access, possession and processing) or attracting, legitimising and securing investment, 

which has weakened African States including Cameroon. 

Cameroon progressively withdrew from the sphere of production, privatising public mining 

companies. The size of the civil service was reduced as well as subsidies to mining companies, 

lowering tax rates and royalties, restructuring labour laws for greater flexibility. That did not change 

much in terms of attracting of new players to the hydrocarbon sector, as companies were already 

operating on offshore oilfields. Nevertheless, conditions were made easier for operations. In 

contrast, the solid mining sector was some new investors.  Consequently, interest in cobalt-nickel-

manganese deposits in the East of Cameroon was shown by an American-based company Geovic, 

which received Cameroon’s first mining license in 2003, thus inaugurating the new mining era. 

Coincidentally, though a new mining act was enacted with the renewed interest in Africa in 1999 and 

2001, it was not related to any Asian entente. Cameroon was undergoing economic adjustments 

programmes piloted by Bretton Woods Institutions which were geared toward full liberalisation of 

the economy to help intending for the government to create a climate conducive for private 

investment. Its translation in the mining sector was the set-up of a legal and institutional framework 

attractive enough to draw the attention of foreign investors, etc. 

 

As shown in previous sections, Africans have since used their geological resources over time to serve 

their own ends. The oldest known mining experience located in Ngwenya (Swaziland) alongside 

bronze, ironworking, gold, copper, tin, silver and lead sites all over the continent (North Africa and 

sub-Saharan Africa) indicate that African medieval empires were not engaged in a passive 

relationship vis-à-vis their environment. Empires autonomously explored, organised and transformed 

it in order to meet their needs (agricultural implements, weaponry and personal adornment), and 

those of neighbouring kingdoms. Moreover with regard to the Arab expansion, they succeeded in 

controling mining activities despite early foreign interests in various resources. They kept Arab 

merchants far away from gold mining sites, and maintained fruitful trading relations with them, 

usually using various tricks which were summarized in the silent barter of gold. Many pre-colonial 

empires (Egypt, Nubia, Ghana, Mali, Songhai, etc.) are known to have had wealthier economies 

based on commercialisation of geological resources through the Indian Ocean with the Near and 

Middle East, and Asian countries including China. 
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The violent imperialist forays (Portuguese, Dutch, French, Britain, Germans, etc.) into the continent 

destabilised the African mining structures of production and trade, which were progressively 

replaced by Western traders who took control over the trade and later the mining activity itself. 

Although overt local resistance burst out at various locations on the continent, African mining 

increasingly changed hands till the colonization period when African countries’ resources were 

handled by Western masters. They introduced philosophies, structures, techniques and managing 

approaches which reinforced their control on the one hand and tended to rob indigenes of their 

former influence in the mining sector on the other hand. Nevertheless, African agents either 

accompanied, or overtly opposed, or even discreetly used tricks to advance individual and communal 

interests, while Western entrepreneurs undertook their mining projects. Whatever the period of 

history considered, African Agency was always expressed either dramatically or very discreetly. 

 

1.4 Problem statement and purpose of study 

China has engaged with Africa at different points in time across history with various specificities. The 

recent growing Chinese-African encounters, triggered by Chinese reforms undertaken during the 

seventies, are a quite well-known fact. Those reforms including the “Going Out Policy” (Xu 2011) 

were instrumental to the worldwide expansion of Chinese companies, including on the African 

continent. China's prolific economic development requires on the one hand outlets for manufactured 

products from its factories, and on the other hand fuels increased demand for raw materials of all 

kinds, particularly in a context marked by the depletion of some of its natural resources. From 1993, 

it became a net importer of crude oil and petroleum products (Taylor 2006), and swiftly became the 

world's largest importer in 2014 (EIA 2015). The same trend is visible in the solid mining sector such 

as coal of which it became a net importer in 2009 before taking the lead as the world’s largest 

importer coal in 2011 (Cornot-Gandolphe 2014); steel in 2009 (Tang 2010). 

China’s relations with Africa have grown significantly over the last decade, especially with some of 

the resource-rich countries of the continent (Angola, Nigeria, and Congo). The African continent is 

one of the world’s leading mineral producers, accounting for 78% of diamond output, 54% of 

Platinum Group Minerals, 20% of gold, 18% of cobalt. Despite its geological endowments however 

still largely unexplored, it already harbours the world’s largest mineral reserves of the 

aforementioned resources and many more including vanadium (95%), manganese (82%), aluminium 

(45%) (AfDB2007). Furthermore, the geological spottings of deposits, often still largely unexplored, 

offer substantial mineral reserves to emerging economies. It is therefore tempting – with regard to 

Chinese resource shortages, its financial and technical capacities – to interpret its rapprochement 

with Africa in terms of the sole logic of procuring natural resources to sustain its economy’s growth 

(Taylor 2005, Hurst 2006, Urban et al. 2011). Owing to most African countries being fully dependent 

on international partners because of their crucial need of investments, as well as their low political 

and socio-economic profiles, many African countries are ranked as risky loan destinations, which 

result in cautiousness in the international arena. As a matter of fact, the traditional donors impose 

stringent conditions in their dealings with African nations for the aforementioned reasons. 

However, despite this dire situation, China is willing to provide some financial disbursements (Grimm 

2014), and its presence in Africa is multifaceted, but quite often the literature on the subjects tends 

to project an image of an all-mighty China whose plans are conceived in Beijing and enjoy the entire 
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country’s diplomatic, political and economic support in its determination to meet its needs. China is 

then presented as a mammoth charging about, doing whatever it wants, whenever it wants and 

where it wants (Hurst 2006, Kaplinsky et al. 2007, Alden 2007, Huang & Wilkes 2011, etc.). This 

sleepy and complacent Africa offers a spectacle of indifference or connivance. Spectators observing 

these sordid scenes from a distance will unapologetically decry the abuses committed by this evil 

China while condemning the African victim’s virtually complicit behaviour. China-Africa relations, as 

discussed available in the literature are heavily skewed towards the actions of one partner, in this 

case China, to the detriment of Africa. With the exception of Chinese scholars stressing “the 

framework of equality […] and the idea of mutual benefits” which are the basis for China’s 

engagement with Africa (Corkin 2014: 17), China is widely perceived as being the driving force in its 

relationships with African countries, in which opacity characterizes financial flows to Africa. Too 

much attention is given to changes occurring in the recent economic and social history of China, its 

global expansion plan and its economic interests on the African continent. 

This is probably why African actors are hardly mentioned, and when they are, the focus is on shady 

practices such as corruption, rent seeking, incompetence, etc. with the unspoken complicity of China 

which supports pariah regimes in the name of its Five Principles for Peaceful Co-existence. Chinese 

investment appears to intervene in an indolent and apathetic context where potential local actors 

are incapable of any reaction, are merely inexistent or at least overlooked. Given its perception as a 

passive observer, Africa is likened to an onlooker sitting on the sidelines and watching an event 

unfold without getting involved. This picture represents the perception of African actors as being 

bullied by China’s presence, an image which has gained a high profile over time. They seem to accept 

their fate without reacting in any way to a host of actions arising from China’s presence. In this 

approach, the African continent seems to be doomed to absorb a large number of actions heading 

and resulting to Asian investments without reacting at all. It is therefore the purpose of this study to 

investigate Africa’s role in the interactions, and perhaps bring some balance to this lopsided 

investigation of stakeholders, by reinstating African Agency in the interactions with Asia (Mohan et 

al. 2014). 

This unbalanced account of Sino-African interactions misses half of the story, the subtle – and 

sometimes blatant – dynamics at play in day-to-day exchanges between both partners, and especially 

those emerging from African initiatives in its dealings with its Chinese partners. China’s entry into 

certain countries was a daunting endeavour, especially as local resistance managed to block its action 

and even sometimes prevailed against foreign entrepreneurs. Alongside this extreme stance, several 

others exist in the relations between China and Africa which do not exclusively benefit either Africa 

or China, but involve rather complex modalities. Drawing on a perspective elaborated by Corkin 

(2013), some African countries have been able to make China's involvement instrumental in 

expanding their economies and improving their political capital, and even succeeded in reviving the 

interest of foreign investors. This perspective moves beyond accounts of an apathetic and victimised 

Africa to assess the realities of interactions between various African stakeholders and Chinese 

entrepreneurs. 

Geological resources seem to drive Chinese interest and presence in Africa, as mineral resources are 

increasingly playing significant roles in Chinese-African relationships. Studies of China’s growing 

engagement in the African mining sector have been largely undertaken in Zambia, South Africa, DR 

Congo, Nigeria, Angola, etc. countries where the lack of transparency in mining transactions has 

raised suspicion of preferential access conditions for China’s operations (Taylor 2005, Corkin 2013: 5, 
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etc.). However, a greater part of published works on China-Africa economic relations have 

underestimated or overlooked the need to integrate local reactions in their perspective (Taylor 2006, 

Power et al. 2012). More specifically in the mining sector, mining prospection and mining initiatives 

on African soil involving Chinese operators have not always worked to the latter’s advantage. The 

initial agenda was often disrupted by the local agents demanding more recognition. The diversified 

tactics based on the categories of actors have led to diverse fortunes. These interactions are far from 

monotonous and one cannot predict possible developments and even less the final outcome of these 

interactions in the case of Cameroon. In fact geological resources belong to countries which have to 

interact with those resource seekers, at least by receiving investors and monitoring their presence. 

An even less investigated aspect is the roles played by Africans in these encounters and how and to 

what extent African actors influence the development of these relations? More specifically, what is 

the African response in its interactions with Chinese resource seekers, when it comes to promoting 

those resources, welcoming investors, regulating and monitoring the mining sector? How do they 

approach African deposits? How do the Africans receive them? How do they manage to make profits 

from their mineral endowments? 

  

1.4.1 Research objective 

The purpose of this research is to assess and analyse Cameroonian actions and reactions in the 

context of China’s presence in Cameroon’s mining sector. The information generated through this 

investigation is intended to assess the impact of mining investments on the region, and in turn, the 

repercussions from local reactions on Asian capital invested in the gold mining activity. The results of 

such analysis are put into perspective in the wider context of Chinese-African relations through the 

use of a multi-scalar approach to highlight African Agency, thus providing a contrasting image and 

showing the unusual role of local actors in those interactions. While recognizing the incoherencies 

and even contradictions of local actors’ perspectives (Gadzala 2015), this work aims to explore the 

levers that shape the expression of African Agency in and around projects to develop geological 

resources in the Eastern region of Cameroon while offering a strong foundation for future work 

which would broaden the spectrum beyond the mining sector, exploring other sectors of the 

Cameroonian economy in particular, and even extending to those of other African countries in 

general. 

Specifically, it explores the dynamics of relationships between different actors in the gold mining 

sector through the concept of African Agency initiated or challenged by African agents. It analyses 

the reactions of the African society — ordinary citizens, local groups, investors and governments — 

to Asian involvement in Cameroon’s mining sector, acknowledging therefore both state and non-

state agents which are seldom examined simultaneously in research endeavours, and revealing that 

the active involvement of African players in the life of their countries and contradicting the dominant 

narrative about Africa and Africans who “appear primarily as passive bystanders, even victims, not 

active agents” (Brautigam & Zhang 2013: 1677). One last aspect looks at the proactivity of Africans. 

The makings of this proactivity can be debated, to establish whether it originates with African or 

Western initiative, because it is constructed with Western support. As such, this PhD intends: 

1. To understand the structuring and functioning of Cameroon’s mining sector, particularly in terms 

of actors involved, as well as the Gold Value Chain (GVC) of the ASM sub-sector, which has been 

enjoying a boom for a decade now. Similarly, perceptions of recent socio-economic and 
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environmental developments by residents in the mining region are captured and presented, and 

then followed and supplemented with a multi-temporal analysis of the landscape which solely 

assesses the physical impacts on the mining area of the extractive business over the last decade. 

2. To explore the pre-emptive efforts of Cameroonian officials to promote their geological resources 

which were considered as a potential of economic opportunities long before the arrival of investors, 

and during the development of mining activity. In the same way, the aim will be to assess the 

involvement of indigenous private entrepreneurs who – to take advantage of this mining bubble 

created in the region of Betare-Oya, Colomine, and Meiganga – have begun to lure, seduce, convince 

foreign investors by various means, to invest their capital and expertise into developing the sector. 

3. To consider Chinese-Cameroonian relations in the mechanised mining sector as an experiment for 

the aggregated multi-level African Agency deploying itself amidst the conviviality and antagonism 

expressed in line to the interests of actors. This highlights the need to rethink the concept of the 

balance of power between China and Cameroon which is commonly admitted as being to the latter’s 

disadvantage. Analysing the nuances of the local reactions of the political, administrative and military 

elites on the one hand and those of private actors and even ordinary citizens on the other hand helps 

to highlight the decisive role they play in daily interactions with their Chinese counterparts. 

While contributing to the growing body of knowledge in the field of China-Africa interactions, 

particularly in the African extractive sector, this PhD combines theories of Political Ecology and 

African Agency to achieve greater knowledge of the local and internal dynamics of the host country, 

revealing thereby the vulnerability of powerful Chinese players to a classical African society. This 

work favours the problem-oriented approach to internal (endogenous) dynamics, which gives a 

central place to the processes that have their roots in these countries and are often deployed as a 

refined contradiction to exogenous impulses. 

 

1.4.2 Research question 

The main research question around which forms the basis for the analysis conducted in this thesis is 

as follows: Is Cameroon able to shape its relations with China in the field of mining to the point of 

making tangible profits even to the detriment of China, in a cooperation which is so often viewed as 

being dominated by its Asian partner? 

This question is in turn broken down into more specific sub-questions: 

 How are Cameroonian officials organizing the mining sector to make it attractive even prior 

to the arrival of foreign investors, including the Chinese? 

 How are foreign players entering the mineral resource sector getting involved and working 

throughout the gold value chain? 

 How do socio-economic and political bodies respond to the exploitation of their mineral 

resources by Chinese entrepreneurs? 
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1.4.3 Research assumptions 

Cameroon shapes relations with foreign investors in its mining sector whose agency is translated into 

a wide range of actions and reactions to Asia’s involvement. 

 Cameroon’s officials are those setting the framework for Asian involvement in mineral 

sector; 

 Cameroonian agents, private entrepreneurs for the most part are influencing the way Asian 

mining projects are implemented; 

 Riparian populations exert agency and are benefiting from Asia’s presence in the mining 

sector, though some negative impacts still need to be curbed. 

 

1.5 Theory  

The theoretical background of this research is built on Political ecology and African Agency theories, 

as they share a few convergent points – such as being widely used in developing countries and since 

then having yielded optimal results – but more importantly, it addresses the issue of African Agency 

more comprehensively. This work makes use of a combination of Political ecology and African Agency 

as the theoretical basis for discussing African-Asian mining interactions with emphasis on African 

responses in order to provide a more balance picture of these relations. For practical purposes, the 

objective and assumptions of this research are then outlined followed by a presentation of the study 

area. 

 

1.5.1 Political Ecology approach 

Political Ecology was initially a political movement before eventually becoming an academic field. 

Indeed, socio-political struggles in developing countries with an environmental stake gradually led to 

the development of this approach, in order to safeguard an ideal of life against the general trend of 

increased investment in the quest for resources. Thus many decades of political struggle carried out 

by environmentalists, notably by progressive actors of this political strand, lamented the negative 

impacts of unbridled industrialization as well as the fierce pursuit of increased modernity while 

questioning the burning issues of social justice relations, unequal relations between the North and 

South, poverty, etc. 

However, scholars started referring to Political Ecology during the 1980s and focused primarily on 

agrarian dynamics in countries of the South, chiefly regarding the issue of the erosion of agricultural 

land, which was often blamed on local populations accused of lacking scientific knowledge and 

therefore exploiting their lands in an unsustainable way (Blaikie 1985). By way of illustration, erosion 

was seen as a purely technical matter of soil degradation under the combined influences of natural 

and human agents. Consequently, it was necessary to find scientific solutions for soil erodability, and 

then train farmers and other traditional land users in admittedly sustainable practices. However, 

attributing erosion to natural factors on the one hand i.e. to physical processes, and on the other 

hand, to the lack of technological skills of local residents, inevitably led to a fragmentary analysis that 

in turn led to inadequate and unsatisfactory results. This approach did not take into account the local 

dynamics within communities and even political issues playing out in land degradation at various 
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levels. Inserting additional dimensions including the above mentioned parameters contributed to 

setting a new theory in academia, Political Ecology whose main components were explored one after 

the other (Blaikie & Brookfield 1987, Rocheleau 2008). The elements that serve as pillars for 

constructing the theory of extraction based on Political Ecology were the scalar dimension, 

integrating the scales of extraction affecting the environment and the people living there, the 

transformation it undergoes as well as the interactions between mobilization and discourse 

(Bebbington 2010). 

 

1.5.1.1 The disciplines frontiers and the multi-scale perspective 

When the geographer Blaikie published the seminal book entitled “The political economy of soil 

erosion in developing countries” in 1985, highlighting the role of economic policies that can lead to 

massive erosion-provoking practices, despite all other knowledge mobilized, it paved the way for 

what is known today as Political Ecology. Without denying the importance of other factors such as 

mismanagement, overpopulation and natural processes, the subject gained new light and thus 

opened the field to a multitude of works that would attempt to transcend disciplinary barriers 

confining the researchers to their respective fields of research and thereby depleting the results they 

could have achieved. Though reconciling natural science with humanities is an arduous task, given 

that the focus of each group of disciplines gives little room for the other, the integrating approach 

has many advantages. Transfers from one side to another are unexpected or at least just tolerated. 

Yet, in many cases, a comprehensive appraisal of a topic fosters communication among disciplines, 

thus breaking the frontiers within and among them (Blaikie 1989). 

From a Political Ecology perspective, other disciplines and interdisciplinary domains are also 

intensively engaged (Zimmerer 2004). This approach also involves the use of several methods 

whereby empirical observation can be associated with data collected through interviews and 

systematic household and local surveys levels in order to provide critical explanation (Blaikie & 

Brookfield 1987, Rocheleau 1995; 2008). Furthermore, technicalities associated with a topic would 

not preclude its analysis from integrating social and political factors at various levels. Practical 

analysis and problem-solving as well as testing and framing of policy belong to the approach included 

in early Political Ecology. In other words, place-based studies should complement non-location 

specific elements as well and in doing so; create bridges between local and international concerns. 

Studying land degradation as Blaikie did in developing countries informed his geographical expertise 

with knowledge from other fields (anthropology, development studies, forestry, etc.). He integrated 

social and biophysical considerations associated with the issue of land degradation to understand the 

interrelatedness of problems in order to produce a coherent and comprehensive picture (Blaikie & 

Brookfield 1987, Rocheleau 2008). 

Scholars using this multidisciplinary approach to identify the complexity of nature-society relations 

hail from various disciplines such as geography, sociology, anthropology, political science, 

environmental science, forestry. They are required to combine their specialist knowledge with other 

available knowledge resources, especially the fields of anthropology (root level study) and 

international relations and therefore creating bridges between different levels (Le Billon 2001). 

Political Ecology  
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“studies situations where different stakeholders reveal different paradigms (and value perspectives) 

and where they have unequal powers to shape a given situation. It focuses on the roles of various 

actors in decisions relating to environmental issues, often with reference to actors involved on 

different levels” (Kronenberg 2013: 76). 

When it comes to interactions among actors, this approach problematizes the way each stakeholder 

perceives situations and behaves. Inequality and asymmetry affect interactions which entail 

opposing views. The expression of class interests in the mining sector: political power to change the 

situation (Blaikie 1985). This multiscale analysis is a bottom-top approach which goes from bottom 

(household, local, regional) to top (national and international) of the social and political spheres and 

takes into account policies, practices and resulting effects. 

Political ecology theory from the beginning has therefore been all about finding a broader 

perspective, establishing a compromise among different knowledge categories and approaches. 

While maintaining its multidisciplinary nature and the multi-scalar approach of the problems studied, 

the Political Ecology have gradually been enriched by a historical analysis of the phenomena and the 

consideration of socio-political factors in understanding these problems in order to produce chains of 

explanation combining structure and agency. 

 

 

1.5.1.2 Historical analysis combined with socio-political factors and related resource conflicts 

Far from overlooking the historical perspective along which environmental concerns have emerged 

and developed, Political Ecology according to Escobar (1999), has been defined as the intertwining of 

biology and history. Political Ecology examines the manifold practices through which the biophysical 

dimension has been incorporated into history — more accurately, in which biophysical and historical 

factors are interlinked. This definition of Political Ecology coined by Escobar reveals the early 

emphasis placed on a strong historical-materialist perspective which emanated from cultural and 

human ecology as well as political economy. 

It also addresses the vulnerability  of a complex analysis involving two models, both blaming either 

the approach that analyses natural risks as solely dependent on physical processes, or the 

inadequacy of engineering technology alone. In exchange for this dichotomous approach, what is 

proposed is a complementary model integrating the two models for resolving misunderstandings 

surrounding the notion of social vulnerability. As Forsyth (2008) in summarising writings of Piers 

Blaikie has put it: the first, the 'Pressure and Release' model, examines different levels of structural 

causes of vulnerability, including long-term poverty, lack of institutions that make some people more 

or less vulnerable to exceptional natural phenomena. The second, the 'Access' model, explores the 

elements that underlie the ability of an individual, family, group, class or community to take 

advantage of the resources they need to survive, as well as their ability to adapt to new situations 

(Forsyth 2008). This study marked the transition from a holistic approach to the social and political 

causes of vulnerability to another, based on the viewpoints of the poor, which is very often 

expressed in terms of environmental change. 

It has thus broadened to include many themes along the way, thus affecting socio-environmental 

conflicts involving rural populations that are sidelined from foreign direct investment projects in the 

natural resources sector, especially in extractive industries. Political Ecology as a perspective has 
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been used by several authors to study the mining sector. The lens through which they approached 

the topic varies from the exploitation of indigenous people, encompassing people and resources, the 

former, especially IP exploited by TNC while the latter is concerned with access to land and conflicts 

surrounding resources, land rights and access to various resources such as water (Bebbington et al. 

2008), lands (Watts 2001) and local livelihoods (agriculture, livestock and artisanal products) 

(Humphreys Bebbington 2010). 

The multiplication of conflicts over resources, and in particular access to and redistribution of 

environmental costs resulting from extraction have prompted a shift in the core analysis from the 

cultural to the political field (Kirsch 2007). Even today, issues surrounding socio-environmental 

conflicts involving local populations in areas where extraction operations are carried out, usually in 

isolation and struggling with FDI are the subject of much research. Several researchers adopting this 

approach have then made extensive use of a Marxian political economy analysis of dominant and 

marginalized classes putting at the heart of their work the relations in developing societies whose 

diverse resource situations and unequal access are the most frequent forms of expression. Political 

Ecology is devised as a radical critique against the apolitical perspective and depoliticising effects of 

mainstream environmental and developmental research and practice (Le Billon 2001). In addition, as 

Escobar (2001, 2008: 307) argued, researchers show greater commitment when they are closer to 

communities involved in implementing sustainable use and conservation of natural resources. Indeed 

much work in this field can be described as scholars engaging with communities facing these 

struggles and working with them to build a Political Ecology framework that brings together issues of 

identity, territory and culture and links them to strategies for sustainable use and conservation of 

natural resources (Escobar 2010). 

Several works have attempted to understand the notion of natural resources-related conflict within 

the framework of Political Ecology in light of resource abundance or scarcity. However for Le Billon 

(2001) for instance, none of these perspectives sufficiently takes into account the artificial nature of 

the resource – which is a social construct – and as such, fails to explain why an abundance or scarcity 

of valuable resources is not a necessary or sufficient factor of conflict. Conversely, the political 

system can be of help in such an effort, as it plays a crucial role given that the population in most 

African contexts is divided by the ruling elites into supporters and adversaries. The first group is 

rewarded for its subjection and admiration while the other is forgotten at best or in the worst cases 

punished for their opposition, thereby increasing the vulnerability of the state and thus breeding 

violence and predatory action which cause ordinary people to join criminal gangs or rebel groups. 

Rebelions can be formed by neglected and marginalised people to respond to and challenge the 

prevailing neo-liberal political economic order and attract government and media attention to 

increase their negotiating power. Further steps can still be taken by marginalized people. Efforts can 

be made to control resources by creating conflict, either through overall state control (coup d’état) 

or partial control of the territory (secession or warlordism) (Le Billon 2001). This typology of 

resource-linked armed conflicts for political and economic reasons is an extreme example of ways in 

which people can advance their interests around natural resources. In Cameroon, an open 

manifestation of social engagement in the issue of resource extraction is not yet visible. 

Nevertheless, other cases of local people working to advance their interests do exist. Social and 

political engagement with the issue of resource extraction can curb the incentive to resort to arms. It 

remains unclear what actions are being taken on the ground. 
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In the context of neoliberalism, the relationship between nature and society is another major 

concern of research carried out in the Political Ecology field. It is here that Escobar (1999) analyses 

the concept of nature comprising 3 dimensions (biology, culture and society) as well as their 

manifestations (capitalist nature, organic nature, techno-nature). Reforms undertaken in the 1980s 

under the auspices of the international financial institutions impacted the way resources were 

exploited in countries of the South, including environmental impacts at grassroots level, as well as 

tougher environmental governance requirements. Exclusion is a product of a neoliberal logic of 

consolidation to which the South has responded by a reverse and ingenuous process of inclusion 

through various forms of parallel and shadow trans-border activity. Many of these activities in turn 

required specific forms of governance that used disorder to their advantage (Le Billon 2001). 

Political Ecology also operates in a way that provides diagnoses, involves policy framing, decision-

making and communicates scientific knowledge (Goldman et al. 2011). This theory is potentially 

unique in the universe of other human-environment and nature-society approaches, with this 

uniqueness depending in part on the use of scientific environmental methods (Zimmerer 2015). It 

also tends to be more a methodological project than a theoretical one used by academics to deal 

with environmental issues, no longer in isolation from the political causes that had contributed to 

their emergence (Watts 2000: 290). Political Ecology is more widely understood today as a form of 

research that explores political, economic and social considerations that may cause, perpetuate or 

exacerbate environmental problems, and ensuring that their broader implications are put in 

perspective. 

In the extractive sector, this approach can be summarized in a few key elements that constitute the 

pillars of a Political Ecology of extraction; historicity, a multi-scalar perspective, and conflict-prone 

aspects which are critical in understanding the issue of extraction impacts (Blaikie 1985, Le Billon 

2001, Rocheleau 2008, Bebbington 2010, Conde & Le Billon 2017). As part of this work on African 

Agency in African-Asian interactions, historical, multi-scalar perspectives and environmental 

problems will be highlighted in a context marked by the emergence of China as a ravenous consumer 

of mineral resources extracted in part from Africa. Its introduction and activities have prompted 

African societies to develop multiple – and sometimes mutually antagonistic – tactics to make their 

interests prevail over those of Chinese entrepreneurs. Moreover, this work contributes to the 

literature on the subject in that it provides data from empirical research on interactions between 

China and Cameroon, especially around the mineral resources which have been extracted for about a 

century now and yet have hardly been covered by research. 

 

1.5.2 African Agency 

The concept of agency has been studied by anthropologists long before the recent renewal of 

interest in the topic. It fuelled debates over the power of culture which stands in stark contrast to 

human agency (Keane, 2003). Post-structuralist social theorists like Anthony Giddens and Pierre 

Bourdieu have tried to captured the role played by social actors in a theory of social action in 

contradiction to the Marxists who tend to consider human action as the result of historical laws and 

also at odds with the structuralists for whom human action is produced based on logic beyond the 

understanding and control of the human beings themselves (Duranti 2008). 
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Historical and cultural studies have also contributed to rewrite the history of this concept with 

respect to the subordinated. As an example, Cooper (1994), who covered Africa’s colonial period, 

highlighted African resistance against colonialism, which received harsh criticism not from the 

subjects of the colonial studies but instead from ”radical pessimists” (Terrence Ranger quoted in 

Brown 2011: 16). Thus, according to Terrence (Idem), accounts of “African activity, African 

adaptation, African choice, African initiative” were gradually vilified and thus did not survive internal 

discredit. 

Until the late 2010s, researchers' attention was directed principally towards the excessive dominance 

of international donors and financial institutions and completely disregarded any form of African 

Agency, thus overlooking or misreading the role of African actors in their longstanding interactions 

with the outside world. Rather, the rhetoric in many publications (Taylor 2005, Hurst 2006, Kaplinsky 

et al. 2007, Alden 2008, etc.) portrays the continent solely as the victim when it comes to Africa’s 

posture in international relations with outward expressions of this victimhood including exploitation, 

colonisation, discrimination, marginalization and underdevelopment on the continent. African 

Agency is increasingly recognized by scholars working on emerging power relations as a significant 

factor in determining outcomes of engagement at both the macro and micro levels (Mohan & 

Lampert 2012, Brown & Harman 2013, Corkin 2013, Gadzala 2015, Lam 2015, Shaw 2015, etc.). 

Before going any further, some clarifications will be provided on the concept of African Agency. 

 

1.5.2.1 Exploring the concept of African Agency 

African Agency is a concept that goes beyond the main narratives about an apparently frozen, 

indolent, indifferent Africa, and goes into an in-depth discussion of the complex vitality and 

dynamism of African agents. There is much evidence of initiatives taken by African entities across 

various periods to support the fact that African bodies have at all times, and even to the present day, 

been active despite the multitude and diversity of partners with which the continent has interacted 

since its first contact with the outside world. The most basic definition suggested by Buzan et al. 

(1993, cited in Wight 1999: 126) consists of "the faculty or state of acting or exerting power". Taking 

a similarly simple approach, Gadzala (2015) proposes another perception of agency, as the 'capacity 

to do', summarizing the propensity to act and exercise power included in the first definition of the 

ability to do. Both definitions refer in principle to the concept of freedom of choice, initiative and 

action, which are all understood as the sole prerogative of an autonomous agent using the power of 

action (self-determination). Though enlightening, these definitions have been the topic of further 

theorisation efforts aimed at fully explaining the notion of agency. 

More elaborate contributions in this respect come to strengthen the previous one with additional 

considerations including the concept of balance of power. For Taylor, “individuals ("agents") are 

capable of directing their structurally formed capacities in an imaginative and inventive way for 

personal or communal advancement” (2015: 27). This implies that the agent designs and initiates 

action and plays a more assertive role with respect to other real or supposed agents whose interests 

could be divergent. Taking effective action requires innovation, creativity and imagination to catch 

the other party somewhat off guard. In the process, the agent’s focus should be kept on successful 

initiative for “advanc[ing] [its] own interests and aspirations”, making its desiderata prevail over 

those of its counterparts “and/or produce forms of wider social benefit” (Mohan & Lampert 2012: 

109). Its influence in these relational dynamics may have either individual aims in view, addressing 
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exclusively the needs of its initiator, or collective ends, serving the interests of a community, an 

entity, a group with shared aspirations. 

In line with recent work carried out on this topic, numerous efforts have been made to conceptualize 

as part of studies in international relations (IR) that have specifically explored the structures and the 

interactions among agents, their nature, always in relation to states. Thus, for Wight, agency is 

always “the activity of particular individuals acting within particular contexts” (2004: 279). To qualify 

as agency in Wight’s understanding (2004), the following three conditions must simultaneously be 

met. Firstly, what Wight calls agency1 refers to a fundamental freedom of an almost ontological 

nature in terms of the pure subjectivity of the agent and covering both intentionality and meaning of 

the agent’s initiative. It means the agent must take control in order to preserve the inspiration of its 

action from any outside influence.  This is what makes it – in part – a free being. In the IR, the state 

should have the autonomous capacity to act freely from the beginning to completion of the 

endeavour. Even if the international situation with structural constraints of all kinds – including 

political, economic and others – may exist and even influence it in one way or another, they should 

never hinder the manifestation of its self-determination. Secondly, agency2 supplements the 

previous one by describing the context in which freedom of initiative and action is exercised. This 

probably includes the socio-cultural setting, personal histories, backgrounds and social conditioning 

in line with the content analysis provided by Brown & Harman (2013). The agent is certainly marked 

by a given context in spite of which it manages to affirm its own specificity in orienting and carrying 

out its action. Finally, agency3 which is a situation whereby an agent is at the service of a state whose 

intrinsic nature, permanence and transcendence, always place it above the state agent acting on 

behalf of the state. This is the ‘performance’ role of agency. 

Brown and Harman (2013) suggest another determinant condition to be met by agency, which is the 

outcome of actions carried out by a State. Indeed, it is the means by which the State’s action is made 

visible or perceptible, thus confirming that the State has really acted. In this situation, the power of 

action cannot be denied. That means the action assumes the power a priori and the fact that the 

action produces an effect confirms that the State holds effective power since Agency must clearly 

demonstrate the exercise of power (Brown & Harman 2013: 98-99). They also add a temporal 

dimension which means Agency can be assessed over time (past, present, future) so that previous 

experiences can enrich future actions. In this respect the formulation of Emirbayer and Mische 

(1998) is particularly enlightening. Indeed, agency is “…informed by the past (in its habitual aspect), 

but also oriented towards the future (as a capacity to imagine alternative possibilities) and towards 

the present (as a capacity to contextualize past habits and future projects within the contingencies of 

the moment)”. It follows from the complementary perspective of Brown and Harman that agency, to 

be valid, must include traits such as the kind of agency exercised; the types of agents involved; the 

social context; the political purpose of agency and agents; the instruments of agency; the arenas and 

extent of African Agency (van Wyk 2016: 115). 

It clearly arises from these works undertaken in the IR field that agency takes place within the 

diplomatic arena i.e. among states, while at the same time, restricting the agency to its own political 

territory. As Mohan & Lampert (2012) in their advocacy for the reintegration of African Agency in 

Chinese-African relations, have commented that the economic dimension of political action must be 

inserted in the broader context of triumphant capitalism, and the significance of political action 

perceived by these theorists needs to be broadened as well. 
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Specifically addressing African Agency in the framework of China-Africa relations, it is obvious that 

African Agency emerged from a context where Africa was viewed as an entity which is the object of 

other states’ or continents’ actions, rather than one that exercises any agency of its own. As was the 

case with the continent's relations with the West, even today, Africa is still marginalized in its 

relations with Asia, as illustrated by the place Africa holds in Chinese-African ties. It is viewed as a 

unidirectional relationship going from China to Africa, and promoting complacency and dependency 

among individuals, organisations and governments (Gadzala 2015). When some accounts of these 

relations show a picture of an active Africa, it is usually to demonstrate the irrelevance and often 

inadequacy of African participation in trade with Asian and Chinese in particular (Taylor 2015, Alden 

et al. 2014, etc.). The main references to Africa's response to the Chinese presence on their continent 

can be summarized in three images. The first image deals with the narrative about inaction. Here 

Africans are seen as pleased and enthused by China’s presence which supposedly provides significant 

resources (financial, infrastructure, etc.) and often serves as a counterweight to the condescending 

and offensive treatment of the West (Kernen 2007, Ateba Eyéné 2012, Wang & Elliot 2014). The 

second image is the product of Africa’s unreserved admiration for China. It leads African countries to 

open up their countries to all kinds of intervention from fascinating China, and even adjusting 

national policies to suit Chinese needs. The aim here is to appear more attractive, in hopes of 

capturing the opportunities offered by bilateral cooperation. The African countries deploy diplomatic 

efforts to charm Chinese investors, scrambling for investment projects and wearing down the 

indifference and resistance of investors to attract them into a sector of the economy that 

desperately needs capital and technology (George 2014, Rebol 2014). The last image portrays the 

management and prospecting skills of Africans in China-Africa relations including actions related to 

the management of resources obtained in earlier phases (Giese & Thiel 2012, Lam 2015). 

One of the common objections here is that states do not act; only people do and there is no such 

thing as a specific form of agency (Brown & Harman 2013). A fitting statement to describe this 

context and thinking is the following quote by Marx & Engels about history, “history does nothing, it 

does not possess immense riches, it does not fight battles! It is real living men who do all this, etc. 

History is nothing but the activity of men in the pursuit of their ends" (1956: 125). Indeed, as 

recognized by Brown (2011), the State acts through specific individuals, sharing a common intention, 

at the service of collective action, for the benefit of a state entity of which they are the agents in 

specific contexts. 

Another consideration is the interface role played by State personnel, particularly in African contexts 

where States, including Cameroon, belong to the de jure statehood group at the expense of de facto 

statehood. The former demonstrate their inability to wield authority over the entire territory and 

their legitimacy is externally driven (Corkin 2013). Those political elites playing a bridging role with 

respect to external partners as well as country citizens represent States that are devoid of popular 

legitimacy. In such a situation, they tend to seek, on the one the hand, acceptance from the 

international community, including by brokering their countries’ resources, and on the other hand, 

gaining domestic constituencies by distributing patronage to ‘strong men’ who support the system. 

Thus, African Agency is a hybrid of African sub-states and institutional agents influencing foreign 

actors in their interactions and deriving benefits from activities undertaken both on the larger African 

scale and at the level of individual states. The phenomenon of African Agency can be translated in 

the daily lives of these entities at the level of formal and informal interactions which are covered in 

the following sections. 
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1.5.2.2 African state-based Agency 

African Agency as exercised by state officials has been investigated in recent years and remains the 

component which has been most widely theorized, especially by researchers in the IR field as 

indicated above. Categories of actors identified by Gadzala include, “political parties, institutions, 

government agencies, charismatic leaders and connected elites” (2015: xx) that represent and 

advance domestic interests within the bilateral and multilateral spheres. 

African Agency is playing out in a favourable international context where African states have 

abundant opportunity to exercise greater agency in their relations with China. First of all, Africa is 

endowed with strategic mineral and energy resources whose demand by industrialized countries, 

including China, is steadily increasing. This makes Africa the centre of attention of these commodity-

hungry economies and therefore offering some room for manoeuvre. In addition, the global voting 

power of 54 African countries can make a difference in several instances where decision making 

processes are based on the principle of one country one vote. 

In the context of the market economy, decades of international co-operation have helped to 

establish consistent international regulatory instruments from which African states can draw 

inspiration to set minimum standards or use to arbitrate various disputes arising within the 

framework of their partnerships with China (Brown 2011). Likewise, they also have the opportunity 

to use China to counterbalance the action of Western powers in their countries by using what Corkin 

(2013: 68) calls the “Chinese card”, and simultaneously, where necessary, playing China off against 

the West to improve Chinese services quality in Africa. 

In the international arena, there is some evidence of African Agency derived from IR research and 

related to various topics like climate change. Africa has shown some assertiveness in its dealings with 

various international organisations such as the UN, WTO, IFI (WB, IMF). In this connection, the main 

strategies Africa uses to make its voice heard in the international arena are the “mimetic challenge” 

approach and the “Crying Game” strategy (Brown & Harman 2013). Additional possibilities to 

manipulate the process and the outcome of the bilateral or multilateral relations for their own ends 

are a “won’t do” strategy, the “securitising discourses” (Brown 2011). 

In more concrete terms, through the work of Shaw (2015), at least five expressions of African Agency 

have been captured showing how African states have acted either collectively or individually to 

shape negotiations at international level in line with their own interests. First, it has been evidenced 

that African stakeholders have played a key role in contributing to innovations in transnational 

governance, notably as part of mechanisms such as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), the 

Kimberley Process Certification Scheme (KPCS), Publish What You Pay (PWYP), Extractive Industries 

Transparency Initiative (EITI) and Dodd-Frank Act. Secondly, African regions have produced a series 

of innovations like the Maputo Corridor, Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) 

and Tripartite Free Trade Agreement (T-FTA) between the Southern African Development 

Community (SADC) and the East African Community (EAC). Thirdly, one African country has won 

acceptance into the former BRIC group which became known as BRICS when South Africa became its 

fifth member. A fourth point, agency has been manifested through remittances from the African 

diaspora to their home countries and finally, going beyond the “formal and legal” realm, “gangs and 
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guns” have been used – as the four previous ways – for expressing novel forms of African Agency 

(Shaw 2015: 259-60). 

These achievements are always the work of men mandated by the State to carry out specific missions 

in the national interest. It remains true, however, that these African elite for the most part do not 

serve the interests of the majority. Indeed according to Corkin (2013: 18), “[W]hile they may profess 

to do so, it is important to recall that they are often the same people defining what national interest 

means, almost certainly to their own advantage and often to the detriment of other domestic actors 

outside their sphere of influence”. This means for example that in Angola’s case, despite claims of 

promoting national reconstruction “for the benefit of the people”, the ultimate beneficiaries are the 

elite themselves and the population end up being left out of the process. 

In a number of cases, the lines are blurred between the political and administrative elite on the one 

hand and the business class on the other hand. Because of an insignificant productive sector, the 

possibilities of wealth creation and national wealth building are limited and continue to be restricted 

to civil servants working either on their own behalf or for their cronies. This is done through a 

mechanism that has been well described by Corkin (2013: 78) whereby public assets are transferred 

to private contractors by state employees. Alden et al confirm this posture which they also find in the 

case of Mozambique where, 

“[c]learly, being a member or sympathiser of the party, or senior state official, is the best way 

to access opportunities at all levels, control access to natural resources, influence decision-

making, organisations and institutions or anticipate or ‘facilitate’ access to natural resources 

for foreign investors” (2014: 136). 

Their view echoes that of Taylor (2015) in which he analyses African State Agency as an “agency of 

corruption” in Nigeria’s petroleum sector. Alden expressed concern about African Agency when he 

stated that “African Agency can transform the political elite into a business class driven by predatory 

motives” (2014: 19). As a result, these elites are bent on maintaining both their economic and 

political power by striving to ensure the regime’s survival. This is the main objective at the heart of 

strategies pursued by most African state actors to safeguard their privileges. Thus, when Chinese 

businessmen arrive, they do not depart from this patronage system existing in African societies, they 

rather try to fit in by adapting to its clientelist demands, which in certain contexts, may be 

counterproductive and provoke anti-Chinese sentiment (Mohan & Lampert 2013: 123). For the 

government officials, these arrivals are often perceived as opportunities to strengthen the positions 

of power held by the ruling class (Alden et al. 2014). 

They do not just wait for the arrival of foreign actors, instead they seek them out themselves, 

thereby ensuring the dependency of the States on the outside world, a mode of action which 

prevailed during the colonial period and which continues today in new forms (Bayart 2000). 

According to the French sociologist Jean-François Bayart, extraversion is the continuation of the 

elites’ historical modus operandi (privileged positions) since the pre-colonial times. In such a 

configuration, African elites used their positions to exercise a monopoly over access to foreign 

influence and capital was used as a tool to maintain internal power. For Bayart, despite Western 

colonisation, the Africans showed binary participation in the internal affairs of their countries, 

regardless of the era in which they functioned. He states that: “Africans have been active agents in 

the ‘reduction to dependency’ of their societies, sometimes opposing it and at other times 
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cooperating with it” (1993: 74). Those foreign actors are channelled by the African elite for their own 

political agendas. 

The peculiar historicity of African societies is negated by approaches that give meaning to African life 

only from influences, take loans from foreign creditors, especially from the Western world. On the 

one hand, the theory of dependence tends to identify and incriminate external aggression, which is 

particularly disruptive and even de-structuring, ranging from the slave trade, imperialism to 

triumphant colonialism as the causes of dysfunctions and crises in African countries. Furthermore 

contemporary analyses of China in Africa have much in common with earlier debates about 

dependency, where African development is seen as being driven by external capitalism (Campbell 

2009). On the other hand, modernization theory (developmentalist) focuses on a more diffuse mode 

of action which operates by peddling influence, by the transfer of development from industrialized 

societies to African societies by the deeply entrenched elite wielding power in the latter countries, 

and importing and imposing foreign lifestyles, especially from the West. 

In practice, Africans have always taken an active role when faced with external interference, such as 

during colonization and the imposition of the SAPs in the 1980s (Hyden 1980, Mbembé 1988, 2001, 

Bayard 1989, 1993, Éla 1990). Africa’s relationship with the outside world is always a process 

combining hybridization with genuine creativity, resulting therefore in both assimilation or 

ownership and rejection or opposition. This is proof that Africans are actors in their own history, 

always ready to turn external constraints into some new creation (Bayart 2000). In this case as well, 

the philosophy of action remains the same. Thus, as Alden et al. (2014) put it, the African elite use 

the outside world to accumulate resources to enhance their domestic standing and serve the 

personal enrichment interests of middlemen, who serve as mediators between the outside world 

and the nation. 

As explained above, it can be said that African State Agency is a reality controlled by State agents 

who are supposed to be committed to its service, by promoting or defending state interests 

wherever necessary, and in particular within the framework of this analysis, in dealing with actors 

and processes from abroad. Although these officials do not always advance the national interests 

over their own, it is nonetheless true that they do act, and often make African desiderata prevail over 

those of foreign actors. It is important, however, in this analysis of the African Agency to go beyond 

the role of high-level state officials to address that of ordinary citizens often likened to a "passive 

mass" in the State hegemonic project. 

 

1.5.2.3 Non-state African Agency 

What can be described as “ordinary people agency” is the prerogative of “community organizations, 

labour unions, private enterprises, ethnic militants, virtual networks, and other associations that 

either complement, or in some cases, the state”. It can be also interpreted as “counteragency” or 

“alternative forms of agency” (Gadzala 2015: xxi). In that sense, it cannot be restricted to organised 

groups of people, because any ordinary citizen can exercise this form of agency. This social agency 

can be sometimes expressed in a very complex context as the agent would usually try to make 

personal profits from the investor’s resources, while being careful not to get caught by local state 

agents. Being successful in evading the control of the state apparatus requires skill and cunning as 

the state agents are, to some extent, committed to furthering the interests of the foreign 
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entrepreneur, and are therefore prepared to clamp down on any expressions of popular 

emancipation and other acts of indiscipline, or at least anything that may be perceived as such. To 

elude this cumbersome state surveillance, citizens resort to many tricks similar to the art of dodging, 

putting up deceptive appearances etc. In this art of outwitting State authority in both ancient and 

colonial Africa as well as in post-colonial States, several modes of political action experimented over 

time are frequently used. Several researchers have analysed different cases in African societies. One 

of the oldest studies is Goran Hyden’s (1980) work “Beyond Ujamaa in Tanzania” in which he argues 

that the peasantry managed to distance itself from the development models adopted by the central 

State, which it then attempted to impose on the peasants. Peasants were able to maintain their 

traditional practices while finding ways to skirt, particularly with regard to Ujamaa, the social and 

economic philosophy instituted by President Julius Nyerere when his country achieved independence 

in 1961. 

This authoritarian conduct of the State dates back to the colonial era when "rural societies 

understood that it was necessary to avoid the ‘open conflicts’ in order not to give the State an excuse 

to perpetrate violence" (Éla 1990: 159). They felt it would be more effective, as Mbembé  analysed in 

the study of the  almost intrinsic insubordination of African societies, that "when dealing with the 

State, the native clams up and tries to disengage from the state process of hegemonic control" (1988: 

128). He goes on to say that "[...] forms of resistance have become more sophisticated and more 

complex than in the past. They range from avoidance to simulation, from selective compromise to 

masked confrontation, from desertion to retraction, from calculated inertia to false adherence” 

(Mbembé 1988: 148). In the same connection, Bayart enumerates a longer list of tactics local people 

use when acting to further their interests. These include the 

"generalisation of escapism, escapist conduct, conflictual participation, ideological 

enunciation, symbolic struggle" (1993: 22) as well as “revolts, refusal of certain cultures or 

under-productivity, strikes, electoral absenteeism, migration, recourse to the sacred, 

smuggling, an economic sector often described as informal individual or collective escapism, 

intense circulation of information not controlled by the official media, delinquency, 

disqualification of power by corrosive humour or by making reference to  transcendence of a 

religious or messianic nature, conflictual participation in the political control apparatus” 

(Bayart 1993: 208-9). 

Dealing later with the issue of postcolonial states, Mbembé (2001: 103) speaks of ordinary people 

sharing a distinct set of cultural repertoires and powerfully evocative concepts to which people often 

resorted in postcolonial societies. It may include practices such as resistance, accommodation, 

withdrawal, refusal of capture, mutual zombification of the dominant and the supposedly 

dominated. It thus appears that the ordinary citizen in Africa often intervenes as an "acting subject" 

(Foucault 1989: 314), which requires genuine creativity on his part. 

The expression of this form of African Agency is very common and generally obeys the logic of 

egocentrism, which can be confusing when confronted with the antagonism of individual stakes. It 

requires, first of all, creativity and tactical finesse in order to assert one’s interests over those of 

other protagonists involved at various levels of mining processes, without giving the State the 

slightest excuse to launch an attack and thereby annihilate any expression of African Agency. 

There are significant risks associated with the open expression of African Agency, especially when it 

comes from ordinary people, which has the unique feature of appearing as acts of defiance towards 
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public authorities in charge of maintaining public order. In that case, capital punishment may be 

required for the offender, to deter others who might be tempted to engage in similar practices. But 

there is a range of intermediate sentences such as physical and psychological violence, payment of 

fines, imprisonment, etc. As discussed above, the spectrum of popular modes of political action 

includes more refined and peaceful action, however these actions can turn radical and become 

violent. This is why banditry can be considered as one of its corollaries. As Bayart acknowledged it, 

"banditry has become one of the principal popular modes of political action" in Africa (1993: 241). 

In relation to Chinese-African encounters, scholars less engaged with theoretical considerations have 

recently and explicitly highlighted the existence of a reverse dynamic in day-to-day interactions 

between China and Africa. The results of this earlier work are corroborated by those of other 

researchers working specifically on the interactions between Africa and China. As an illustration of 

“African Agency” carving out more opportunities to advance “their own interests and aspirations” 

(Mohan & Lampert 2013: 109), Giese & Thiel (2012) in their study of Chinese–Ghanaian employment 

relations, portray vulnerable Chinese employers, constantly challenged by Ghanaian employees while 

Lam (2015) explored cases featuring weak Chinese versus strong Africans in their efforts to adapt to 

the Ghanaian context. Mohan & Lampert (2013) in their advocacy for the reintegration of African 

Agency into the analysis of Chinese-African relations, mentioned situations involving Nigerian 

entrepreneurs who anticipate future Chinese investments by attracting them and then acting as 

facilitators for Chinese investors to set up and expand their businesses in Nigeria. Instances of 

antagonism also exist. Thus, between the local populations and these investors, disagreements have 

sometimes degenerated into violence, strikes, etc. (Alden & Chichava 2014, Sautman 2015). 

Though African Agency is an unavoidable reality, the ability of African actors to exercise such agency 

is highly uneven, placing African politics at the heart of any understanding of China–Africa relations. 

As discussed above, African Agency goes beyond the international scene where expressions are 

however numerous, to embrace the bilateral cooperation framework where African actors promote 

African interests as well as at the local level where a multitude of ordinary actors undertake actions 

for their own benefit and advancement over and above other stakeholders (state actors and 

investors). 
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2 Methodology 

 

The methodology presented in this section was designed to put forward actions and strategies 

adopted during the whole research process for proposing responses to questions set out in the 

introduction above. It therefore suggests going through the quantitative (chapter 2.1) and qualitative 

methods (2.2), grounded theory (2.3), as well as data (2.4) and spatial analysis (2.5). 

Data was collected both in Germany and in Cameroon. In Germany, the relatively easy access to 

many electronic and hard documentation resources helped clarify the orientation of this research, 

and also served to support arguments made throughout this thesis. As stated above (see chapter 1.1, 

state of art), the issue of African Agency is only beginning to be taken seriously within the scientific 

community, especially in relation to the Chinese presence on the African continent. The literature 

dealing directly with this matter is still scarce, and confined mainly to a few English-speaking (Nigeria, 

Ghana, Zambia) and Portuguese-speaking (Angola) countries. 

Because there are no similar studies on Cameroon, and because this country is – in general – poorly 

covered by research resulting in publications, it was therefore imperative to conduct field trips to 

Cameroon. Five cumulative months were needed to gather first-hand information through various 

techniques. They were distributed at the frequency of two annual visits of about twenty days each. 

Thus, from the two exploratory visits carried out in March-April and September-October 2013, it 

emerged that Chinese investors were just arriving. Likewise, local dynamics were still heavily 

constrained by CAPAM’s supervisory activity in the artisanal mining subsector whose basic structural 

organization was to group those miners into Gicamines. Consequently, at that point in time, this 

concept of agency was diffuse and difficult to explore as it surfaced a few years later. Then, in 2014, 

the Chinese invaded the whole gold mining region where they competed with former mining 

operators. The perception of Cameroonians at that time, regarding the sustainability pillars 

(economy, society and environment) of gold mining in Betare-Oya, as conducted by foreign investors 

including the Chinese, are gauged. Furthermore, to compare practices along the gold production and 

marketing chain, interviews with technical managers of mining companies combined with 

observations and interviews were used to identify differences and similarities among companies. A 

sample of ten companies distributed as follows participated in the experiment. Moreover, with the 

massive arrival of Chinese operators in the sector over the past year, the game of local players has 

become much clearer. Through participant observation, semi-directional interviews and reading of 

newspapers, many tactics have been brought to light. As will be explored below, many tools and 

methods combining qualitative and quantitative approaches were used for data collection. 

 

2.1 Quantitative research 

Alongside the qualitative methods presented above, rather limited use has been made of 

quantitative data collection techniques. It is indeed a positivist and even empirical approach that is 

constructed by deducing evidence from the statistical data collected either by questionnaire survey 

or observation. 
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2.1.1 Surveys 

In order to study Cameroonians' perception of the recent phenomenon of the gradual but significant 

arrival of international actors and precisely the Chinese in the mining sector, the questionnaire 

technique was mainly used, but it was later associated with another technique as already mentioned 

above. This was an attitude survey in the sense of Ackroyd and Hughes (1981) who identified it as 

one of the three types of survey (factual, explanatory and attitude surveys), the latter being specific 

in attempting to measure people's opinions. 

In this case, 167 questionnaires were administered to local inhabitants and workers randomly 

selected on mining sites and in communities roughly located within a radius of 60 kilometres around 

the two main mining towns of Betare-Oya and Colomine. To avoid embarrassment and sometimes 

exclusion of some participants who may be unable to read and write correctly, the questionnaire was 

administered face-to-face and the interviewee was assisted in filling the questionnaire by the 

interviewer. Moreover, in case of any ambiguous question or confusion from the part of the 

participant, further clarifications were provided. 

Briefly examining the major characteristics of interviewees, it appears that their average age is 37.63 

years ranging from 18 to 79 years while their gender structure is not balanced, as only ¼ of women 

are mainly involved in the ore processing within the traditional mining segment (washing operations 

and selection of gold, etc.). 

Former interviewees’ working experiences are highly variegated. Their professional background is 

made up of small-scale mining employment (geologist, machinist, etc.), traditional mining 

employment (collector, artisan, etc.), indirect mining employment (driver, guardian, etc.) and some 

mining induced employment (trader, motorcycle driver). Besides those people with experience in the 

mining sector, others came from the agricultural and traditional sector (farmer, breeder, traditional 

rulers, etc.), while some had no known professional background (unemployed, traditional rulers, 

etc.). 

These experienced participants originated from all over Cameroon with a slight dominance of the 

East region (47.9 per cent) – the administrative hot-spot of small-scale mining projects (Betare-Oya, 

Ngoura, Ketté, Batouri subdivisions) which accounts for more than 85 per cent of ASM in Cameroon –

; Northern regions including mainly the Adamaoua Region (32.9 per cent), Centre (8.4 per cent), 

others (North-West, South-West, West and Littoral: 10.8 per cent). 

  

2.1.2 Observational data 

Unlike the technique of observation presented in an earlier section, quantitative observation is 

systematic and must result in statistics. This technique helped to collect various data along the Gold 

Value Chain (GVC), by counting engines and inputs involved in the mining process. It was also the 

case with ritual sacrifice sites where it was necessary to count not only foodstuff and other 

provisions but also money, which every mining contractor was obliged to present to local 

communities before starting any extractive activity. 
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2.2 Qualitative research methods  

Qualitative methods are the main approaches used in this thesis as they are effective for 

understanding people, contexts and interactions among actors. This inductive approach also helps to 

build theories, or at least to test them. They are particularly appropriate when studying and 

deepening understanding of human behaviour and the social world in a holistic perspective, and in 

this case, the expressions of African Agency in Cameroon's mining sector. Thus they are concerned 

with opinion, feelings and experiences of people and generally leading to direct contacts in the 

context of individual or group interviews, but also to observation. 

 

2.2.1 Focus groups  

This technique was used to understand the overall situation of the mining sector and particularly to 

appreciate local people’s perceptions of investors, their employers and how they were managing to 

live on good terms with them. Unfortunately, it achieved little success insofar as these workers 

seemed to be spying on each other and thus avoided openly expressing their opinions on the foreign 

presence in the gold extraction sector at Betare-Oya, especially in the company of other workers. 

This was likely to hurt their work in foreign-funded firms, making attempts to organize interactive 

sessions with a small group, a real fiasco, despite the fact that the size of the sample group always 

comprised between six and eight persons. It was therefore clear that only face-to-face interviews 

conducted on a one to one basis would be efficient for collecting data that people are reluctant to 

give within the focus group context. 

 

2.2.2 Individual Interviews  

Among the possibilities offered by this technique, semi-structured interviews or focused interviews 

were particularly necessary for this work. Because they allow the researcher, on a given subject, to 

ask open-ended questions, they also give the interviewee the latitude to provide more elaborate 

information based on his personal experience and knowledge. They offer the opportunity to keep 

track of certain information, which allows exploration of subjects and/or in-deepth study of aspects 

deemed more interesting. Thus, on the basis of the interview schedule, 57 protagonists of the mining 

sector were approached in order to get their knowledge and experience. They are officials, investors 

and middlemen, translators and interpreters, mine professional employees and local populations of 

which just over 10% come from Asia and mainly from China. See Appendix 2, for further information 

about interviewees. Although these interviews generated interesting results, they still had to be 

complemented and in some cases overlapped with another qualitative approach, and especially 

observation techniques. 

 

2.2.3 Observations 

This technique was used for collecting data on the behaviour of Cameroonians in their daily 

interactions with Asian investors through audio and video recordings, various photographs of life 

scenes, but also extended descriptions of the environment and human actions. Sometimes, it was 
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necessary to become a participant observer to better understand the African Agency phenomenon in 

its intimate manifestations. Thus, in certain cases of negotiations with foreign investors through the 

mediation of local interpreters or entrepreneurs, observation made it possible to discern 

manifestations of advancing local personal interest. Similarly, it occurred thrice during local 

customary court sessions. This involved judgments handed down by the district traditional ruler on 

situations of conflict between the local population and foreign investors concerning compensation, 

purchases of land and irregular occupation of land on the one hand, and various cases of breach of 

trust, misallocation of proceeds from the sale between customary owners and direct sellers on the 

other hand. Observation helped a lot as a technique for verifying, identifying nuances or nullifying 

information provided in face-to-face encounters. 

 

2.3 Grounded Theory 

Though admittedly a qualitative method, it is treated here separately as a category to emphasise on 

how it was used and led to substantiate the African Agency theory. Founded by Glaser & Strauss 

(1967) following their dissatisfaction with prevailing methods in sociology which were aiming at 

verifying existing theories rather than discovering them in a reverse process of research they termed 

grounded theory. It is basically understood as a methodological approach consisting of generating 

theory from data collected in the study and it usually involves studying people’s experience or a 

process resulting in a theory of how a given process works. Profoundly evolving, this approach 

integrates three main philosophical differences categorised in Glaserian, Straussian and 

Constructivist perspectives (Piggott 2010). Nevertheless they still share a common basement made 

up of eight core elements – ‘Iterative Process’, ‘Theoretical Sampling’, ‘Theoretical Sensitivity’, 

‘Codes, Memos and Concepts’, ‘Constant Comparison’, ‘Theoretical Saturation’, ‘Fit, Work, relevance 

& Modifiability’ and finally ‘Substantive Theory’ – as suggested by Weed (2009: 505-506). 

The main strategy of collecting data in the grounded theory is through interviews constructed around 

questions systematised by numerous authors, including those of Charmaz:  “What is going on? What 

are people doing? What is the person saying? What do these actions and statements take for 

granted? How do structure and context serve to support, maintain, impede or change these actions 

and statements?” (2003: 94-95). This choice is supported by the nature of the research topic, African 

Agency, which implies people doing and saying things that could be further questioned to find out 

what is the emerging core phenomenon as well as its related causal conditions, strategies and 

consequences. This is the theoretical sensitivity which helps in randomly sampling a particular person 

based on theoretical criteria guided by the nascent theory. This research borrows both inductive and 

deductive approaches as it starts with theoretical ideas deriving from literature, and moves on with 

the interview schedule that was administered, results in new ideas, explanations found in data 

thereby collected. 

In the grounded theory, data collection and their analysis are an iterative process between data 

collection and data analysis performed simultaneously, and repeated as much as needed, in the 

search for comprehensive but improved categories associated with an emerging core phenomenon. 

categorising or discovering categories is a time-consuming process consisting of grouping concepts 

that seem to relate to the same phenomenon in the first place, and then identifying properties and 

dimensions include in each category from a coding frame (Corbin & Strauss 2008). The interviews 
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conducted on a group of selected people in a given stage are processed, obtained data analysed, 

before giving rise to a new cycle of interviews, analysis and resampling. 

After an interview, the output is transcribed, translated when necessary, read as a whole in order to 

organise in major emerging themes and regroup them into categories. For Strauss (1987), conditions, 

interactions, strategies, tactics, and consequences are different types of ideas that can be coded, but 

a more systematic grouping of those types of classes embraces acts, activities, meanings, 

participation, relationships, and settings. The process of data analysis operates usually with the open 

coding technique which helps in segmenting information. As suggested by Ryan & Bernard (2003) on 

generic qualitative data analysis and which fit well in the grounded theory context, especially in the 

analysis of text interview, several tricks can be useful to identify themes in a given text. They can 

involve repetition, indigenous typology, metaphor and analogy, transition (pauses, sections), 

similarities and differences, linguistic connectors (because, before, after, next, closeness, examples), 

and missing data. With them in mind, reading can become more fruitful not only as far as themes are 

concerned, but also when they are more oriented towards researching details in the text using 

various reading techniques including annotation, labels, notes, and highlighting key words, a chunk of 

text that improve the quest for new consistent analytical ideas. As soon as a text is organised into its 

core categories and related sub-categories, the coding system is refined to eliminate any duplication 

of ideas through further relating general theoretical ideas in polished categories. 

Memos are used, at a lower level, for substantiating the content of categories with the explanation 

of processes taking place within a category and looking for the main concern of the study area. It can 

also be considered as selective coding which assembles each key idea and related variables 

altogether. Axial coding is very similar to the previous one as it relates categories to subcategories 

using codes and memos, but it goes beyond as it connects the core phenomenon, its casual 

conditions, strategies and consequences to explain how the whole process works. The fourth coding 

level is theoretical coding which suggests relationships between core categories, concepts and 

properties, integrating categories into a larger theory and refining components, in doing so, paving 

the way to the theoretical integration. At that level, personal interpretation is provided in the 

process of making sense of these organised ideas as well as their significance for respondents. They 

are then related to the research question and research literature. 

Constant comparison is applied at each sequence of data processing while comparing on the one 

hand, new data with existing data by trying to catch differences and similarities between them or on 

the other hand, relating data to prevailing concepts in forms of memos. Through this continuous 

process, initial thoughts get gradually refined concomitantly with the increasing level of abstraction 

of results. This process ends when very few or no new ideas arise and it is called a point of theoretical 

saturation. Then the substantive theory can materialise and be tested to guarantee the relevance of 

the theory. 

The whole data analysis process can be summarised through the approach suggested by Mason 

(2002) which moves from original text analysis to theory formation. The three main steps start from 

text exploitation by considering its literal components (words, dialogue used, actions, settings, 

systems, etc.), followed by interpretation (implicit norms, rules, values, mores how people make 

sense of phenomena) of the outcome and ending with reflexive work conducted by the researcher in 

the process of relating categories, interpretation to the theory. 
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In the continuous analysis of interviews conducted in the locality of Betare-Oya with the help of 

processes described above, we can clearly see a form of agency not yet highlighted in the research 

on interactions between Afro-Asian actors in general, and specifically in the African mining sector. 

There was an enormous field that was excluded from the focus of primary explorations conducted in 

this research. Though closely resembling what was going on, it became clear that local people were 

actually playing a crucial role in the ASM, yet it was commonly perceived that investments were not 

under their formal control. They undertook several actions to subvert the leadership setting and 

derived financial resources from the State and investors dipped into their pockets and, in doing so, 

astutely advanced their interests. 

It is about an agency that is both opportunistic and vengeful; that does not shrink from any means of 

action within its reach, including duplicity, cunning, violence and murder. Indeed, even if Asians 

cannot be confused with Westerners, for these populations nevertheless, they belong to the same 

category of actors coming from outside and who compete in the exploitation of their mineral 

resources which they would rather exploit on their own, at their own pace and if necessary, 

bequeath them as a legacy to their descendants. With government's decision to proceed with 

exploitation, they chose not to oppose State policy frontally, but to try to slyly pervert its objectives 

on the one hand, and to compel the professional mining operators in different ways to share the 

financial resources resulting from their work on the other hand. 

In the early years following the mechanization of gold mining, CAPAM organized artisans in common 

initiative groups of mining producers to act as local guarantors of mining by acquiring traditional 

mining authorisations. These were to be available to foreign technical and financial partners under 

conditions negotiated by political elites, including CAPAM agents, personnel of the ministry in charge 

of mines, security forces, and local administrative authorities. For a while, this system limited local 

initiative regarding mining operators settled in the region. It is with the acceleration of the pace of 

exploitation, especially with the Operation Gold that these traditional miners progressively 

dissociated from the system and set up a parallel and informal system which could be at their 

exclusive service. 

Despite the intermediary role that officials played between local residents and mining operators in 

the region, this activity still offers many opportunities for direct encounters, outside governmental 

control. This is where most opportunistic actions take place. It is an aspect that is difficult to extract 

from the local sphere, since it deals with everyday actions that are either weakly regulated by various 

national laws or which are difficult to implement. This ground level agency is where investors are 

gouged as cooperatively as possible, but which can also become antagonistic when the actors’ 

interests openly conflict. 

In most interviews, reference is often made to the colonial past during which former mining 

entrepreneurs were ruthless in furthering the interests of their home countries, imposing barely 

sustainable working conditions that eventually caused illness and even death for some, without any 

compensation. Moreover, the salaries were ridiculous and the production of gold was entirely carried 

away by these foreign contractors. Many well-known anecdotes in these localities tend to paint the 

former exploiters as well as the administrative system that accompanied them as terrorists whose 

pursuit of gold did not tolerate any kind of obstacle linked to social opposition or indiscipline of 

indigenous mining workers. Whenever this happened, suspects were then punished, and sometimes 

even with the death penalty. 
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There is therefore the idea of desires for revenge that the local people have nursed from previous 

mining sequences controlled by international initiatives (colonial period with German and French 

operators) which were hardly beneficial to local residents and their localities. That is why they took 

the recent wave of gold mining as an opportunity to challenge foreign mining operators by taking 

action to advance their own interests. Though what is sometimes amazing is the nature of their 

actions which can be referred to as ‘gangs and guns’. But of course, that was not the issue. 

It has been made obvious during interviews that many interviewees were happy for what they have 

been able to achieve over the past four years for themselves and their villages. Some of them even 

go further to congratulate each other, and especially those who succeeded in singling themselves out 

through special achievements during this last and ongoing mining episode. 

Besides interviews, data was later triangulated with other techniques covered in this methodological 

chapter and, important enough, processed in different ways as discussed in the data analysis section. 

 

2.4 Data analysis 

Once the data gathered by various collection techniques reviewed above, procedures of data 

processing and analysing were applied to those data. Processing methods vary according to the 

nature of data (qualitative or quantitative). 

 

2.4.1 Qualitative classic data analysis 

The aim here is to explicitly decode the explanation of the primary message content, differing from 

precise measurements, by managing raw qualitative data in a way that will be conducive to emergent 

patterns and explanations resulting in confirming or invalidating research hypotheses. It starts with 

the initial processing involving verbatim transcription, translation of data, data cleaning; which then 

moves forward to data organization (label the data or coding). At this point of the analysis, personal 

reflections and comments are added to the margin of transcribed interviews before sorting out the 

interviews’ outputs to identify common and divergent sequences and relationships between 

variables. This descriptive analysis includes classifying responses in categories, identifying recurrent 

themes and initiating some generalizations arising from available data. The last step of the primary 

message content analysis is mostly interpretative. 

 

2.4.2 Quantitative data analysis 

The analysis of quantitative data is a process of organising raw data collected into logical categories, 

summarising and doing exploratory analysis which provides initial hints to understand as well as 

giving meaning to them. From there, correlation and causal hypothesis are investigated. In more 

practical terms, data analysis can include data preparation which means editing data variables and 

solving issues of missing data, then coding and entering data converted into a numerical form before 

getting them transformed through statistical procedures into tables and graphs. Given the number of 

variables, the analysis will involve the simultaneous relationship among several variables within each 
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of the three set of sustainability dimensions. The final step is analysis and interpretation of outcome 

resulting from findings. 

The statistical software package used here in statistical data analysis is the Statistical Package for 

Social Sciences (SPSS) Statistics Version 16 specifically designed to deal with data and generate 

statistics for performing data entry and analysis and creating tables and graphs. Indeed, starting from 

a questionnaire with 30 questions divided into 3 groups of 10 questions each – all striving to cover 

the three dimensions of human practices’ sustainability – each question (variable) was transformed 

into quantitative variables. Each respondent was therefore asked to indicate his/her perception of 

each selected item (variable) using a uni-dimensional scaling method based on the 5-point Likert 

scale. A score was assigned to each variable in a five-point response continuum scale aligned to the 

Likert scale scored as follows:  2 for strong positive impact ', 1 for 'positive impact ', 0 for ‘no visible 

impact', -1 for 'negative impact' and -2 'strong negative impact'. Once this was done, the transformed 

data was later submitted to regression analysis logistic. Means were calculated as well as standard 

deviations before carrying out tests of comparison, and in particular the student test (T-student). The 

p-value, the critical probability, was generated automatically to interpret test results. If its value is 

<5% the null hypothesis (H0: M = 0) is rejected in favour of the alternative hypothesis (Ha: M> 0). It is 

therefore postulated that the mean is> 0. If the p-value is equal to 0 for a given variable, the mean is 

significantly different from 0. This means that the perception relative to this variable is globally 

positive or negative depending on whether the average is positive or negative. When the p-value is 

less than or equal to 0.05, the alternative hypothesis is accepted, and consequently the average is 

said to be significantly different from 0. In the contrary case, the mean is deemed to be zero, which is 

globally translated in terms of perception, as the indifference of the population towards the variable 

analysed. 

For group analyses, i.e. the three dimensions considered here (economy, society and environment), 

the value of an overall perceptual indicator (variable) is the mean of individual primary indicators 

within each group. Once this was generated, the comparison test, T-student, was also applied for 

two-to-two comparisons between global indicators related to perceptions of the population. The 

assumptions used were H0: M1-M2 = 0 and Ha M1-M2> 0. The measured perceptions recorded from 

the processing of these interviewees are presented in the results section. 

Both qualitative and quantitative data collection methods were used for this research. Readings of 

archives and different sources, field observation, a focus group interview and officials’ interviews are 

channels used to gather qualitative information from our informants. This research combines a 

variety of methods with spatial analysis as a complementary method. 

The analysis of quantitative data is a process of organising raw data collected into logical categories, 

summarising and doing exploratory analysis which provides initial hints to understand as well as 

giving meaning to them. On this basis, correlation and causal hypothesis are investigated. In more 

practical terms, data analysis can include data preparation which means editing data variables and 

solving issues of missing data, then coding and entering data converted into a numerical form before 

getting them transformed through statistical procedures into tables and graphs. Given the number of 

variables, the analysis will involve the simultaneous relationship among several variables within each 

of the three sets of sustainability dimensions. The final step is analysis and interpretation of outcome 

resulting from findings. 
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2.5 Spatial analysis 

Remote sensing and Geographic Information Systems (GIS) were relatively scarcely used to monitor 

changes associated with mining operations in Africa. For instance in West Africa, Pagot et al. (2008) 

processed satellite images were processed and revealed how far land use changes were related to 

traditional and industrial diamond mining. On gold mining, similar studies were carried out in Ghana 

by Schueler et al. (2011) and Basommi et al. (2015, 2016). In Central Africa, no such work has been 

published so far. In this first experience, remote sensing was used to map land cover/use changes 

within and around gold mining concessions in the East region of Cameroon. 

Due to the introduction of mechanization in gold mining processes in the Betare-Oya region, various 

developments have taken place in the sector, especially with reference to the ASM component. It 

should first be emphasised here that this locality constitutes the historical gold mining site in 

Cameroon, which dates back to the colonial era. That is why within the framework of this diachronic 

study, steps in the change detection methodology will be examined further below. It involves the 

acquisition, pre-processing, and classification of satellite images with ERDAS Imagine software as well 

as with ArcGIS software for thematic classes refining and the detection of changes appearing on a 

given landscape. The coordinate systems used for spatial analysis processing, both in the remote 

sensing and GIS, are namely the Zone 33N within the UTM projection system and the datum 

reference of WGS84. 

It was then necessary to precisely define the area of interest for this study, the reference point of 

which is in Betare-Oya from where the Lom river and its tributaries are followed up to the confluence  

with the Pangar river, where both merge together and become the Sanaga river. Due to the presence 

of the Lom Pangar dam project within the area, which stimulated and accelerated the pace of mining 

in the area on both sides of the Lom and Pangar rivers, a 10 km buffer zone was created and 

modified for smoothing contours around the confluence between Lom and Pangar rivers in the study 

area on the one hand and getting a continuous zone on the other hand. Subsequently, given the 

spatial restriction of disturbed landscapes along the Lom River, the study area was again restricted to 

about 30 km north of the city and about 40 km southwest of the same city. As a result of the space 

described above, the surface area covered by the spatial analysis is 3.366km². 

In addition to the spatial presentation, the timeframe of analysis considered, extends from 2000 to 

2016, with four reference years (2000, 2011, 2015, and 2016). As far as motivations for choosing 

those years are concerned, they correspond to recent changes witnessed in the country’s mining 

sector. Thus, the initial year is 2000, for it represents the year when purely traditional gold mining 

was still going on, that is before any mechanised activity. The choice of 2011 is justified by the fact 

that 2004 saw the entrance of several Korean and Western investors into Cameroon’s gold business. 

Although they introduced the mechanization of some processes, the activity developed a little 

timidly. The third year is 2015 because of the gradual arrival of Chinese investors as from 2013, as 

well as the partial impoundment of the Lom Pangar dam on September 25, 2015. The final year is 

2016 for assessing the pace of mining only five months after the formal notice sent to the mining 

operators, calling on them to urgently vacate the areas they were still occupying before the final 

impoundment scheduled in late August 2016. 
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2.5.1 Data source and Image pre-processing 

This work of tracking down and processing data uses both primary and secondary data for assessing 

land use/cover in the area of study. With regards to the secondary data required for this analysis, 

ancillary data such as DEM for the topography and basic geographical datasets including water 

course, localities, and toponymal features.  As for substantial data, the satellite imagery is used as a 

source of information for studying land cover and land use simultaneously. The choice of images 

must be based on four criteria, namely the homogeneity and continuity of the image coverage for 

the area of interest, the spatial resolution of images, the image acquisition season and the chosen 

years (Mal & Singh 2014). 

The homogeneity and continuity of the images for the area of study are not a matter of concern, 

because the whole area is entirely covered by a single scene of Landsat or Spot and does not 

therefore require the adjustment operations that a larger area with multi-scene images would have 

required. Whether they are Landsat and SPOT images or very high resolutions like IKONOS or 

Blackbridge, these images cover the whole study area, throughout the years of reference. 

When it comes to acquisition dates, four sets of images were chosen by systematically keeping the 

same month to avoid comparing images whose periods of acquisition would have been different, and 

thus introducing potential biases. The month of February corresponds to the late dry season in the 

region generally with a very low cloud cover and, which makes it possible to better distinguish the 

spectral signatures of the different land covers especially bare areas (Basommi et al. 2015). In 

addition, during this late dry season, the soil is drier and watercourses are at their lowest levels, 

making it easier  to distinguish between bare soil not affected by mining activity and areas stripped 

by mining, as opposed to what would have obtained in the early dry season with a higher water 

levels. This criterion is less relevant for the 2016 data when the dam was already partially watered 

and the general groundwater level was relatively high. 

As far as resolution is concerned, the minimal spatial footprint for mining operations taking place in 

the study area ranges from 4 to more than 225 sqm depending on the method used. Overall, this is 

basically the alluvial exploitation of gold by stripping the banks of rivers in search of the precious 

metal contained in the underground layers. It comprises two main modalities. On the one hand, 

traditional mining using manual work tools and carried out by local craftsmen and, on the other, 

mechanised mining carried out by mining SMEs and involving the use of gear, as well as some level of 

automation of processes. It depends on the resources of mining contractors which is proportional to 

the consumption of space. In spatial analysis, the smaller the footprint of mining activity, the less 

visible it is on the image. In other words, the higher the resolution of the image, the smaller the 

mining-affected areas identified. 

Thus, it would have been preferable to use very high resolution images with ≤ 2m (IKONOS or 

Blackbridge, etc.), because this resolution is sufficient to accurately map even the smallest areas 

affected by mining. Unfortunately, access to such images is not available free of charge. Likewise, the 

second option should have been chosen for SPOT images whose resolution ranges from 10 to 20m 

and can help identify the contours from large land cover units to medium scales. Even in this case, 

their acquisition cost restricted access and hence prevented their use. Finally, free Landsat 

multispectral imagery was chosen in spite of the comparable lower but still acceptable resolution of 

their bands varying between 15 (panchromatic) and 30 m (multispectral). 
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Fortunately, the entire study area is covered by one Landsat scene and the Landsat images are 

available for all the four reference years. Therefore, for each reference image, one panchromatic 

(band 8) and three multispectral bands described further below were used from the Landsat 7 ETM+ 

and the Landsat 8 OLI. The three multispectral bands are: 

- Band 5 (1.55–1.75 µm) for Landsat 7 and band 6 (1.560 - 1.660 µm) for Landsat 8 which both 

correspond to the Short Wavelength Infrared 1 (SWR1); 

- Band 4 (0.76–0.90 µm) for Landsat 7 and band 5 (0.845 - 0.885 µm) for Landsat 8 both 

corresponding to the Near Infrared (NIR); 

- Band 3 (0.63–0.69 µm) for Landsat 7 and band 4 (1.560 - 1.660 µm) for Landsat 8 belonging 

both to the Red. 

In summary, objects likely to be observed on Landsat images must measure at least 15x15m² in 

accordance with the enhanced resolution of the Landsat images (from 30 to 15m). In the mining 

context, the only objects correspond in this study with such measurements are the streambank 

stripping areas and mining holes which have cross-sectional dimensions of at least 15x15m² of 

section. 

The images selected according to these criteria listed above are summarized in Table 1. Additional 

information can be found in Appendix 1. 

Table 1: basic details of satellite images 

Satellite Sensors Spatial resolution Path/Row Acquisition date 

Landsat 7 ETM+ 
30 m (multispectral bands); 15 m 

(Panchromatic Band) 
184/056 

02.2000 

02.2011 

Landsat 8 OLI 
30 m (multispectral bands); 15 m 

(Panchromatic Band) 

02.2015 

02.2016 

Source: USGS website, Earth Explorer, October 2016. 

 

Pre-processing operations, consisting in making atmospheric corrections for red and panchromatic 

bands to improve the visual quality of the image, are carried out. Then the image spatial resolution is 

upgraded, moving from 30 to 15m on the basis of the panchromatic image combined with bands in 

coloured composition. In addition, the same reference system has been used, so that each sub-scene 

has only a similar number of pixels in rows and columns for perfect overlap. For the period, the 

images are well geo-referenced and it is therefore no longer necessary to apply any geometric 

corrections. 

For the primary data, a field trip was carried out in February 2016 to collect ground control points 

(GCPs) as well as conduct cross-verification on satellite data. Since they have been previously 

classified in different predefined categories, hundreds of GCPs identified for each class were 

recorded on the ground through a non-differential Global Positioning System (GPS) receiver to verify 

whether they overlapped well with the objects of the pre-classification. Similarly, tracks were taken 

along the roads and revealed as well as GCPs that for the 2000 image the geometric correction was 

necessary while the other images were displaying a perfect overlay and did not consequently require 

supplementary correction (Mal & Singh 2014). 
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2.5.2 Land use classification 

For land use classification, supervised classification involving the definition of training zones from 

more GCPs was conducted. In fact, unsupervised methods are not relevant for the purposes of this 

work, since the existence of a database of GCPs resulting from an exploratory study facilitates 

classification according to the predefined thematic nomenclature. However, a first test, without any 

supervision generated more than twenty classes of land use from the pre-processed satellite image. 

Then, the multispectral and sharped bands were submitted to the Supervised Maximum Likelihood 

Classification (MLC) algorithm in Erdas Imagine, to determine the thematic classes relevant for the 

land use/cover. Twelve classes were then classified. Then thanks to ArcGIS 10.2 (ESRI) and based on 

the attributes (categories) that were defined with the simultaneous help of Google Earth, local 

knowledge and field trips, these thematic classes were again classified using the simplest possible 

nomenclature in 05 classes to describe the physical environment. These include woodland, degraded 

woodland, grasslands, built-up lands associated with bare soils, and water. Since the value of this 

work lies in the assessment of impacts that have affected the mining region as a result of the 

increasing mechanization of mining processes, it was not considered worthwhile to break those 

classes down in further detail. The land use/cover maps were produced as illustrated in figures in the 

change detection section (Fig 1, 2, 3 and 4). After the classification, an effort of cleaning isolated 

pixels, common to pixel-based classifications, was manually made by assigning all patches <4 pixels 

(0. 36 ha) to the surrounding dominant land cover class, as did Schueler et al. (2011) in their study of 

Western Ghana. 

 

2.5.3 Land use/cover change detection analysis 

In a next step, changes in land use/land cover were detected with ArcGIS by using post-classification 

methods consisting of the diachronic analysis of vector layers´ semantic data obtained in the image 

classification phase (Petit & Lambin 2001, Lu et al. 2004). The change detection technique results in 

two categories of land cover changes (progressive or radical) including on the one hand, the 

conversion of land cover from one category to a different category and on the other hand, the 

modification of the condition of the land cover type within the same category. The cross-tabulation 

of data is done in pairs, i.e. 2000 and 2011, 2011 and 2015, 2015 and 2016. Changes are observed 

from one pivot to another. Between 2000 and 2011, a new class, mining, was added to the year 

2011, which means by crossing both years, 30 classes are generated. The same goes for the period 

from 2011 to 2015 when a seventh class, dam, was added, yielding 42 class changes thanks to cross-

classification. Similarly, with the addition of the new class in 2015, flood, they increased to 56 classes 

between 2015 and 2016. As for the general balance over the period, i.e. between 2000 and 2016, 05 

classes in 2000 were crossed with the 08 of 2016, which resulted in 40 class changes. The final step 

consists in validating results through the random collection of 80 points within the reliable ground 

data, followed by generation of various spatial statistics (overall accuracy, producer’s and user’s 

accuracy, and the kappa statistics, error matrix). 

 

As shown above, this PhD is developed within the framework of multi-method research which 

includes first and second-hand data collection and analysis through quantitative and qualitative 
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methods, complemented by a spatial analysis of multi temporal Landsat Images, remote sensing and 

ancillary information using GIS for change detection. 
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3 The mining sector in Cameroon 

 

African Agency and political ecology are integrated in a peculiar context, Cameroon’s mining sector. 

It is explored further in the following lines to provide background information for a better 

understanding of those concepts that are discussed later on. Several decades after the kick-off of 

earlier mining operations in Cameroon, it remains an essentially artisanal and even informal activity, 

and was so even during the colonial period which involved German and French actors. Over the past 

decade, there has been a development that has not totally shaken off the shortcomings of the 

previous period, but was able to fit somewhat into a more modern perspective. Nevertheless, the 

Artisanal and Small-scale Mining (ASM) sector is very vibrant owing to a host of factors like basic 

administrative formalities, low capital mobilisation, light extractive and processing equipment, etc. 

By contrast, industrial mining is difficult to implement, because the requirements are time 

consuming and hard to meet. The first mining license (not to be confused with quarry mining license) 

awarded to a foreign company dates back to 2003 without any mining project moving from the 

licensing stage to the operational phase on the ground, no industrial exploitation has taken place so 

far. By contrast, ASM authorisations have been issued since the colonial time and have resulted in 

effective mineral extraction on the ground. Generally speaking, the mining sector in Cameroon is still 

in its infancy. However there are prospects of large scale projects being initiated in the near future. 

Although operational mining projects are essentially in the ASM, there is, nonetheless, a considerable 

amount of development in the industrial mining subsector. 

However, as the mining sector has already been the subject of a more detailed discussion in an 

earlier section (introduction), the focus here will be on the functional and perceptual aspects. Thus, 

this chapter aims first of all to highlight the diversity of origins of investors involved in this sector, 

which is then followed by an examination of each of the three main periods of Cameroon’s gold 

mining development, taken as stages paving the way towards the daunting task of ownership of this 

sector by the nationals. Then, based on the practices of the last five years in the ASM, operations are 

analysed using an instrument, the gold value chain, from land acquisition to the exit of gold 

concentrate from the territory, and even the international journey of gold extracted in Cameroon. 

Finally, the perceptions of various players in Cameroonian society who are more or less closely 

involved in gold extraction have been collected quantitatively and qualitatively. They relate indirectly 

to the issue of the Chinese presence in this sector of activity, revealing the complexity of opinions 

expressed on the issue in artisanal mining operations, namely in recent developments relating to the 

slightly mechanised gold mining. 

 

3.1 Artisanal and Small-scale Mining (ASM) 

Revenge against the colonial period was reflected in the more or less autonomous entry of these 

local communities into the mining economy using their own strategies to obtain the capital and 

equipment needed to maintain their operations. Alliances with traders from northern Cameroon and 

other African countries played a crucial role in this regard. In the mining sites of Lom and Djerem 

division, the players commonly called "serviteurs" by local artisanal miners, were providers of 

financial resources, which they gradually made available to the mining workers, enabling them to 

acquire the indispensable extractive tools and/or foodstuffs they needed to conduct this traditional 
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activity. Furthermore, where the lender ran a store in the nearest town (Betare-Oya) – which was 

often the case – in addition to the funds, he supplied the gold panning site with various products. The 

cumulative costs of those products were gradually logged in a notebook and considered as loans 

taken by the craftsmen. These traders and other purchasers of gold were reimbursed primarily by 

means of the product generated by their investment. They played a decisive role in ensuring 

continued gold production in critical times. 

However, these traders have yet to be acknowledged by the government (Nguepjouo & Manyacka 

2008). In fact, the state officials merely viewed the phenomenon as informal activity conducted by 

traffickers ransoming these gold producers (Ntep Gweth & Adeline 2005), or simply, as illegal mining 

transactions which did not abide by the Mining Code. This perspective has exposed the State’s 

inability to embrace these expressions of social creativity and draw them into official networks. 

 

3.1.1 Shareholders in the ASM subsector 

ASM is the fastest growing mining sub-sector in Cameroon. As a matter of fact, before independence, 

it accounted for up to 20% of GDP thanks to the cumulative weight of artisanal mining resources 

(gold, tin and rutile). It was once one of the main pillars of the economy and a significant source of 

State (colonial and postcolonial) revenue. Pioneered by French entrepreneurs, gold mining started in 

1933, with tin mining following the next year and rutile in 1935. Instability and declining commodity 

prices on the world market brought those overarching projects, with the exception of gold, to a 

standstill. Tin mining in Mayo-Darlé lasted until 1968 under the guidance of French operators, but 

then moved into the informal economy and progressive forgetfulness, until its final extinction in 

1985. As for rutile, it halted prematurely in 1955 despite its considerable reserves (MINMIDT 2016). 

Nowadays, although the sector’s contribution to the national economy is negligible, government 

estimates put it at 1% of GDP (MINMIDT 2016). 

Despite the commodity crisis which led to the withdrawal of French operators, gold mining never 

ended as illustrated in the figure 3.2. Since the end of the 19th century, gold mining in Cameroon has 

been regularly conducted by successive foreign actors. During the colonial period, Western interests 

were represented by the Germans who conducted several exploratory missions, and later by 

Frenchmen who started exploitation proper. The former identified mining targets, while the latter 

began full-fledged manual exploitation that continued till the eve of independence. During the long 

period of lethargy (1957 – 2004), the scale of this activity trickled down to an essentially informal 

endeavour and a side activity for riparian populations as local artisanal miners had taken over 

operations which were a major source of income for local miners and cross-border marketing 

networks involving Malians, Guineans, Nigerians and Nigerians (Ntep Gweth & Adeline 2005). In 

recent times, beginning from 2004 the sector witnessed the gradual arrival of new players from Asia 

and West, and as a result gold mining has gone on continuously till date, thanks to informal activity in 

remote areas. 
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Fig. 3.1: Cameroon’s gold production curve and gold prices from the first extraction till date. 

Other West Africans have been active throughout the crisis alongside Cameroonians in extracting the 

precious metal. They were more active in purchasing the gold whose production they had facilitated, 

by supplying the means of production requested by the miners. They maintained a monopoly in this 

role until the arrival of the Asians. When the Koreans arrived in 2004, the mechanization process 

began to take hold, and incidentally attracted many Western entrepreneurs, none of whom had 

unfortunately survived the very first phase. It is in this context of increasing players that the arrival of 

the Chinese investors reinforced the move towards mechanization and triggered gold rush of sorts, 

thus accelerating the pace of gold exploitation in these Eastern localities of Cameroon to 

unprecedented levels. 

According to various sources, the number of mining companies reached a maximum of 80 before 

decreasing to present-day levels. By way of illustration, one (01) company, AFKO from Korea was 

reported to be active in 2005 (Ntep Gweth & Adeline 2005). Six years later, the number of companies 

increased to ten (10) including some originating from France, Korea and South-Africa (EDC 2011). In 

2014, there were 53 mining companies reported to be controlled by Asian (Chinese, Korean, Indian) 

and Western entrepreneurs (French, Italian, Spanish, German and Norwegian) (Nguepjouo & Runge 

2014). Research conducted by Tehna et al. (2015), found that the number had exceeded 70 in 2015 

whilst it reached 80 according to the CAPAM’s local site manager in early 2016 and has now dwindled 

to 35 currently (Interview Site 2016). 

There were three waves of gold extraction in Cameroon, namely the German-led  exploration, the 

French-led  exploitation in an early colonial mining phase, gold panning led by Africans in a second 

phase and the lightly mechanisation brought in by the globalization of investors, which is nowadays 

dominated by Chinese, in the current phase. Thus the subsequent paragraphs address the main 

characteristics of each group of investors as they have been involved in the ASM in recent decades. 
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3.1.1.1 Western mining operators 

While the Western players were responsible for the discovery and initial exploitation of gold in 

Betare-Oya during precolonial and colonial times, which they controlled 100% one after the other, 

they have ceased to play leading roles in operations in recent years. They have remained outside the 

sector for forty years; they left either under duress at the outbreak of the war, or chose to leave 

when gold prices dropped concomitantly with the rise of the plantation economy (Mimbang 2013). 

It was not until October 2007, when the Cameroonian government, through its operational arm, 

CAPAM (Support Framework and Promotion of Crafts Mining with French acronym CAPAM) launched 

the “Betare-Oya gold Rescue Operation --- Opération de sauvetage de l’or de Betare-Oya” that new 

Western operators were attracted and returned to the country’s mining resources. It was a 

governmental initiative to recover gold, which was facing impending flooding through the upcoming 

impoundment of the Lom Pangar dam, which was under construction till 2016. The aim was to 

extract at least 13 tons of gold from 2008 onwards, by promoting light mechanisation of gold mining 

in the Betare area. Many mining SMEs entered into contracts with this State body which is also 

responsible for supervising the whole sector. Under the terms of their contract with the government, 

companies were required to pay monthly a lump sum quota of USD 6,077 to local stakeholders. This 

almost worked well for all actors until 2010 when the CAPAM decided to introduce a new payment 

mechanism, backed by the principle of production sharing, which officials believed was likely to 

increase the government’s financial revenues. While the others resisted or complained, South 

Africa’s CAMINCO entered into a production sharing contract (Mbodiam 2010). The final product 

collected by the State was intended either to strengthen its monetary gold reserves at the Bank of 

Central African States (BEAC) or to stock the country’s gold production collected by CAPAM to be 

directly bought by the government of Cameroon through this central bank (Mvogo 2008). In the end, 

the gold collected by CAPAM to date was stored in the coffers of the Ministry of Finance as 

compensation for the sums of money released to fund the promotion of the rescue initiative and the 

gold mining operations for the benefit of the riverside residents on the one hand, and the collection 

by the small-scale mining companies of State shares in the mechanization process on the other hand. 

Admittedly, the first technical and financial partner was Asia, but Westerners were quick to join this 

third wave of business development. In 2010, only the French companies Lokamat Agri et Tp, the 

American company Imperial Mining and Refining, and the South African and Danish company 

Cameroon Mining Corporation SA (Caminco SA) operated at several sites in the region, alongside the 

leading company, the South Korean company C&K Mining (Bangda 2016). A few years later, the 

participation of Western companies in the ASM had grown numerically with the entry of new 

companies from Italy and Spain in 2013. Nevertheless these other arrivals did not bolster the weight 

of Western firms. On the contrary, they fell from 40% to only 16% of the shares in the sector. This 

can be explained by the massive influx of Chinese investors in the same year, apparently benefiting 

from abundant liquidity and more experience acquired elsewhere, particularly in Ghana (Nguepjouo 

& Runge 2014). Cameroon’s appeal to these Western companies quickly waned to the point where 

the situation in 2016 was marked by their complete withdrawal, and nowadays, there are no 

Western mining firms active in the region. In some cases, they went bankrupt while others withdrew 

due to the low profitability of their investment. In both cases, some even managed to sell their assets 

to Chinese operators before withdrawing permanently. 
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It appears from the foregoing that Western entrepreneurs have lost the enterprising spirit they once 

demonstrated during the colonial period; however they have remained constant in their quest for 

profitability. In a more competitive context, they have been forced leave this sub-sector. Even 

though the low return on investment reflects a general trend in the ASM business in Betare-Oya, it 

seems to impact other African investors differently than it does Western investors. Unlike the 

wavering Western entrepreneurs, Africans have never ceased to invest in gold mining. 

 

3.1.1.2 African investors 

Having served as manual workers under French companies during the colonial period, they continued 

mining after the Frenchmen left the gold mining sector. They controlled the prospection, mining and 

trading processes of artisanal gold mining and continue to do so today. Besides artisanal mining that 

accounts for 30% of ASM production, a limited number of entrepreneurs have recently transitioned 

to mechanised gold mining. 

Purely artisanal gold mining still takes place in remote areas, but besides this marginal trend, two 

new forms of artisanal gold extraction in the vicinity of mechanised ASM projects in this mining 

district have developed over the last five years, namely the "Mboutou" and the "Nguéré". Both are 

focused either on rejects from old operations carried out by the companies, or on the margins or in 

the holes opened by mining companies. In the first case, the local craftsmen re-wash the gravel, 

which they   deem to have been insufficiently washed by the operator. In the second case however, 

they are more interested in the edges of operating squares opened up by the mining machinery. 

These actors coexist and their operations depend on the work of entrepreneurs of small mechanised 

mines. Some of them are former mining craftsmen while others are newcomers who have chosen to 

position themselves in a less exacting, less risky and equally profitable niche. It is important to note 

that these new possibilities have not yet succeeded in replacing the purely artisanal mining once 

exclusively practiced throughout Cameroon, as it still continues today in the more remote regions of 

the department and even beyond. 

By contrast, those investing in the ASM include Cameroonian operators as well as those from South-

Africa and other West-African nationals. After the withdrawal of Frenchmen and before the arrival of 

the South Koreans, Cameroonian artisanal miners exploited gold in the region, which was bought by 

cross-border marketing networks involving Cameroonians, Chadians, Malians, Guineans, Nigerians 

and Nigerians (Ntep Gweth & Adeline 2005). This network was determinant in supporting the 

continued survival of artisanal activity that took place after the French period. 

Due to lack of capital and State support, the activity of craftsmen was doomed to fade away, 

especially since most artisanal workers were illiterate and had few alternatives in these mining sites 

outlying urban centres. In artisanal yards, African traders bought gold at preferential rates because 

they had paid upfront for the gold extraction phase. The system in place usually results in heavy debt 

burdens for artisanal miners and significant profits for the creditors (traders), thus maintaining the 

former unequal sales arrangements. Had it not been for the involvement of these gold traders who 

controlled virtually all of the formal and informal marketing through their capital and know-how, this 

activity would not be continuing to date. 
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On the contrary, as was already the case, this informal system faces resistance from the public 

administration, which accuses these brokers of various deceptions, such as the use of false weights, 

unfair purchase prices, the illegal practice of usury, etc. In addition to these irregular practices in 

their transactions with artisanal miners, the purchased entities were not aligned with the country’s 

laws and therefore escaped State control (no declarations of their gold transactions, no tax 

payments, etc.). As a result, they were regularly perceived by officials as illegal actors, yet they 

maintained rather normal relations with craftsmen. 

While in previous phases, Africans have essentially acted as artisanal gold producers and brokers, in 

the current phase, and in addition to these purchasing operations, Africans are involved in 

mechanised gold mining operations in the region. One of the most significant is the South African 

SACAM Mining company which got involved in the sector. Several other SMEs (Alfa Mining, BOCOM, 

Cause Mining, BMC, Numali Sarl, SCEM, SAREM SA, SOMEC, etc.) have followed, but very few have 

survived the Chinese breakthrough. One of the companies that most embodies this dynamism is the 

SCEM company. A parliamentarian and promoter of a mining company (SCEM) got into the gold 

mining activity almost accidentally. Indeed, one of his parliamentary colleagues who were 

considering investing in the mine had acquired mining equipment, a washing unit and an excavator. 

Lacking the additional financial resources required to actually take the project off the ground, he 

offered to sell the business to his colleague. This parliamentarian with more business experience 

under his belt leaped on the opportunity and bought in. He suffered repeated failures as the washer 

was an imperfect knock-off locally manufactured by Cameroonian technicians. Moreover, in spite of 

the technical support received from the Koreans already operating on the spot, the business had a 

hard time taking off. It was later with the help of the Chinese that he actually managed to make a 

profit from his investment in the mine. Instead of contacting the Chinese operators already 

established in the area, he chose the longer path. He opted to fly to China to negotiate with technical 

partners. The first group he brought to Cameroon were sent to Bekadé where they worked for his 

mining company. After nearly a year of collaborating with those Chinese, they finally launched their 

own company named Chuang Jie (Personal interview with Madi 2014). 

To date, only 02 of them (SCEM and Alfa Mining) remain active out of the fifteen who were there 

during the mining boom that lasted from 2012 to 2016 in the Betare-Oya region. Besides gold 

production, they are also involved in marketing this gold. 

Mechanization led by foreign investors, curtailed these informal buying and selling activities. Today, 

they continue to buy the entire pure artisanal mining output which accounts for up to 30% of total 

output thanks to the former system, and in addition, up to 60% of the companies’ output is sold 

locally (Personal interview with Philippe Hobi Baga 2015). In the latter case, because mining 

companies always need cash to meet their operating costs (fuel, personnel, administrative 

formalities, acquisition of new sites, etc.), they therefore have to sell half of their gold output. In 

some rare cases, these gold traders even pre- finance the production of gold, which gives them 

exclusive rights to buy the output. However, all those operations are not entirely informal and illegal. 

Most of the biggest entrepreneurs dealing with companies hold purchase offices and some 

authorizations for their gold casting activities. Nevertheless, their activity remains insufficiently 

supervised by the government and largely eludes official oversight. 

It is also an activity that develops under cloak of secrecy, and unless someone is invited, it is difficult 

to venture there and be successful. Some Chinese companies have tried, but have not been able to 
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prosper because of the closed cartels organizations that block entry to any uncontrollable actors. For 

the same reasons, it has been difficult to obtain information from the purchase offices where omerta 

is the sole rule of communication with any person deemed an outsider. 

The next section deals with Asian entrepreneurs recently involved in mechanised ASM in Cameroon. 

 

3.1.1.3 Asian mining entrepreneurs 

Asian actors brought a new international dimension to the formal exploitation of gold in Cameroon 

and attracted other foreign investors. The first company to operate in the artisanal mining sector at 

Betare-Oya (East Cameroon) under the 2001 mining law was a small South Korean company, AFKO 

Mining, which had already been operating a gold mining venture in southern Chad since 2001 

(Mobbs 2001). The company received a prospecting license from the Ministry of Mines covering a 

surface area of 999,9 km2 on the Mbal river course which it used to launch operations in Cameroon 

on May 11, 2003 (Ntep Gweth & Adeline 2005). Although this mining title did not confer exploitation 

rights, AFKO nevertheless conducted mechanised mining extraction. Until 2006, it was the sole 

company operating in the area, and in the meantime, its name changed to C&K Mining Inc. following 

negotiations with CAPAM. 

Cameroon and Korea Mining Inc. (C&K Mining) is a joint venture between Korean private investors 

and CAPAM that managed to produce 450 kg of gold in just a few months after launching the Betare-

Oya gold rescue operation (Mbodiam 2010). Following a dispute among its Korean shareholders, a 

new company called Goldex Cameroon SA, whose main shareholder is Kocam Mining Inc., was born 

in 2008. A few years later, at the time of the mining boom (2012 – 2015), new Korean firms namely JS 

Mining, AK Mining, C&C Mining and Green Stones began investing in Cameroon’s gold mining 

subsector. Today all these companies are no longer operational, with the exception of C&K Mining 

which is still active though facing great difficulties. All those Korean companies were involved in the 

gold extraction segment, using various machineries to extract, wash and recover the precious metal. 

They repatriated and sold large shares of their gold output abroad during the first five years of 

operations. 

On the other hand, some more recent actors who have nonetheless maintained a continuous 

presence on the ground are Chinese operators. Despite long-standing business relations between the 

two countries, and especially between private sector players (trade, forestry, construction of various 

infrastructure), their penetration into the Cameroonian gold market in 2012 is quite recent. It has 

been a fortuitous arrival that was fostered by a Cameroonian who was already doing business with 

Chinese investors in the timber sector, who first lured them there and thus created a SME for gold 

mining in Betare-Oya, the Horseshoe Mining activity which ended up attracting Chinese attention to 

mining opportunities. 

He said: 

“I was largely involved in logging activities around Bertoua […] and one of my clients was one 

Chinese, a Mr Wang whom I finally convinced to take an interest in gold mining in […]. He first 

sent me to Betare-Oya for exploration in 2013. Lacking the necessary technical knowledge, I 

enlisted the help of a friend of mine Mr Guy Zaoro, a trained geologist, to facilitate operations 
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on the ground. Some weeks later, my mission led to the creation of Horse Shoe Mining in 

Boyo”. 

Other Chinese people, such as Madam Li and Madam Lu, followed in their footsteps in Londji, Mbouli 

and Bangbel, respectively, thanks to the multifaceted support of local citizens. 

They were immediately sold on the opportunity and invested without much hesitation, and did so 

with, on this first occasion under the guidance of the natives of the locality who searched for a vein, 

helped open up the site, recruit workers, etc. Later, upon realising that the investment was lucrative, 

the main investor, Mr. Wang, called in Chinese mining experts from China. Concurrently, other 

Chinese actors already settled in Cameroon’s hotel and restaurant industry, and general trade sector 

became interested in gold mining and thus further intensified the Betare-Oya gold rush. It is a 

predominantly female population (Mrs. YU, LU, etc.) whose dynamism has provided alternate paths 

for the Chinese who were tossed out of Ghana during the country’s drive against illegal activity in the 

sector in 2013. 

The case of Madam Yu Zhongyu, the president of the Chinese Association in Douala, is noteworthy. 

She was the first Chinese entrepreneur in the sector, and was instrumental in widely promoting and 

popularising the Betare-Oya ASM among the Chinese communities that she preceded in the field. Her 

natural business savvy, which easily embraces the social environment, moved her to Betare-Oya and 

then Nakoyo for mining in 2012, according to local informants. She received technical support from a 

Cameroonian geologist named Mboutou Moussa Appolinaire. Since then, as a local informant put it, 

“she has acquired several mining titles that she redistributes in small portions to interested Chinese 

mining operators” (Personal interview 2015). 

Another wave of Chinese involvement in the mining sector occurred when the Ghanaian government 

expelled dozens of rogue mining entrepreneurs, prompting many of them to move to Cameroon with 

their mining machinery and, thus, reinforcing the Chinese presence from 2013 onwards. Similarly, 

the presence of Chinese companies has become more visible with the active participation of a 

Chinese state-owned enterprise which resulted in a joint-venture (Weng et al. 2015). Their arrival led 

many non-Chinese competitors to close down their businesses with some even succeeding to sell 

their companies to Chinese investors. Since then, their number which had been continually 

increasing over time (Horseshoe Mining, Xing Rong, etc.), is now falling due to the combined effects 

of the final phase of the Lom Pangar dam’s impoundment in September 2016, the lack of new gold-

rich sites, but also fiscal and administrative constraints. The resources’ lower prices on the 

international market have weakly been felt only to a limited extent on the ground. 

As a result, they are quite mobile, going in all directions from the Betare-Oya mining centre, towards 

the north and beyond Meiganga via Garoua Boulay, to the south towards Batouri and even in Congo 

Brazzaville and Gabon, and lastly, to the East in direction of Colomine and the Central African 

Republic). Obviously, some Chinese investors also returned to China after going bankrupt in 

Cameroon’s mining business. In any case, they now represent more than 90% of players active in 

exploitation alongside the few Cameroonians who are still active in mechanised mining. In the case 

of the only Korean company C&K in 2006, the number of mining units it operated exceeded a 

hundred during the mining boom from 2012 to 2016 before falling back to about 30 that are 

currently operational in this sector. All these companies were compelled to rely on local actors to 

circumvent legal constraints relating to artisanal mining authorisations that were only issued to 

nationals authorised to operate in this sector. They concluded either partnerships to form joint 
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ventures or direct repurchase, which gave them the right to carry out their activities using the mining 

licences they had thus acquired. 

 

3.2 Professional mining in Cameroon 

Cameroon’s geologic formation started between 3.5 and 2.5 billion years (Ga) ago and moved 

forward with the structural geomorphology consisting of three main periods (Lower Palaeozoic, 

Cretaceous, Tertiary) during which different geological features (coasts, mountains, continental 

crust…) were established. Unlike previous phases, the Quaternary period was a time of high 

morphing and dynamic activity which reshaped the continental surface through erosion/denudation 

and the subsequent alluvial deposits. As a result, the country’s mineralization is diversified and 

ranges from hydrocarbons to base, precious, and rare metals (Nguepjouo & Runge 2014). 

Former colonial powers and some international bodies, namely the Bundesanstalt für 

Geowissenschaften und Rohstoffe (Germany), Commissariat à l'Énergie Atomique, Bureau de 

Recherches Géologiques et Minières (France), Canadian International Development Agency (Canada), 

the Aero Service Division of Western Geophysical Company (USA), International Atomic Energy 

Agency, and UNDP (United Nations), supported Cameroon after independence in prospection and 

exploration campaigns which provided leads that are being pursued by newcomers such as the 

Chinese companies. 

The resources covered are hydrocarbons in sedimentary basins along Cameroon’s coastal line and 

the Zina-Makary block in the Logone Birni Basin in the Far North Region which is geologically similar 

to the Chadian oil-rich basins of Doba and Doseo (Manga et al. 2001). In addition, although solid 

mining is still in its infancy, iron ore which resulted from the Congo craton and gold minerals from 

the Lom series in the Sanaga shear zone potential areas for mechanised gold production. 

 

3.2.1 Foreign engagement in industrial solid mining 

The context has been dominated by government efforts to harness mining potential in the financial 

quest for opportunities to revamp the national economy in accordance with its 2035 Development 

Vision. The series of economic adjustments achieved under the supervision of the Bretton Woods 

Institutions resulted, among others, in the development of legal frameworks (Forestry, Oil and Gas, 

Mining…) to attract FDI in the natural resource sector. Chinese interest in the extractive sector 

includes the acquisition of the Lobé iron ore exploration permit near Kribi in 2008 by Sinosteel and in 

2009 when Yan Chang Logone Development Holding Company Limited signed a partnership sharing 

contract with SNH for the exploration of crude oil in the northern part of Cameroon. 

The industrial mining sub-sector in Cameroon is not very developed despite the two hundred mining 

licenses that have been issued to operators in recent years. It is controlled by foreign investors, and 

is gradually becoming an Asian-dominated sector. Asian investors resort to 4 types of procedures to 

obtain mining licenses in Cameroon. The first one consists in applying directly to officials for a license 

that is fully controlled by the recipient (Sinosteel), the second method is to sign a joint-venture 

agreement with an existing company to buy some shares from the company (C&K), the third way is 

to split shares that belonged to a former venture into more than 3 shareholders (CAL, CamIron) and 
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the last one is by purchasing the entire project and becoming the new exclusive owner of the 

company (Jindal, JXTC). 

Some Chinese companies involved in exploration and mining activities belong to the industrial mining 

subsector. The first ones to operate in Cameroon were Fametal Mining Resources Cameroon in 2006, 

a private owned company, and in the same year, Sinosteelcam a state owned company. These 

ventures were involved in exploring gold for Fametal and iron ore for Sinosteel respectively. Since 

then, they have renewed their licenses to continue exploration and even subsequently added mining. 

Sinosteel announced in December 2011 its plan to invest USD 660M in the Lobe Iron Ore Project 

during the development phase (AidData 2012). As part of these first experiences, at least 15 new 

prospecting licenses have been issued to Chinese small-size private companies. Moreover, as above 

mentioned above, several licenses (at least 13) have been awarded to other Asian companies and 

some of them have been used for gold mining as if the prospecting license was similar to the mining 

license. Therefore thirty mining tenements are under Asian control. 

China’s interest in world class mining projects has resulted in several agreements with former 

existing projects. Despite the fact that Hanlong (Africa) Mining Investment Limited's transactions 

with Sundance Resources limited failed on the Mbalam iron ore project in April 2013, the private 

Chinese company still directly holds 14.12% of shares, which represent the highest single share of 

equity of the Australian company (SRL 2013). The most successful transaction was the Jiangxi Rare 

Metals Tungsten Holdings Group Company Ltd (JXTC) of Nanchang, a state owned company from 

Jiangxi province. In July 2013 it bought the oldest Nkamouna nickel-cobalt project whose mining 

license was awarded in 2003 to Geovic Mining Corp. (GMC), an American company. Similar to the 

Geovic case, Cameroon Alumina Limited (CAL) was formerly known as Hydromine, a US-based 

company. Currently, 90% of its shares have been sold to Hindalco Industries Ltd (India: 45%) and 

Dubai Aluminium Company (UAE: 45%). The joint venture is expecting a mining license to start 

exploiting the bauxite Minim-Martap’s deposit. In the same vein, C&K Mining Inc. is another joint-

venture between a Korean company and the Government of Cameroon (GoC) in the mining sector. It 

is jointly owned by Cameroon (20 per cent) and South Korea (80 per cent). Its first shipment of 

diamonds from its Mobilong mining project was sent to Korea in early 2013. In a parallel deal, China 

bought shares in the C&K project, thereby strengthening the company’s Asian roots. 

Another transaction on a mining project involving an Asian company took place in Cameroon when 

Jindal, an Indian company, bought Legend Mining (United Kingdom) in November 2013. Apparently, 

every large scale mining project has some strong involvement of Asian actors. The current trend in 

Cameroon’s mining sector is actually to lean increasingly towards Asia. 

 

3.2.2 Main investments in Cameroon’s hydrocarbons sector 

Commercial oil production was launched in Cameroon in 1977 by the French company Elf Aquitaine 

(Engelbert 1991). Cameroon had proven crude oil reserves estimated at 200 million barrels which 

decreased by half in 2007 with about 90% of this oil production located offshore in the Rio del Rey 

basin and the remaining 10% off the Kribi-Campo basin on the shores of the Atlantic (EIA 2015). After 

an increasing production capacity in 1985 at 181,000 barrels per day, the oil output started to 

decline. In 1996, daily production levels stood at 110,000 barrels, and dropped sharply 10 years later 

to about 63,000 barrels for the sixth largest oil producer in Sub-Saharan Africa. From 2014, 
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production improved slightly to 81,000 barrels per day (EIA 2015). In spite of the 63,000 barrels 

produced per day in 2006, Cameroon accounted for only 0.1% of world production (BP 2015). China 

has recently shown interest both in Cameroon’s oil exploration and production segments. 

In 2009, China's Yan Chang Logone Development Holding Company Limited, a subsidiary of Shaanxi 

Yan Petroleum Group Corporation (SYCPGC) from Shanxi Province got actively involved in oil 

exploration in Cameroon. This was facilitated through the signing of a production sharing contract to 

the tune of USD62 million, with the state-owned National Hydrocarbon Corporation (Société 

Nationale des Hydrocarbures (SNH)) to drill oil in two onshore blocks – Zina and Makari – in oilfields 

in northern Cameroon. This oilfield is one of those which were abandoned by the French oil company 

Elf in the late 1980s (Golden Nest 2015). Yan exploration rights cover a surface area of eight 

thousand five hundred and six square kilometres (8,506 km²), which is Cameroon’s first onshore oil-

drilling project (Konings 2011). However, the project has currently stalled due to Boko Haram 

insurgent activity in northern Cameroon. According to the distribution of exploration permits 

contained in the EITI 2012 report published in 2016, 03 Chinese operators (Addax I and II, Yang 

Chang) out of 14 conduct prospection on nearly 27% of these areas. In the oil production sector, 

Pecten Cameroon formerly owned by Shell Overseas Holdings Limited left Cameroon and was 

replaced by China Petroleum and Chemical Corporation (Sinopec), which marked Chinese entry into 

Cameroon’s oil production business (APCC 2011). The Chinese presence accounts for 12 of the 16 

hydrocarbon licenses, representing up to 40% of the area covered by the said licenses. Moreover, the 

State through SNH systematically takes up at least 30% of shares with the exception of a license held 

by the French Perenco. In addition, the French oil tanker participates either as an operator (25.5%) or 

as a partner (10 and 25%). However, China remains the second biggest foreign actor after France 

(ITIE 2015). 

In 2014, still with SNH, the Beijing-based oil and gas firm Orion Energy Holding Inc. signed a five year 

oil contract of over 2,530 km² in the Ndian River II (Rio Del Rey basin). The Chinese company agreed 

to invest USD 75 million through its 90%-owned subsidiary Heta Oil Cameroon which carries out 

geophysical and geological surveys, as well as data acquisition and processing. Similarly, China 

Petroleum and Chemical Corporation (Sinopec) bought the “Swiss” Addax Petroleum Corporation for 

about USD 7.24 billion (Chazan & Oster, 2009) and in 2011 completed the acquisition of an 80% 

shareholding interest in Pecten Cameroon Company LCC (PCC) which was formerly owned by Shell 

Overseas Holdings Limited. The remaining 20% of PCC’s shares are held by the Société Nationale des 

Hydrocarbures (APCC 2011). In the meantime, the main operators in petroleum exploitation, the 

French giant Total E/P, decided to withdraw from the oil sector which led to the entrance of the 

Anglo-French Perenco in 2011. Following this transaction, Sinopec became the second largest oil 

producer in Cameroon after Perenco from France. It accounts for 11 exploration blocks and 42 

producing fields (Nguini Effa 2013) under the name Addax Petroleum Cameroon Company (APCC). 

Some media analyses portrayed the acquisition as adventurous and too risky because Chinese or 

Indians explore areas which Western oil companies tend to avoid (Chazan & Oster, 2009). 

In the oil refining segment, the parastatal company, National Oil Refinery (French acronym SONARA) 

is the lone crude oil refining operator. Its ownership structure is made up of the Government of 

Cameroon (66%), TOTAL (18%), ExxonMobil Corporation (8%) and Shell International Ltd (8%) (A 

barrel full 2015). 
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China is not yet visibly involved in this sector, though the French group Total pulled out of SONARA 

following a 2010 dispute regarding a refinery expansion and upgrade project (Nguini Effa 2013). 

Furthermore, an additional reason for Total’s to move to Cote d’Ivoire was the serious threat to its oil 

fields caused by Southern Cameroon’s liberation movement, which is active in the region (Nke 2010). 

Nevertheless, SONARA has awarded contracts to Chinese-run firms (Top International Engineering 

Corp., a subsidiary of Shaanxi Construction Engineering Group Corporation) which were competing 

with European companies (French Frielander or Portuguese Cimontubo) whose offers were deemed 

unsatisfactory (Business in Cameroon 2015). Chinese Petroleum Pipeline Bureau is another Chinese 

service provider working with SONARA on the pipeline construction project to connect Limbé to 

Douala (Dongo 2015). 

In the downstream industry of the oil sector, Addax and SNH jointly have been playing a role through 

their subsidiary Tradex SA (Nguini Effa 2013), but more than 30% of this market is still controlled by 

Total, whereas the Addax-SNH association’s shares in the trading and distribution of petroleum 

products has steadily increased from 13% (2011) to 22% in 2015 (Soumahoro 2015). 

China is gaining ground in the oil prospection and exploitation market thanks to central or provincial 

state-owned companies. Private operators are bidding and winning contracts in the sector indicating 

China’s growing presence in this variegated sector of Cameroon’s economy that needed medium and 

long term participation. 

 

3.3 The Gold Value Chain in Cameroon 

The value chain concept which has taken various names such as value system (Porter 1980), 

commodity chains (Gereffi 1994, 1999), value stream (Womack & Jones 1996), supply chain 

(Christopher 1998), filière analysis (Raikes et al. 2000) over time, emanates from economic studies 

and serves in understanding “economic and competitiveness issues” (Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark 

2011). In addition to this economic consideration, a more functional approach refers to the way a 

commodity is handled from its raw state to the end product stage, as well as different actors, inputs, 

networks committed to its transformation, packaging and distribution. This definition has been 

broadened to include the “final disposal after use” as an environmentally friendly segment after the 

end product step (Schmitz 2005). The global value chain (GVC), as a holistic view of global industries, 

is not country restricted; it transcends borders and encompasses the world as its geographical 

framework for analysis and helps to address new industry realities such as the driving role of 

emerging economies (Brazil, India, China and South Africa – BRICS) as well as providing explanations 

about the changing global-local dynamics of the past years (Gereffi & Korzeniewicz 1994). 

In a classical GVC, the chain of activities is organised by dominant party(ies) or lead firm(s) (Gereffi 

1994), meaning that processes across the chain centred around market situations can be either 

buyer-driven or producer-driven (Gereffi 1994) and functionally integrated and coordinated by those 

firms (Gereffi 1999). The successive steps in the value chain are undertaken by a multitude of actors 

on the general premise that the lead firms focus on their core skills namely those mining activities in 

which they had unique expertise, where there are barriers to entry and which are valuable in the 

market place, while outsourcing other processes to highly qualified firms which are able to meet 

their requirements in order to secure their dominant position within the chain (Kaplinsky & Morris 

2002, Bamber et al. 2014). Actors involved in the chain are always repositioning themselves across 
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the stages in order to make the most of their investments through a phenomenon called “upgrading” 

(Humphrey & Schmidt 2002). 

When applied to gold mining, the GVC eases understanding of structures and ongoing processes, 

local connections to global operations with regards to transcending national boundaries and assesses 

competitiveness across the gold value chain. Studying the gold value chain from its point of origin, 

especially the way it works in a developing country, is a challenging task owing to a dearth of data 

and the informal nature of the artisanal and mechanised gold mining sectors, and the country’s 

limited control over the global decision-making process on the international gold market, the 

diminished geographical distribution of downstream value chain segments as illustrated by Fig. 3. 2. 

At a more strategic level, gold is extracted in developing countries and processing, manufacturing 

and marketing are performed in industrialised contexts because the mineral sector is capital and 

technology intensive. 

In developing countries’ value chain structure, domestic firms are usually not specialized in mining, 

and remain confined to marginal roles, are often employed for cosmetic purposes like meeting the 

demands of policy local staff quotas, and “are mostly hired for lower value, site-specific operations 

such as construction, support services and non-productive functions” (Morris et al. 2012) whereas the 

countries themselves are cramped in the commodity exporter function within agricultural and 

extractive industries’ sectors without extra value added processing, which is later performed abroad. 

The notable exception of the BRICS is worth mentioning here because their emergence has tended to 

offer options to developing countries as well as strengthen south-to-south trade (Bamber et al. 

2014). 

The South African gold mining value chain exemplifies the best African case in terms of effectiveness, 

efficiency and productivity at every single stage that ensures the grade and economic value of the 

original raw commodity (Walker & Minnitt 2006, Bloch & Owusu 2012, Kwaku Agyei et al. 2013). Its 

gold value chain, being less fragmented, is densely developed within the country’s borders, and 

mainly the end-product is marketed abroad (Short & Radebe 2008). South Africa is the world's 6th 

largest gold producer with an output of 150 Mt in 2016 (WorldAtlas 2017) with its gold production 

sector being led by companies like AngloGold Ashanti, Gold Fields, Harmony Gold, etc. The biggest 

one, AngloGold Ashanti is its highest ranked enterprise (3rd), featuring among the world's top gold 

producers, having churned out 128 tonnes of gold in 2015 from its 17 gold operations in 9 countries, 

as well as numerous exploration projects around the world (Barrera 2017). Contrary to South Africa’s 

experience, most African gold-producing countries such as Cameroon are still getting what Burgis 

(2010) termed a “raw deal” in his study of Ghana’s case. Gold is extracted and sold abroad, where 

refining steps are carried out. 

The positioning dynamics of firms are attributable to their need to increase their gains which are 

unequally distributed across the value chain's segments due to the control patterns of whole 

processes. The control capacity of firms over the value chain depends on their ”intangible 

competences” in the field of research & development, design, branding, marketing that are 

characterised by high barriers to entry whereas firms from developing countries usually tend to be 

confined to “tangible (production) activities” according to the required standards set by leading firms 

(Kaplinsky 2000). Therefore the more control a firm has, the higher the returns since they interact 

more closely with partners upstream and downstream of the value-adding process (Altenburg 2004). 
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In analysing the global value chain in Cameroon’s gold sector, the focus is more geographically 

rooted than economy-driven. Furthermore, substantial detail is provided on the initial steps of the 

value chain which take place in the country whilst little is said about processes taking place outside 

the country. The dominant position of Chinese players is then used to explore whether or not they 

take advantage of their status. 

 

3.3.1 Segments of the gold value chain in Cameroon 

All the gold processed in Cameroon’s GVC results from the ASGM. It is defined in the mining code as 

the “Non-Industrial Mining Operations” taking place on areas ranging from 1 to 4 hectare plots (4 ha) 

whose maximum of four mining authorisations can be granted only to a single Cameroonian 

applicant for a validity period of two years from the time it is recorded in the mining license register 

(Nguepjouo & Runge 2017). It may also encompass the activities of both individuals and small-size 

companies involved in gold mining operations whose global driving forces are external factors such 

as global demand for gold led by the Indian and Chinese markets whose expanding economic growth 

bolsters the cultural perception of the symbolism of gold as a status symbol leading to increased 

consumption (DaSilva-Glasgow 2013). 

Though the structure of the GVC is expected to be rather straightforward given the limited 

development of the sector, the dynamics across the chain are nevertheless complex, and include 

products flows, actors involved and their relationships, value added (Schmitz 2005), outflows and 

inflows. The GVC framework nevertheless helps to understand how global industries are organized, 

their structure and the dynamics of different actors involved in a given industry (Gereffi & Fernandez-

Stark 2011). This is particularly true when the mining operation is run by a major gold mining 

company with its web of relations from the beginning to the end of the chain. In Cameroon’s case, 

companies are not internationally rooted in the gold business, despite the fact that they come from 

abroad. Given their size, financial and technical capacities, they are not involved in the value addition 

stage of the GVC of their product and therefore limit themselves to ore extraction as well as its rough 

pre-processing which is sold for the most part on the local market. 

A comprehensive value chain structure may comprise the following segments (prospection, mining, 

processing, trading of concentrated products, fabrication, commercialisation of end-product and 

recycling) which will be studied in further detail later on. To this end, those steps have been grouped 

into three main phases (pre-mining phase, mining stage and post-mining step). The Cameroonian 

gold value chain is analysed using the structure starting from prospection to distribution and re-

injection of old gold jewellery and gold scrap into the mining cycle. Of course, studies constitute the 

preliminary stage which includes the identification of a gold reserve, application for a suitable mining 

license before the start of mining operations proper. 

 

3.3.1.1 The pre-mining phase in the gold value chain 

It consists of a preparatory phase for mining proper which involves at least the definition of a policy 

that would allow for their efficient collection, followed by mobilization of human, material and 

financial resources. This step is crucial insofar as it broadens or limits the company’s prospects. In 

deploying its resources, the latter will need to identify one or more mining targets and obtain 
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authorizations from the local administration that will allow the applicant to access the country’s 

resources. 

- Locating gold veins and negotiating access to riparian communities 

In the ASGM subsector, given the exclusively artisanal nature of Cameroon’s gold mining, the mining 

license issued by the local administration serves as an authorisation. Despite the fact that licensing is 

the only preparatory step to overcome before starting mining according to the law, in practice, the 

inevitable intermediate steps involve identification of gold targets, negotiation of customary rights 

with riverside communities and formalisation of mining claims. 

By virtue of mining legislation and specifically within the framework of non-industrial mining law, 

only Cameroonian citizens are entitled to apply for an ASGM mining authorisation. CAPAM had set 

up a framework for joint-ventures with foreign companies, expected to act as technical and financial 

partners, which was a tactic aimed at getting SMEs and foreign operators involved in the ASGM. 

From that point on, incoming foreign operators, were compelled to negotiate with local communities 

to be allocated an area for gold mining operations which is generally a matter of financial bargaining 

power. 

- Identification of gold targets 

The Geophysical prospecting market is controlled by CAPAM’s geologists and self-trained local 

experts, mainly former artisanal miners hired by companies or private individuals to conduct basic 

exploratory surveys. Well acquainted with the identification of gold-rich locations, they are 

constantly moving from place to place with very basic equipment in search of the slightest sign of 

potential gold wealth in the region’s soils and sub soils. 

The prerequisite for this negotiation is the identification of a gold target. The localized sites are then 

subjected to topographic surveys which delineate the area to which the entrepreneur seeks to gain 

access. They will then be submitted to the regional mining delegation to obtain an artisanal mining 

authorisation. 

- ASM authorisation 

Once a mineralised site is identified, the next step is formalisation which precedes the mining stage 

itself. It consists either of starting and moving across the whole process from the beginning through 

Cameroonian contacts, or buying an already formalised project. In the first case, the operator buys 

the rough information after several tests on the ground, negotiates with the customary landowners 

of the area before considering the administrative procedure for regularization. For Cameroonian 

investors, the process of accessing a mining plot is simpler as they are entitled to a speedy 

application process for an ASM authorisation. They merely conduct surveys to locate a gold target 

and add it to the application file. Likewise in the latter case, a foreign investor can take over a license 

or a mining project from a former owner or partner with a local entrepreneur, who holds a mining 

license in good standing before running an ASGM business (République du Cameroun 2014). 

In some cases, an additional layer of complexity is added when the requested area is covered by a 

industrial mining and prospecting permit. So the investor needs to approach a licensee whose permit 

covers a gold deposit, to agree on financial conditions for the transfer of such a piece of land. The 
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agreement is then added to the application for a non-industrial mining license which is then 

submitted to the regional delegation of Mines. 

Apart from “clandestine” companies, all active foreign companies use the same channels to get into 

the business, namely buying approvals that Cameroonian citizens have obtained from the local 

administration or financing those formalities. More than 95% of Cameroonians though involved in 

mechanised gold mining, work in joint-ventures with the foreigners who provide capital, input and 

supply for the mining venture. Nevertheless, a marginal proportion (5%) runs their mining company 

without partnering at all with foreigners. 

After the regional officer in charge of mines has granted the authorisation, the last step before the 

start of operations is resource mobilization for effective mining. In summary, all authorisations are 

allocated to native Cameroonians by virtue of law and they can then use them for mining activities or 

transfer them to foreign investors under a specific agreement. 

In addition to these administrative formalities, launching a mechanised mining project requires 

substantial resource mobilization. Mechanised gold activity makes up more than 70% of all ASM 

operations in Betare-Oya and is largely controlled by foreign companies, which have helped upgrade 

the sector. Thanks to this gold mining modernization trend which has been developing over the last 

ten years, the ASGM sector has progressed with the influx of chemicals, equipment, the labour force, 

energy and few mining service providers that had never yet been seen in the region and increased 

energy consumption for mining purposes. 

 
Fig. 3.2: Cameroon’s gold value chain in 2016 

However, as shown in figure 3.3, the structure of Cameroon’s gold value chain is built on second-

hand gold namely old gold scrap and jewellery, as well as first-hand gold, produced by both artisanal 

and mechanical means in cities neighbouring the mining sites and remote areas where artisanal 

mining is carried out, including in neighbouring countries. 

- Labour 
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There is a lack of reliable data on artisanal mining employment in Cameroon; nevertheless, according 

to a CAPAM site manager, the sector employs roughly 900 people, including 350 Chinese who are 

part of the labour force in mining operations around Betare-Oya in 2015. As a result of the decline in 

mining activity, the ratio of Cameroonian to Chinese workers has deteriorated somewhat. Thus, 

according to a CAPAM mission report dating back to April 2016, out of 190 employees in Garoua-

Boulai, 100 are Cameroonian and 90 are Chinese (CAPAM 2016). Observations on the ground in July 

2016, confirm this downward trend. There are about 30 active production units. Mining on a site 

requires at least one group of twelve people with 05 foreign workers and 6 Cameroonians for foreign 

companies on average, this is the standard for Chinese-run firms, while with other foreign companies 

the number of expatriates ranges from 1 to 3. For local residents, this strong Chinese presence in 

mining is a violation of the provisions of the Labour Code. Chinese companies do not always comply 

with the laws governing the recruitment of foreign personnel. Cameroonian employees say that 

"Chinese personnel occupy positions that nationals present in the company can fill. These include the 

occupations of drivers, machine operators and mechanics" (Bounga 2017). However, it is important 

to clarify two points, one regarding the fact that CAPAM figures are those declared by the 

companies, not including in any way the daily personnel with whom they have no contractual 

agreement. The other point is the fact that on that date, apart from the Korean company which was 

attempting to resume its activities and two or three still surviving Cameroonian companies, 

everything else was Chinese. They were also affected by the decline, but were more resilient. 

 

- Capital 

The first input that has impressed rural dwellers was the capital invested in the activity. The purchase 

price for a mining portion has spiked from USD 691.06 to USD 1,000.27. The financial resources come 

from foreign partners who usually pay for all expenses related to mining development. Personnel 

costs, inputs, mining tools and machinery are some operating costs within the budget lines of mining 

companies which are at least 52% covered by Chinese funds (Nguepjouo & Runge 2017). 

The Chinese approach to mining activity is the most cost-effective. According to a leading 

Cameroonian entrepreneur who has used both Korean and Chinese machines and techniques, the 

Chinese method requires a minimal quantity of machines that are less expansive. By way of 

illustration, in order to start an alluvial operation with Chinese manufactured equipment, one needs 

a Chinese washer composed of 02 pumps and 01 vibrating washer (USD 72,693.51), one Chinese 

excavator (USD 181,733.77) and operating costs/miscellaneous (USD 109,040.26) amount to a total 

USD 363,467.55. This amount would be trebled if such a project design were to involve only Korean-

made equipment. In addition to the costs of mining equipment, the cost of acquiring and registering 

the production sites, operating costs, personnel costs, inputs, taxes, etc. should be taken into 

account. These sums corroborate the results obtained by Weng et al. (2015) regarding the turnover 

of the companies involved in mechanised ASM ranging from the lowest at USD 1 million to USD 5.59 

million. 

- Chemicals 

Chemicals such as mercury, chlorine acid, silver, platinum and sulphuric acid are some of the 

substances used as reagents in the final separation of gold from other heavy minerals in Cameroon’s 

gold operations (Pahimi et al. 2015, Tehna et al. 2015). The origin of these chemicals is hard to trace 
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but it can be guessed, by looking at the way each foreign company sources its inputs (containers that 

their products come from a single point of origin. Given that companies bring in up to 05 containers 

(spare parts, tools) besides shovels and trucks to develop their projects, especially in the case of 

Chinese and Korean entrepreneurs, chemicals are likely parts of these goods (Personal interview with 

Philippe Hobi Baga 2015). Each operator would likely pay the least amount possible and only buy 

where it feels safe especially because in Cameroon’s ASGM subsector, the use of such substances is 

forbidden by law. 

- Energy  

The demand created by the mechanization of gold mining in this region has yielded abundant supply 

to meet industry needs. As an illustration, no gas station was operational in the city of Betare-Oya up 

to 2013, fuel came mainly from Bertoua. However two years later, 03 new gas stations were opened 

to meet energy needs of mining machines, binding vehicles and even for the lighting of bosses’ and 

workers’ camps. All the fuel and lubricants consumed in the ASGM are bought on the Cameroonian 

market either directly by the company itself or by outsourcing to local entrepreneurs. According to 

the local CAPAM representative, lubricants and fuels are the only products purchased locally by 

those companies. 

Besides the heavy machinery required for mining production, other inputs go into the process. They 

include capital, chemicals, labour, and energy. The table below summarizes their origin according to 

the countries of origin and main investors. 

Tab. 3.1: Origin of inputs used in gold production in Cameroon 

 China Korea West Cameroon 

Capital China Korea West Mixed 

Chemicals China Korea Europe Mixed 

Labour force Mixed* Mixed  Mixed  Mixed  

Energy Local Local Local Local 

* Local people and Chinese nationals, usually depending on the partnership. 

Surveys 2016. 

As can be seen from table 3.1 above, the trend of chauvinistic supply is to constantly disregard the 

origin of companies. Each company tends to source inputs either directly from its home country or at 

least on the local market, but always when possible, from one or more brands in its country of origin. 

Only Cameroonian investors, who can rely on their partners or based on available opportunities, can 

mix up their inputs. At first, companies were strictly reproducing the Korean way of mining, as well as 

the supply chain. Then, with the globalisation of producers, it became much more diversified and 

even explored other possibilities beyond those offered by active foreign producers. There are 

marginal cases of equipment imported from Latin America (washing plant), though the company is a 

native one. Even in the cases of this light weight material, the equipment is not made in Cameroon. 

 

- Equipment: machinery & tools 
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In the past, the typical artisanal mining operation used crowbars, mining shovels, buckets, gold pans, 

sieves and pump engine which have almost completely fallen out of use in the main mining locations 

of the Eastern region, but are still being used in remote eastern areas and other mining locations in 

the country (South, Adamaoua, North, etc.). Mechanised gold mining requires equipment which 

varies according to the financial and technical capacities of each entrepreneur. 

The first Korean entrepreneurs who got involved were pioneers, and started everything from scratch 

and even small equipment was sourced directly on the international market. Although the situation 

has slightly changed nowadays thanks to local procurement, the following table nevertheless 

maintains the same outward leaning trend and summarizes at each mining stage, equipment, brands 

and home country of manufacturers involved in Cameroon’s GVC by company and mining operator. 

Tab. 3.2: Equipment used in the Cameroon’s ASGM 

Mining stages  
Equipment: 
machinery & tools 

Mining 
operators 

Company’s 
origin  

Brand in use Home country 

Site preparation Bulldozer  

AK/JS Mining Korean CAT USA 

Chuang-Jie III  
Long Xin 
Horse-Shoe 

Chinese ZOOMLION China 

SCEM Cameroonian HYUNDAI Korea 

BOCOM Cameroonian CAT USA 

Dunamis Cameroonian HYUNDAI Korea 

    

Mining 

Excavator 

AK/JS Mining Korean 
HYUNDAI, 
VOLVO 

Korea 

Chuang Jie III 

Chinese 

JCB, 
LiuGONG 
XCMG 
ZOOMLION, 
SANY, 
KOBELKO, 
CASE 

China 
Horse-Shoe 
Clima Dubai 

Long Xin 

SCEM Cameroon 
CAT, 
HYUNDAI 
SANY 

Korea 

Truck 

Chuang-Jie  

China  
ZOOMLION, 
SANY, 
KOBELKO 

China 
Horse-Shoe 

Long Xin 
Good Luck 

Pre-refining  

Mechanised 
washing 
stations/washing 
table 

AK/JS Mining Korea Trommel WP South-Africa  

Chuang-Jie  China  Vibratory WP Cameroon  

SCEM Cameroon Vibratory WP South-Africa 

Centrifugal pumps  

NA Korea NA Korea 

NA China NA China 

NA Cameroon NA Cameroon 

Modern recovery 
methods/Sluice 

NA Korea  Korea 

NA China   China 

NA Cameroon  Cameroon 

Surveys 2016. 

From table 3.2, it appears that heavy mining equipment (excavator, bull, generator, pump engine, 

etc.) and spare parts as well as other inputs like chemicals used by companies are usually shipped 
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from their home country, except for the Cameroonian ventures which absorb material from diverse 

origins, including from Latin America, a region of the world which is not represented among the 

mining investors. 

In a developing country like Cameroon, nearly everything is imported or purchased from 

international dealers with established sales and service operations in the country (Larsen et al. 2009) 

because the industrial fabric is weak and mainly oriented to the pre-transformation of raw materials 

destined to the international market. 

Foreign companies tend to consume Asian products with the specification that each single Asian 

company use products from his own home country. In the same way, Western companies from the 

US and Europe as well will definitely stick on Western brands. However American operators could 

use either European (Volvo, Liebherr) or US (Case, CAT) machinery and vice versa. Those equipment 

are locally accessible right away. Similarly, Koreans mostly equip their companies with the Korean 

Hyundai brand, but also with some Western machinery namely the Swedish Volvo and the American 

CAT Corporation. The move to Western brands is explained by their relative accessibility on the local 

market. Similarly, Chinese entrepreneurs use Chinese bulls, excavators, trucks, generators, etc. such 

as Sani-Shantui, Zoomlion, XCMG, etc. No case of Chinese investors acquiring brand-new non-

Chinese machinery has been reported in the region. Nevertheless, one exception has been noted in 

the case of a former Korean company (C&K Mining) that has been taken over by Chinese operators 

who continued to use Korean equipment to which they added some Chinese machinery. 

By contrast, Cameroonian investors do not have the same choice between Cameroonian equipment 

and foreign ones. They therefore rely exclusively on foreign machinery as none of them is 

manufactured in Cameroon. In this case, they will opt for a brand for different kinds of reasons like 

affordability, local availability of spare parts, easy access to repair options, robustness of equipment, 

and partnerships with foreign entrepreneurs, etc. Cameroon’s entrepreneurs get their supplies either 

from brands’ dealers at local level or from foreign entrepreneurs assisting them in the purchase and 

export process. 

Over the last five years, the import sourcing of equipment got diversified with the introduction of 

Western and Asian equipment on the global scale (Farooki 2012). This is confirmed in Cameroon with 

companies using equipment they are familiar with or feels comfortable with in a sector which has 

become global, involving multiple operators of a multipolar world, but each of them remaining 

largely dependent on their home country’s technology and equipment. In fact through the 

diversification of equipment sourcing, this local ASGM sector received more trucks, shovels etc. than 

ever before, making the sector experience worldwide know-how in this remote piece of land. 

According to the local CAPAM supervisor, more than 70% of equipment is made up of directly 

imported materials from Asia while Western companies and some Cameroonians buy their Western 

machinery on Cameroon’s market. The Cameroonian operators are increasingly shifting away from 

traditional mining equipment exporters (Europe and North America) who are commercially fighting 

to maintain control over the equipment sector. In 2016, the last active Korean company had largely 

adopted Chinese machinery and technology as well which seem to be the most cost effective as per 

the Ghanaian experience studied by Farooki (2012). Though the availability of Chinese machinery on 

the local market is improving, large portions of Chinese equipment are still sourced directly from 

China. 
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Fig. 3.3: Inflow of equipment and other inputs in Cameroon’s Gold Value Chain 

Company sources on the local procurement market can be either corporate procurement structures 

and or locally sourced inputs from second and third tier suppliers (Hanlin & Hanlin 2012). Most of the 

equipment can be found locally in stores. Only Sany Africam (Sany Africam Heavy Machinery Co. Ltd) 

runs subsidiaries of mother-companies in Cameroon. The other suppliers are exclusive dealers of 

diverse brands like Tractafric Motors Cameroon (Mercedes-Benz, Ford, Mitsubishi, Renault, Hyundai, 

JAC Motors etc.), CFAO automotive subsidiaries and SUNCAM (Shantui Construction Machinery Co. 

Ltd). The adjective ‘local’ should be used with caution, as it is not always clear whether ‘local’ is 

applied to the equipment’s origin (ownership) or to the spatial location of equipment at any given 

time (Bloch & Owusu 2012). Being supplied in Cameroon does not mean that the equipment is made 

in Cameroon. Rather, it means there are few intermediaries between the manufacturer in Asia and 

the end-user in Cameroon, especially the supplier. 

Although a process of in-sourcing of previously out-sourced activities is taking place, through 

subsidiaries and dealers of various brands, interviews made in the field provided evidence that 

mining operators and especially the Chinese still preferred importing their own equipment directly 

from China with additional spare parts and never on the local market. In any case, beyond the mining 

sector, dealers and equipment supplying companies are increasingly gaining access to new market 

segments (engines, machinery, trucks, etc.) and are taking market shares which were previously out 

of reach, because they were the exclusive purview of Western companies (Farooki 2012). 

Some unclear cases exist when an operator associates its technical expertise to local material. For 

site clearing and pre-refining, companies tend to use more mixed equipment. Chinese and 

Cameroonian ventures exclusively build up their washing plants onsite associating Chinese know-how 

with local scrap. In-sourcing proper is happening in marginal service provision to which domestic 

firms are confined. A number of basic services such as cleaning and security are outsourced to locally 

owned companies or individual entrepreneurs providing ASGM companies with external support to 
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ensure the safety of their facilities and operations in remote mining areas while the company itself 

focuses on its core competence. 

 

3.3.1.2 Mining stage 

The purpose of this section is to consider the practices of these companies in the production phase. 

It deals with mining processes such as digging, collecting the mineralized layer and washing it to 

recover the gold mineral for further refinement at a later stage. As already documented in the pre-

mining stage, equipment from almost all over the world is employed in Betare-Oya’s mining sites by 

a very unsteady number of companies that went from one Korean company in 2004 to 80 in 2016, 

and which had declined to 30 in February 2017. Whatever their number has been, one constant that 

remains is that the companies investing in mechanised ASM have introduced innovations in the 

processes designed to extract and process gold ore in the Betare- Oya region. An overview of existing 

operations in the GVC is presented in table 3.3 below. 

Tab. 3.3: Processes taking place across Cameroon’s value chain 

Input supply Mining Refinery Brokering Fabrication Retailing 

Outside Outside Outside Outside Outside Outside 

Through 
Within Within Within Within Within 

Within 

      

 
Foreign-mined 
ore (CAR, 
Congo, Gabon) 

Concentration/ 

beneficiation 

CAPAM/operato
rs 

Goldsmiths 
Independent 
jewellers 

River water, 
mercury, 
chlorine acid, 
and sulphuric 
acid as 
chemical 
reagents. 

Treatment 
and 
enrichment 
of gold – 
usage of 
reagent 
substances 
(silver, 
platinum, 
etc.). 

Virgin-mined 
material (ASGM 
and Large Scale 
mining) 

Primary 
(cyanidation, 
smelting, 
refining: Miller 
chlorination 
process, 
Wohlwill 
electrolysis, 
Minataur 
Process) 

Mining 
operators 

Jewellers 
Dedicated tourist 
retailers 

NA 

Second-hand 
gold (scrap, net 
producer 
hedging) 

Secondary Individuals Operators 
Mass discount 
stores 

NA - - Purchase office Markets 
Mixed discount 
retail chains 

NA - - Corporations  
Dedicated 
jewellery retail 
chains 

Surveys 2016. 
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Based on the structure of the GVC, the following paragraphs provide a more detailed analysis of the 

processes involved in each stage of gold production. 

 

- Mining processes 

As will be further described in the geology section in chapter four, ASGM takes place in alluvial placer 

deposits and other mineral occurrences associated with granitic intrusions (Pb, Bi, and Mo) (Tehna et 

al. 2015, Pahimi et al. 2015), but more commonly, mining areas are flooded and require a permanent 

drainage system. Nevertheless, mechanised gold production remains a very superficial stripping 

process which consists of surface open-cast mining performed on placer gravel, and on the river 

surface as well. Although the law limits the maximum depth of operations in the ASM to 30 m, the 

mineralized layers made up of a mixture of gravel, sand and clay along a sterile profile thickness in 

the sites of the region range from 1 m to 8 m (Ntep Gweth & Adeline 2005). Operational projects 

rarely reach 10 m and usually need to deviate the stream from its course to better extract the gravel 

on river banks. 

The whole process consists of digging up a pit and washing the bed-rock by sifting it without any 

pond settling with water from the river, sometimes using chemical reagents such as mercury, 

chloride acid and sulphuric acid (Tehna et al. 2015). When considered in detail, basic operations 

consist of sequential processes using different techniques and technologies which are comparable. 

At the mining stage, the mechanical extraction of gravel using power-shovels, bulldozers and 

excavators is practised across the board. 

 

- Collection of mineralised layers 

According to the US Geological Survey (Newman 2012), gold output fluctuates between 1500 and 

1800 kilograms per year, and apparently covers only informal and purely artisanal operations. If SME 

data were incorporated, these figures would be significantly higher. 

The stripping of the upper layers is then followed by the collection of the mineralised layer which will 

then undergo thorough washing. There are two known ways of gaining access to gold in this region. 

Open pit mining which is done on the ground surface. It consists in digging a wide hole with 

excavators to collect minerals. Nevertheless, in open pit operations, there are a few differences 

between companies. While Koreans excavate the site and collect the gravel layer without any further 

changes, Chinese do the excavation, and in order to collect the gravel, they hit it with a powerful jet 

of water before shovelling it into sluices for washing. Moreover, the speed of operations may differ, 

especially for Chinese-owned mines which do not use just one team for extraction but concomitantly 

employ small teams, coordinating their actions to get to the middle of the plot in a short time 

(Nguepjouo & Runge 2017). This technique seems more efficient as Chinese projects perform better 

while many other foreign investors do not succeed in carrying out a constantly profitable mining 

business in the region, and tend to move to other destinations after handing over their assets and 

liabilities from the former venture. 

Besides the main extraction method, there is the dredging technique which is practised on the Lom 

River. The placer gold on the riverbed is sucked by the connected-bucket floating dredges. Dredging 
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is the technique used to recover geological debris from the bottom of a water course (streams and 

rivers) with a dredger. Some companies such as Xing Rong are specialised in dredging and the others 

in the open pit technique. In addition to the dredging technique, in all companies, gold extraction 

follows the principle of digging out the subsoil, followed by washing of the resulting mineralized 

horizons. But in practice, companies evolve with know-how and available tools that may differ 

slightly from one another. 

To sum up, mineralised layer is collected either through sluicing or dredging and is then through 

delivered through almost similar means to sluices where the hydraulicking technique takes place. 

Those methods where gravel is delivered mechanically include connected-bucket dredging, and 

treatment in non-floating washing plants of gravel delivered by power shovel or dragline excavator. 

In all these small-scale methods, the gravel is shovelled into sluices located at the surface for Korean 

companies and in the hole for Chinese projects. 

 

- Processing: Washing stage and gold recovery 

In East Cameroon, washing processes consist of a gravimetric concentration process in 2 steps with 

little variations in the origin of the operators. It starts with the mechanised sluice technique using 

riffles and carpets as trapping mechanisms to capture particles of gold and other heavy minerals. The 

initial processing to get rid of gangue minerals from the mineralised layer takes place in washing 

plants and can vary according to the operators. 

 Korean operators erect a mechanised and non-floating plant, vibrating table (Trommel 

Washing Plant), onsite to separate the coarse material, fine particles, and sludge from the 

gold nuggets and flakes. The Korean washing units suck river water independently added to 

the action of some agents directing the pipes to propel water on the vibrating washing table 

so as to liquefy the mud layer which the vibration of the table associated with the inclination 

of the washing plane then separates into various forms of residue according to their 

granulometry. The finest and most liquid flows to a carpet trapping the traces and nuggets of 

gold, while the coarsest elements escape through another exit. The next step is manually 

performed using tools such as pans, sieving for gold blowing that is then weighed and later 

put in a concentrated form. This process results in depositing of finer and heavier particles 

on the carpet. The Koreans shake the carpet and collect the deposits while the Chinese take 

theirs to their base to collect the gold particles deposited and submit for final separation and 

concentration of gold. 

 As for the Chinese washing mode, the washing plan is also equipped with an automatic water 

supply not incorporated in the washing machine, and requiring the action of 3 to 5 agents to 

bombard the material used by the hydraulic excavators, Though this washing unit is not 

equipped with a vibratory device as in the Korean washers, Chinese investors nevertheless 

implement a double washing principle. Once the mud layer is washed on the first table, all 

the effluents and other fine particles derived from it are pumped and reoriented to another 

washing station where nuggets and gold flakes are finally collected over the carpet trapping 

the remaining traces and nuggets of gold. The dust stuck in fine material is taken back to 

their camps to be sieved and weighed with reagents in a specific gold pan. Some Chinese 

companies also use the hydraulic technique on the Lom River. In the hydraulic method, the 

gravel is mined from the bank by a powerful jet of water and processed identically as in 

ground mining. 



3. The mining sector in Cameroon     79 

 South-African and Western miners build a range of mechanical processes that end up with 

gold dust as the final product. It can either be Trommel or Garimperos with separate washing 

units to reap the final product. 

 Cameroonian stakeholders involved in gold mining resort to a mixture of previously 

described technologies with a clear dominance of Korean technology, portrayed as the more 

affordable option, but not as efficient as the Chinese washing plant. 

The second step involves manual panning operations using a very old concentration technique of 

softly shaking the ore mixed with water in a pan to stratify the heavy minerals that settle at the 

bottom of the pan while the lighter gangue can be washed off the top (Hollestelle 2012). This usually 

involves reagents for easing the gold recovery mechanism. Nevertheless, some differences related to 

the home-country of companies are recorded, especially regarding the ways in which they get the 

mineralised dust panned after extraction in order to recover gold nuggets and flakes. 

The closure stage (after mining) is always overlooked and overlooks the origin of operators. Open-

pits are left behind carelessly, among other forms of damage caused to the environment by 

operating activities (Nguepjouo & Runge 2014). The frequent excuse given by those operators is that 

the area will be soon flooded by the Lom Pangar dam. For projects located upstream of the dam, it 

can be understandable, but this solution does not work when operations are located outside the 

perimeter of the dam project. Most of them are actually outside the area. 

Besides the other source of raw gold locally mined from virgin-mined material (ASGM), there are two 

additional sources of gold supplies that are included in Cameroon’s GVC. Firstly, the foreign-mined 

ores coming from neighbouring mining countries such as the Western gold-rich regions of theCentral 

African Republic as one of the most used smuggling exits in peaceful times as well as in times of crisis 

(Armstrong et al. 2008, de Pooter 2008, Matthysen & Clarkson 2013, Agger 2015), in the Republic of 

Congo (Souanké and Punga) and Minkébé in Gabon (Hollestelle 2012). From these mining sites, gold 

at least transits through Cameroon either to gain access to international gold markets such as Dubai 

or to end up on the informal gold trade network that already operates in Cameroon. 

Secondly, there is second-hand gold derived from scrap and net producer hedging (Barthélémy 

2011). Most of this second-hand material is bought by local goldsmiths and transformed into local 

jewellery in main cities. 

 

3.3.1.3 Post-mining operations 

Post-mining operations involve brokering of raw and coarsely concentrated gold, refining, 

manufacturing and marketing of the end product made using gold. 

 

Brokering: Trading of concentrated products and key trade routes 

The law on the gold trade has been restrictive for a long period of time, fuelling the informal trade 

which started when French mining entrepreneurs withdrew from mining and moved into agriculture. 

During this difficult period, the state had also ceased buying gold as it had done quite timidly in the 

early years after independence to support the emergence of a legitimate gold economy. 
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Nevertheless the production of informal artisanal mining operations in the countryside happened 

under the control of highly organised networks which bought, concentrated and exported the 

product out of Cameroon. A meagre proportion of this gold which is still hard to assess remains 

locally to supply the rustic jewellery sector dominated by West-African nationals (Barthélémy 2011). 

In addition, local demand for jewellery remained negligible; as such the purchase of gold became the 

sole preserve of traffickers, which they controlled as they pleased. Sometimes they have transited 

through other countries, including the Central African Republic, through bordering localities such as 

Kentzou, Gamboula, Garoua-Boulaï, Toktoyo, Bombété, Gbiti, Kétté and Nigeria through the centre 

of Banyo which is a major crossroads for trade between the two countries (Ntep Gweth & Adeline 

2005). But a reverse phenomenon has occurred in recent years because the insecurity on the Central 

African border pushes illegal flows of production back through Cameroon using the same circuits, 

rather than in the opposite direction (Obale 2016). 

More than 90% of clandestine traders were Cameroonian citizens while the others are foreign 

African traders (Chad, Nigeria, Mali and Guinea). This has long been the state of the gold trade in 

Cameroon (Ntep Gweth & Adeline 2005). Until 2011, it was estimated that 95 percent of the gold 

was traded through clandestine merchants, just before the launch of “Operation Gold” in August 

2011 which attracted more investors into small-scale mining (MINMIDT 2011). 

Thanks to the slight mechanisation of ASGM operations that got non-African foreign players 

(companies) involved along with a subsequent increase in gold production, the commercialisation 

gradually shifted into official channels (Barthélémy 2011). It did not eradicate the smuggling trade, 

especially as the control system remains weak and the entire artisanal mining segment – less 

mechanised or not at all – is out of reach of the official trade. Nevertheless, in 2016 mechanised 

ASGM accounted for 70% of gold production. The mechanised gold mining fraction within the 

company’s purview is largely sold to Cameroonian gold purchase offices. According to operators and 

CAPAM’s local site manager, more than 60% of active companies sell around 500 grammes of gold 

weekly to ‘Etablissement DJIBO’, the main purchase office in Eastern Cameroon, which then 

concentrates and exports gold in the form of coarse bullions to Dubai. The proportion that those 

companies sell to CAPAM is less significant (5%).The remainder kept by company owners seems to 

follow unclear paths, one of them being flying back, legally or not, to their home countries. 

Cameroon’s airports frequently intercepted illegally held by Chinese nationals. For example, in 2013 

and 2014, Cameroonian customs authorities in Douala airport seized a total of 7.5 kg of gold from 

travellers, two of which were Chinese (UNSC 2014) or a little quantity of 135 grams (Cameroon 

Tribune 2015). 

The remaining 40% of their gold production follows marketing schemes which relies on the 

concentration of gold into bars of 5 or 10 kg. 

- Koreans are likely to ship all their production back to Korea (home country). At the outset of 

the activity, all of their gold was exported directly to Korea, but nowadays, they repatriate 

less than half of their output to their home country, sending the rest to other Asian and 

Western destinations as illustrated on a company map describing the company network 

covered by diamond exports from Cameroon. 
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Fig. 3.4: Outflow of gold concentrate from Cameroon (C&K International 2017) 

- Chinese are also diversified in the pathways followed by their remaining production. They 

send the gold to China and the Middle East. The former is hard to track with because of its 

more opaque nature and the latter claims to sell all the production on the Cameroonian 

market. 

- Cameroonians usually carry out local transactions when they are not involved in a network. A 

company is reported to sell in Cameroon but also in USA, where the financial partner is 

based, and another sells in Dubai. 

In the absence of any up-to-date database on the marketing of Cameroonian gold which is as 

dynamic as the production segment, one must turn to other information data sources, though less 

accurate but nevertheless well-informed. Different operators of the marketing chain have been 

approached and despite their frequent reluctance to share their figures, a realistic estimate based on 

the cross-checking of this information has been made. As a result, it was found that gold produced in 

Cameroon is marketed internationally through three channels, including the African and Middle East 

channel, the Asian and Western channels. The African and Middle East channel accounts for 85 to 

90% of total production, while at least 10% of the remaining 15% goes to the Asian network and less 

than 3% in the Western channel. 

The African sector is actually an intermediate stage (transit) to the countries of the Persian Gulf and 

precisely Dubai. Because this sector sprays the entire marketing chain, it deserves more detailed 

coverage in the following paragraphs. 

Whether it is the share sold to the purchase offices, or the share retained and later resold by the 

producers, one constant is that Cameroon’s gold finally ends up mostly abroad, either in 

neighbouring countries or in renowned gold markets and only a very little fraction of this gold is sold 

to local jewellers based in main cities (Douala, Yaoundé and Garoua). The main foreign destination 

for gold produced in Cameroon is Dubai. Besides connections of local gold buyers with the famous 
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outside world, market practices favour anonymity and non-transparent transactions. Incorrectly 

labelled products, such as silver entering the country, can be properly accepted at Dubai airport 

customs as gold facilitating practices work like a smuggling scam. Likewise, gold is exchanged for cash 

from any walk-in customer, whose identity is not recorded in books, disregarding the international 

guidelines that recommend avoiding purchase where possible, and ensuring that when it is 

unavoidable, cash purchase must be supported by verifiable documentation. Furthermore, gold 

purchasers can be accomplices of misrepresentation and document falsification by the supplier. 

Dubai now accounts for approximately 25% of the world's annual gold trade, which is largely 

controlled by the family-owned Kaloti Group, the country’s largest gold refinery. It processes about 

300 tonnes a year and claims to account for close to half of all refining in Dubai's gold market. 

According to the company, being engaged in a process designed to assure important international 

customers, its supplies are free from any conflict-tainted gold. The finished product from its 

refineries is newly minted bullion, of 99.5% purity or greater, are then re-exported to the 

international gold market and stamped with a serial number and the words "Kaloti, Dubai" (Bowers 

2014). 

Despite Dubai’s control of gold transactions, some room is left for other gold buyers operating from 

Dubai, namely to Western buyers such as PAMP Suisse, and Black Pearl Capital, both headquartered 

in Switzerland. The former presents itself as the world’s leading bullion brand with a global footprint 

including Dubai where MKS Precious Metals DMCC is the trading and distribution company for the 

Group and focuses on servicing the specific needs of the Middle East region. It also claims to be one 

of the most trusted refiners and manufacturers of precious metals (PAMP 2015). As for the latter, it 

has a global network of industry-specific partners that allow it to source investments' in several key 

industries and market segments (Black Pearl Capital 2016). A UN report on the DRC in 2011 made 

convincing claims that a Dubai firm named Black Pearl Capital, has had frequent commercial 

transactions on gold consignments with armed groups in the DRC (UNSC 2011). Nevertheless, the UN 

experts indicate that a company with the same name was spotted in Dubai, and therefore cannot 

conclude whether it is the same Swiss company or a different one. 

Whatever the case, Switzerland, Belgium and Hong Kong are major destinations of Dubai’s gold and 

diamond exports, and have become major export markets for Dubai in a wider sense (Dubai 

Exporters 2016). This means that through these and other companies, gold often acquired under 

dubious conditions is melted with that from elsewhere before being injected into the Western 

market, without any reference to producer countries. The traceability chain is difficult to follow in 

the case of Dubai and other destinations for gold produced in Cameroon. 

In the first case, unofficial gold traders do sell in Nigeria, Benin, Togo, Ghana, Switzerland, Antwerp, 

Japan and recently Dubai in the United Arab Emirates (Ntep Gweth & Adeline 2005, Barthélémy 

2011; Interviews with CAPAM site managers and companies 2015) and still continue their business 

today on the same network built more than 20 years ago. Dubai has nowadays surpassed all other 

distributors and attracts almost 80-90% of Cameroon’s gold. 

In the second case, this gold would have taken to the more distant destinations (mainly Europe and 

Asia) under the control of large collectors from African countries such as Nigeria, Benin, Togo, Ghana, 

Europe (Switzerland) and Middle East (Saudi Arabia). 
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Export routes that the gold follows begin with the first step, leaving the production site for the main 

regional town of the East, Bertoua, after a stopover or not in a smelter, then eventually to Douala 

and Yaoundé airports where they are flown to the international market (Enough project 2013, UNSC 

2014). 

 

Refining 

At this stage, most of the processes in all in-country processing facilities are mainly the concentration 

of gold powder into coarse bullions. Three Cameroonian gold melting units are active in the mining 

region, and refining is done in gold-producing foreign companies. It should be pointed out that no 

post-beneficiation processing plants, generally called smelters and refineries, exist neither in the 

mining region, nor anywhere else in the country. As a result, gold concentrates leave the country 

without being transformed into finished products through channels examined in the next section. 

Segments out of Cameroon have summarily been investigated. 

 

Fabrication 

Gold used for final manufacturing is composed of pieces that have escaped legal and illegal export 

channels as well as second-hand gold recycled into jewellery stores by domestic jewellers. Thus, once 

the gold leaves the immediate area of production, there is no feasible way to track its source. It is 

nearly indistinguishable from gold products mined in other areas. Gold, however, can easily be 

processed into semi-refined products at or near the mining site, which allows it to be readily 

exported through undocumented channels, making it more difficult to trace back to the mine or 

region of origin. No manufacturing units exist in the region. Nevertheless Bertoua, Yaoundé and 

other main cities do have their manufacturing shops, namely traditional jewellery stores. The 

manufacturing segment comprises 2 parallel activities including manufacture of jewellery by the local 

jewellers and pre-refinery carried out by gold purchasers from large buying offices, and incidentally 

some Chinese companies. 

From 2007 onwards, tough competition among gold brokers went the way of gold exporters, since 

for the price of a purified gram of gold was higher (USD 35.79) than local jewellers could have 

afforded. Jewellers were then obliged to use mainly recycled gold obtained from old jewellery (75%) 

but still kept a little proportion of primary gold (25%) in their processing activities (Barthélémy 2011). 

Gold supply was and is still comes mainly from second-hand sources, which contradict the 2/3 

primary gold and 1/3 of second hand gold presented on the global  distribution of all current supply 

of gold (Hewitt et al. 2015). The gold that jewellers collect serves to craft chains, bangles, rings, 

earrings, pendants for the local market. 

Tab. 3.4: Origin of gold circulating along the gold value chain in Cameroon 

Mining Refinery Brokering Manufacturing Retailing 

Raw 
gold  

Cast bar 

Purchase 
office 

Markets Mixed discount retail chains 

Cast bar 
Investments (ETF & similar products, 
physical bars, official coins, medals & 
imitation coins, legal tender, 

Gold retailers & financial 
services 
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commemorative gold coins) 

Technology (electronic, satellite, 
devices, appliances, etc.) 

Retail of electronic devices, 
appliances  

Medical services (dental products, 
catalysis material and biochemical 
uses: pacemakers, microchips, 
treatment) 

Retail of Medical services 

Jewellery Manufacturing 

Import finished jewellery 
products (watches, chains, 
bangles, rings, earrings, 
pendants) 

Local finished jewellery 
products (chains, bangles, 
rings, earrings, pendants) 

Surveys 2016. 

The other manufacturing activity taking place in Cameroon is the physical production of bars that are 

used as investment products. It is still coarsely crafted because the further stages of the gold refining 

process are performed abroad. It is mainly performed by larger purchase offices (three in the Betare-

Oya region) on the dust gold they buy themselves, potentially that from other producers and small-

size buyers and that which CAPAM collects for the owner of the resource in the form of State shares. 

For the government, the idea of controlling gold output and its associated trade dwells on the 

possibility for the government to retrieve additional revenue. All these gold shipments are State 

shares within the low-mechanised artisanal exploitation and represent 15% of the total gross 

production collected by field agents from the companies involved in the operation, besides the 15% 

ad valorem tax on mineral substances and the payment of corporation tax payable by companies 

engaged in small-scale artisanal mining on behalf of the General Directorate of Taxation that it was 

recently empowered to collect. The gold is reassembled in the central office which makes 

distributions according to the allocation key set out by a statutory instrument (Messi Bala 2016). In 

accordance with the provisions of Decree No. 2014/2349/PM of August 1 2014 (République du 

Cameroun 2014), 40% are directly stored in MINFI in the form of physical gold, 30% is allocated to 

the channelling of gold in formal circuits, 10% to support the operations of collection teams; 10% for 

projects targeting to riparian populations, and 10% goes to the Mechanised Artisanal Operations 

Monitoring Committee (CAPAM 2017). 

The “Operation Gold” project was intended to funnel at least 70% of gold produced into the formal 

economy in order to strengthen gold reserves in BEAC in order to ensure financial mobilization 

backed by the guarantee of Gold (MINMIDT 2011). CAPAM field offices are in charge of collecting, 

concentrating and conveying the gold to the coordinating unit in the capital city, Yaoundé. The gold 

received is then either sold on international markets or stored up as Cameroon’s share in the gold 

reserves of the Bank of Central African States or the Ministry of Finances’ coffers. The historical data 

on the stored gold has been hard to find, even in the board office in charge of those transactions. 

However, between 2015 and 2016, 224,196 grams of bullion gold were handed over to the Ministry 

of Finance, and in the near future 114,170 grams are already available in the CAPAM office to be 

handed back to the Ministry, bringing the total amount of returned gold to 338,364 grams (CAPAM 

2017). 

 

Commercialisation of product, end use and recycling – Distribution (wholesale & retail) 
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After manufacturing, local finished jewellery products are displayed in jeweller’s windows or shops. 

In more than 70% of cases, they are produced on order and the jewels ordered are picked up as soon 

as they are manufactured (wedding rings). Apart from these craft jewellers, there is no known gold 

jewellery manufacturer in Cameroon. Conversely, distribution of imported jewellery products 

(branded boutiques, authorised retailers, department stores, etc.) does take place at diverse 

locations (airports, malls, commercial avenues, etc.) in Cameroon where products manufactured 

abroad can be obtained. 

 

3.3.2 Similarities and differences 

Since the very first wave of foreign involvement in Cameroon’s GVC, their activities have been 

exclusively concentrated on resource extraction which was done legally. For various reasons, it has 

not been possible yet to extend their interest to other segments of the GVC. From the beginning of 

early mining till date, the colonial setting of Cameroon’s mineral resources as an enclave has been 

perpetuated. As in many African producing countries, most gold inputs are imported into the country 

and output (gold concentrates) is exported unprocessed and therefore widely associated with the 

image of a mining enclave with few domestic linkages with the rest of the national economy (Aryee 

2001). Investors recover gold which is then processed abroad, either in their home countries, or in 

other countries, namely Dubai where citizens are involved in funding and further refining and 

marketing of Cameroon’s gold. 

In addition to their joint-interest focused on mining, mechanised ASM companies have a common 

reluctance to paying taxes and even contributing to social improvement in riparian communities. 

Though a type of mining license has been designed for foreign investment in small-scale mining, 

none has shown interest in as it potentially costs much money in tax payments. It therefore reveals 

the opportunistic nature of their short-lived engagement which then vanishes because of the social 

response to their investment. 

Foreign investors could be attracted but keeping a continually favourable environment in the country 

requires more efficient involvement. The State has failed to secure these investments and neither 

has it been able to anticipate the expectations and desiderata of investors. Despite the gold potential 

revealed by the alluvial ASGM which attests to the existence of primary reserves in the region, none 

of those companies (Western and Asian) has shown a clear commitment to run a proper industrial 

gold mining endeavour. Cameroon is dependent on international actors for its gold mining 

operations, hence the invasion by the wave of investors from the multipolar world, and is gradually 

moving towards a progressive ‘asianisation’ or rather precisely ‘chinesification’ of stakeholders 

involved. 

This study demonstrates that operators involved in Cameroonian gold mining use similar approaches, 

techniques and equipment regardless of their respective home-countries. Entrance into the sector is 

done the same illegal way they get into the business: either partnering with local entrepreneurs for a 

mining authorization or escaping the complexity of this process by submitting a file to the Ministry in 

charge of mines for a prospecting mining license which includes the targeted mineral deposits. In 

both cases, some basic arrangements must be made with local inhabitants for full access to the 

resource. All operators who exploited gold before 2011 received support from CAPAM, which 

promoted the principle of partnership with international players whose function was to provide 
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technical and financial contributions to the mining artisans previously organized in Gicamines. Each 

Gicamine followed the legal procedure for obtaining the artisanal exploitation authorization which it 

then made available to these partners against compensation that could be financial or in kind. In the 

latter case, the operator opened the site with its machinery, which it partly exploited to recover its 

expenses and stripped the remainder to facilitate work for these artisans without efficient means of 

extraction. This process was a short-lived financing initiative because of the greater facility afforded 

by the first approach, that of material and financial compensation. The Gicamines have gradually 

withdrawn due to a lack of proper activities requiring collegial action. From then on, a few craftsmen 

having acquired skills in collaborating with the South African mining company, Caminco, which was 

involved in mining research, turned into mining middlemen, taking over the work of the Gicamines. 

Thus, in a future phase, mining companies must rely on the support of these intermediaries to find 

sites to exploit. No Chinese investor witnessed this period. The others enjoyed it until 2011, and 

when CAPAM planned to move from this principle of technical and financial partnership with 

riverside residents to that of the production sharing contract, with the exception of Caminco, the 

companies resisted and succeeded in freezing the movement. This principle was finally re-established 

by an ordinance issued by the Prime Minister in 2014. 

 

In addition, according to the terms of a recent regulation issued by the Prime Minister, Decree No. 

2014/2349/PM of August 1st 2014, a new category within the ASM chapter was created to make the 

distinguish between pure and lightly mechanised ASM projects. But this type of mining licence has 

yet been requested by companies involved in the East region. Surprisingly, the corporate tax and the 

ad valorem tax are applied to them but are paid with great difficulty. 

For the mining stage, equipment (machinery, tools, etc.) of most Asian companies are shipped from 

their home country, while Western and other independent African operators tend to deal with local 

dealers of MNC to acquire theirs where they are cheaper and can be found easily. Western investors 

buy and use Western equipment indiscriminately. Thus a European firm can use US branded material 

and vice versa. Korean mining entrepreneurs use Korean machinery basically but have greater 

flexibility than all other investors. However their flexibility has been long oriented towards Western 

material but recently it turned to Chinese equipment. They use American equipment probably 

because of its availability both for rent and for sale on the spot in Cameroon. On the contrary, the 

Chinese temporarily used American equipment during the opening of their first mining project (Horse 

shoes Mining), which they were rented from Tractafric, but they soon separated as soon as their 

orders in China arrived in Cameroon. In other cases, when they take over Korean or Western projects 

with mining equipment, they use it for a short time. 

Techniques and technologies used in mining processing depend on the origin of operators. Most 

investors copied the Korean technique which in the beginning was the oldest operating company. 

While reproducing the Korean technique, Cameroonians also tried the South American and South 

African techniques. The Chinese, for their part, have remained constant in their so-called millennium-

old technique. For example, to recover gold from gangue, Chinese use a two-step separation process 

while the others resort to a one-step technique with little specificities. While a Cameroonian 

Company, Ali Family Mining, still sticks to the Korean mining technique, the last Korean company, 

C&K Mining, is now turning to the Chinese technique which seems to guarantee greater profitability. 
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A minimum of 60% of the mining product is sold locally and the remainder is kept and sent back to 

their countries of origin. Given the fact that each segment of the value chain increases the financial 

gains, in spite of its structure and the losses and outflow of gold, it does not bring much to the 

country’s economy. They confine themselves to their business position without special actions in the 

existing portion of GVC to improve anything. Moreover, gold is still sold in its raw form without 

effective transformation and manufacturing that could open further possibilities for companies’ 

activities and contribute to portfolio diversification and perhaps the country’s industrialization. It is 

clear that the role of a company is not to develop a country, rather to run a profitable business, using 

different tricks to achieve its goal. None of them pushes to enforce the legislation, and improve the 

framework of gold mining but they all focus solely on getting a return on their investment. None can 

be therefore singled out as good or bad for the country because they chiefly pursue their interests 

and the receiving country must cater to its own development. 

 

3.3.3 Constraints on financial flows along the value chain 

The structure of the GVC and lingering informality in ASGM operations remain the major issue of 

concern in Cameroon’s GVC. In spite of recent developments in the ASGM subsector, the structure of 

Cameroon’s value chain is extremely fragmented and incomplete. Apart from the mining stage, the 

rest of the segments are scrappy and extroverted. Moreover, informality estimated to account for 

more than 90% of pure artisanal gold mining in Cameroon (Business in Cameroon 2014a) is a source 

of concern for the local government. Though a CAPAM report claimed to have increased the State’s 

control over gold mining from 10 to 25% of gold output in 2011 (MINMIDT 2011), the phenomenon is 

elusive and still concerns more than 70% of gold transactions taking place at the country level. 

Nevertheless, thanks to ASGM mechanisation representing approximately 70% of total gold yield, 

and monitored from time to time by CAPAM agents, informality remains an issue across the entire 

value chain, and especially in the trading segment. This means that large quantities of gold escape 

government control and therefore cannot be monitored and use to properly gauge Cameroon’s 

production, but the country would not levy any profit from those resources. Therefore it hinders 

further opportunities for the country’s economy and requires close attention on the part of decision-

makers. 

As Cameroon’s gold value chain is domestically structured, mining production accounts for nearly 

80% of the value while the remaining 20% goes to the commercialization of raw gold (Barthélémy 

2011). When these figures are integrated into the global value chain, it appears that at least 50% of 

cash flowing across the chain are lost by the country. Thus by contrast, in the leading South-African 

gold mining sector in Africa, the mining segment of the gold value chain produces roughly 50% of the 

gross margin, while the other 50% are subdivided among brokering, refining, fabrication, wholesaling 

and retailing of end products (Short & Radebe 2008). Given the fact that 70% of production segment 

is in the hands of foreign investors, this percentage drops down to 35-40%. For the remainder, by 

comparison to the best African case, gold extracted in Cameroon is mainly sold in a raw form 

preventing the generation of 50% of additional value added possibilities for the economy. Further, 

net margins added to gold are respectively found in the refining segment (0.1-3% = 1.5%), jewellery 

manufacturing sector (10%) and jewellery retailing sector (70%) (Short & Radebe 2008), making the 

gold enterprise rather weakly productive. 
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Patterns of this gold mining economy are still operating. The added value resulting from extraction is 

therefore limited and extraction performed by international operators continues to the detriment of 

the country. Their lean contribution of ASGM is limited to tax payments only for 30% of the GVC. 

Royalties, capital re-investment, community development and loan interest repayment, part of their 

financial engagement are not respected. 

One of CAPAM’s initial missions – the progressive transformation of artisanal miners into small-scale 

mechanised mining entrepreneurs – has been abandoned.  The sector has remained essentially 

extroverted, still totally dependent on the outside world. During the period of the mining bubble 

(2012-2016), no strategy aimed at perpetuating this dynamic was adopted. 

If the risk of loss of gold contained in the underground areas to be dedicated to the envisaged Lom 

Pangar dam was the main triggering factor in the mechanization and semi-professionalization of the 

gold exploitation operations in Betare, the decadence is not only due to the impoundment of the 

dam, but also to a complex set of reasons. The government has continued to see the ASM as an 

activity that does not deserve its full attention. Despite the creation of CAPAM, with its mission 

which could have helped to better manage the sector, this subsector has been continually 

overlooked as is the case with other African countries including Ghana (Hilson et al. 2014). 

Administrative and political quarrels finally relegated activities of this government agency to the 

background for two years and this period of disconnection can never be regained. The companies 

arrived and settled en masse in conditions of a questionable control. And according to CAPAM’s local 

representative, since CAPAM wanted to restore some orthodoxy in the conduct of mining activities, 

some operators had to withdraw to avoid stringent control of mining production. 

Given the scale of operations and the low level of mechanization, the gold value chain for as it is 

developed in Cameroon is to be taken on more modest proportions. The SMEs involved here are not 

necessarily specialized in mining and they do not always have the necessary skills in the areas they 

cover. Furthermore, none of the companies involved has a world-class or at least continental-

recognition in the field of gold mining. The tendency towards hyper-specialization of the players in 

the mining segment is more guided by their opportunistic inclinations than any strategic positioning. 

Subcontracted activities are dictated either by fierce competition (gold buying and selling operations) 

or by an obvious ignorance (negotiations with local residents, empirical geological research, etc.) on 

the part of companies. 

Another weakness of CAPAM's interventions is tied to its inability to embrace the whole GVC, 

restricting itself merely to monitoring gold production after the influx of investors and has intervened 

neither at the beginning nor at the end of the production segment. At the beginning by guaranteeing 

continual access to gold targets, it could have gotten involved in mining planning either by ensuring a 

reasonable exploitation, or controlled continuity of the activity through appropriate prospective 

mining. Whatever the choice would have been, geological research would have played a critical role 

in providing clear and efficient information and therefore promoting at least continued gold mining. 

Artisanal mining research by the trial and error approach has not delivered sustainable results. As for 

the end of the production segment, CAPAM should have paid more attention to monitoring the 

transformation and marketing of gold. This gap prevented the legalization, taxation and strategic use 

of this resource. Nor has it worked to ensure that financial spin-offs are invested on a sustainable 

basis, much less that they have been used in a precautionary way. 
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This narrow vision of the governing apparatus has deprived the country of greater profits, and has 

also generated various impacts on the mining region. The next section attempts to analyse them 

under the prism of the perception of Cameroonian populations who are more or less directly 

affected by this activity. 

 

3.4 Perception of local population of mining entrepreneurs 

Recent developments in the ASM have given rise to Cameroonians impressions, perception and 

judgment on this activity and, above all, the actors carrying it out on a daily basis in the East Region. 

To capture the perception, surveys and interviews focused mainly on Asian players widely 

dominating the other investors in terms of the share they hold in the subsector. How people perceive 

foreign involvement in the ASM as well as practices of mining entrepreneurs on communities and 

their environment have been the concerns that guided the structure of the survey questionnaire, 

which was then administered to populations and workers in the mining region. More specifically, 

these concerns were grouped into three main categories (environment, society and the economy) 

each addressing a dimension of sustainable mining. In addition to the questionnaire technique, 

interviews were conducted with other categories of Cameroon’s ASM stakeholders including national 

private investors, officials from various administrative services dealing with the issue. Initially, the 

results of 167 questionnaires surveyed in 2015 were presented and discussed, and were then 

followed by six interviews respectively conducted with three entrepreneurs and three officials.  

 

3.4.1 Surveys of local perception on foreign investors involved in mechanised ASM 

Largely focused on Chinese entrepreneurs, at the time making up 52% of mining investors 

(Nguepjouo & Runge 2014), it consisted in asking each interviewee questions, face-to-face and on a 

one-on-one basis, in order to fill in each box of the questionnaire that explored how inhabitants and 

workers living in the mining region perceived the activity as well as investors' practices in the whole 

region. Results from the survey are presented and discussed in the following lines. 

 

3.4.1.1 Positive outcome on economy as perceived impacts of Asian investments 

Local perspectives on economic performances of foreign mining investors on a case-by-case basis 

displayed broad complexities. Using questionnaires (survey) has been a way to escape the value 

judgement and moral examination of the impacts of foreign investment on mechanised ASM in 

Cameroon. The survey collected opinions on ten aspects of economic impact of mining investment 

on the local population. The variables in table 3.5 were investigated in order to objectively determine 

the perception of ASM’s impact on the economy in mining regions. Results of respondents’ 

perceptions are summarized in the following table. 

Tab. 3.5: The output of respondents’ opinions on impact of ASM on economic indicators. 

Economic variables  Mean 
Std. Error 

Mean 
t 

p-
value 

Access to income -0.293±0.072 0.036 -8.073 0 
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Corruption -0.323±0.081 0.041 -7.892 0 
Embezzlement 0 0 /* / 
Indirect and induced economic activities 1.180±0.083 0.042 28.171 0 
Inflation -0.832±0.062 0.031 -26.521 0 
Integrated local economy 0.617±0.146 0.074 8.344 0 
Job creation and training opportunities 0.827±0.112 0.057 14.506 0 
Monetary circulation (investments, taxes, etc.) 1.168±0.090 0.046 25.682 0 
"Traditional" livelihood -0.437±0.080 0.040 -10.839 0 
Traffic of all kinds -0.275±0.071 0.036 -7.716 0 

When p-value ≤ 0.05, the measurement of the variable is significant and the sign of the arithmetic 
mean indicates the direction of the significance (negative or positive). 
* t cannot be computed because the standard deviation is 0. 

Apart from the embezzlement variable, not computed, and which has to do with another variable – 

corruption – all the other variables are significant as far as the p-value is concerned. Under the 

economic chapter, the financial resources resulting from the Chinese assets in the mining sector 

created some negative effects that diminished the enthusiasm of locals regarding the economic 

benefits of Chinese investment. Therefore people’s opinions are negative. Access to income is not 

easy, corruption is a reality hard to deal with, and inflation is also uncontrollable. Trafficking in all its 

forms is also rife in the region. In addition, traditional livelihoods adopted by locals are hardly 

challenged by mechanised ASM activities. The excluded populations that continue to rely mainly on 

their traditional activities are more highly impacted as the cash flow circulating also generates 

inflation, notably with housing, food and other consumer goods being generally overpriced. Because 

of their marginal position within the mining business, local communities consider themselves 

outpaced in other income generating activities, leading to the persistence of abject poverty within 

communities to the extent that these variables are not very profitable to them. 

In contrast, new opportunities are provided by these investments. Job creation and training as well 

as ‘learning by doing’ opportunities resulting from ASM add up to indirect and induced economic 

activities and therefore improve the living conditions of those who succeeded to capture a fraction 

from the cash flow circulating across the mining chain. At least 900 people were hired as geologists, 

drivers, mechanics, watchmen, human resource officers, and earn attractive salaries in mining 

companies where they are contract workers or outsourced workers. For example, an excavator diver 

can earn up to USD 2,743.73 per month in a Korean mining firm which is reported to be the 

maximum. In addition, local entrepreneurs foster the development of self-employment in local small 

businesses (bars, bakery, housing construction, shops) that result in an unprecedented cash flow and 

provide a solid foundation to the integrated local economy at its infancy. As a matter of fact, most 

employees invested in housing and small economic activities in order to lower their dependence on 

mining and changed the rural setting of localities into a modern city. From calculations based on a 

production level of 113 kg in October 2012 made in a CAPAM internal report on the expected 

payments from active companies, ASM operators were supposed to pay up to USD 2,048,967.98 

monthly as government shares and rural mining councils (CAPAM 2013). From 2014, 15% of the gross 

total output was automatically levied from companies as State shares in the low mechanised mining 

sector. Consequently, the sector contributed to the economy both at local and central levels (CAPAM 

2017). 

Despite the ambivalence of opinions expressed in this economic dimension of the ASM under the 

guidance of foreign investors, the synthesis of opinions is positive, mainly because of direct and 
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indirect revenue collected in the region, but also the economic activities it has generated. These 

activities, which take place in a specific spatial context, affect in one way or another, the local 

environment. That is why the next section will be exploring Cameroonians’ perception on effects of 

mechanised mining on nature. 

 

3.4.1.2 Asia’s challenging impacts on environment 

The environment is affected, especially in a context characterized by inadequate administrative 

monitoring of mechanised ASM. It is not specific to foreign initiatives which are largely controlled by 

Chinese operators, but rather circumstantial to any mining activity in the area. Table 3.6 shows the 

results of a set of 10 variables investigating ASM’s impacts on various components of the 

environment as perceived by the surveyed population. 

Tab. 3.6: The output of respondents’ opinions on impact of ASM on environmental components 

Environmental variables  Mean 
Std. Error 

Mean 
t p-value 

Abandoned sterile on-site  -1.365±0.088 0.044 -30.730 0 
Biodiversity -0.299±0.085 0.043 -6.978 0 
Discharge of sewage, grease in nature -0.407±0.098 0.050 -8.203 0 
Landscape -0.264±0.089 0.045 -5.841 0 
Loss of agricultural land and other uses -1.198±0.079 0.040 -29.898 0 
Pollution (air, soil, water, noise, vibration) -0.234±0.080 0.041 -5.740 0 
Rivers and streams -1.204±0.077 0.039 -30.533 0 
Soil erosion and derelict sites -0.856±0.088 0.044 -19.303 0 
Vegetation -0.359±0.119 0.060 -5.969 0 
Wildlife and natural habitat -0.335±0.082 0.041 -8.125 0 

When p-value ≤ 0.05, the measurement of the variable is significant and the sign of the arithmetic 
mean indicates the direction of the significance (negative or positive). 

As for the environment, table 3.6 indicates that regardless of the aspect of the environment 

explored, the local perception output is significant and negative overall. This means that, according 

to respondents, the environment is seriously affected by ASM confirming that mining is by definition 

an unsustainable activity, especially as far as environmental components are concerned. 

The effects of mechanised mining evidenced on the biophysical environment of the region include 

challenges imposed on the vegetation, natural habitat, wildlife and biodiversity by these extractive 

processes which exposed the soil to erosive agents. Gold mining brings about accumulation of waste 

rock piles beside the open pits, as well as other liquid waste. The landscapes of these affected areas 

are unsightly, while traditional agricultural uses have become more difficult. 

In order to gain access to gold buried in the depths of the subsoil, operators first clear the entire flora 

covering the ground, and dig the soil to reach the layers that contain the ore (gravel). This may result 

in large scale disruption in vegetation, biodiversity, soil and rivers in the region. Moreover, given the 

fact that the ASM is essentially conducted on alluvial placers, the mechanised mining activity 

deployed along the meanders of the Lom River and its tributaries, generally affects the cover, made 

up of gallery forests. Intensive use of machinery even for the poorest project units alters the 

landscape more rapidly than manual exploitation would have ever done. For instance, the richest 
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projects (Clima Dubai International, Good Luck Mining; Horse Shoe Mining) have various machines (4 

to 6 excavators, 3-5 trucks, 2 power-shovels and 1 mechanic washing unit) while the poorest like 

Hualin, Jinhi Mining have only a limited stock of equipment (1 excavator and 1 washing unit), and all 

are supplied with fuel and lubricants. Maintenance operations are generally made on site without 

much caution, and sometimes cause spills in the environment, thereby causing localised pollution. 

Furthermore, these excavators and other machinery permanently produce noise coupled with engine 

vibrations on vast swathes of formerly quiet areas. In a later stage, the use of reagents to ease gold 

recovery can lead to chemical pollution diffused in the region through the hydrographical network 

and the mining tailings. 

Local vegetation is made up of woodlands, thorny savanna grasses, grasslands and shrub lands which 

are cut down to access the underground mineral. . Based on Barthélémy's estimate in 2011 drawing 

on a rich Korean company’s operating model, the average growth rate was 6.2 ha per year for an 

ASM company. Given the maximum number of companies declared fixed at 100, these companies 

differ in their production capacity. As a result, more than half of these companies went bankrupt 

before the end of their first year of operation, coupled with the fact that, according to CAPAM's 

assessment, one-third of authorisations granted were abandoned due to lack of production. The 

average number of firms that were able to grow annually at the above-mentioned rate of 6.2 ha may 

be yearly restricted on average to 40 in number, and during the last 5 years stood at 75. Therefore 

based on the number of 200 active small companies in Betare-Oya region, the yearly loss in 

vegetation cover can be estimated at 1240 ha (12,4 km²), without taking into consideration the fact 

that a company can simultaneously hold up to 20 operating licenses (CAPAM 2014). In addition, with 

the arrival of the Chinese, the number of companies exploded until they reached a hundred, and 

moreover, the rate of the Betare-Oya’s mining extraction was even faster and at least, it doubled, as 

is extensively discussed in Chapter four. As a result, the perceptions expressed here reflect the 

harshness of impacts on mining regions. These results correlated positively with the local people's 

perception of environmental transformation in the East Region of Cameroon. 

Water resources are affected as well, especially because this activity takes place in alluvial placers 

which cannot strictly follow the former or current course of streams in the region. Companies, by 

deflecting or blocking river courses, disturb the water system and cause siltation which is detrimental 

to fish population and household use of the same water resources (Nguepjouo & Manyacka 2008). 

Furthermore, muddy water is emptied directly into river courses that become yellow downstream 

along many kilometres from the mining site, causing waterborne diseases and threats to fish 

breeding grounds and other ecosystem services (Tetsopgang et al. 2007). In the same vein, water 

bodies are part of the space torn from the customary use of these populations by various forms of 

pollution. 

According to a study conducted by Bidzang Ndong et al. (2014) on trace elements contained in the 

sediments of streams along the banks of the Koubou sub-basin belonging to the Lom basin, the 

phenomenon of pollution is a fact of life in this region. Given the ongoing uncontrolled mining, rivers 

downstream of the exploitation zone receive various pollutants (arsenic, lead, mercury, etc.) 

included in mining processing. From the comparison of the geochemical grades of the stream 

sediments of the left and right banks, it appears that the pollution phenomenon is more remarkable 

in the right bank streams. This unequal pollutant load is due not only to the morphology of the 

watershed but also to the fact that 2/3 of the exploitation is located on the left bank in the 
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underground Lom basin studied. This was confirmed a year later by another study that revealed the 

pollution load, based on gold mine tailings (Pahimi et al., 2015). 

In the same river basin, precisely in the Mari valley, 7 km north of Betare-Oya town, another study 

investigating the impact of heavy metals in artisanal gold mine tailings, concluded that these gold 

mine tailings contain fine microstructures with several rare earth and radioactive elements on the 

surface of particles and heavy metals are mostly associated to silicate minerals, strong crystalline 

structure, which are resistant to chemical weathering. The levels detected in these mining tailings 

exceed the geochemical background and revealed high levels of heavy metals and rare earth 

pollution. These fine particles are highly hazardous to the environment and human health as much as 

they could easily be transported by wind and water, increasing the risk of passage of this pollution 

into the food chain. To avoid mobility of hazardous metals in the environment, Pahimi et al. (2015) 

recommended that these mine tailings be treated or encapsulated by geopolymerization, which is 

not yet the case. The process of grinding and crushing of mine tailings are identified here as the main 

cause of this ecological pollution. 

Disturbances on the Lom River have affected fluvial fauna. In this regard, in the Lala region, the 

hippopotamus population – on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species – went from 40 to 2 or 3 

(Maha 2011; Journal du Cameroun 2014). The combination of effects on forest galleries and rivers in 

the region are numerous. Furthermore, the scope of biodiversity is unknown because no prior 

appropriate inventory (animal and plant) is conducted to run an ASM project, which makes any 

evaluation difficult. Consequently, the evidence of such changes noticed by local residents is the sole 

available source of information. The disruptions of biodiversity recorded include among others, 

fleeing of animals, scarcity of local natural resources into “natural” habitats, seriously affecting the 

livelihood of local communities (non-timber forest product, agriculture, hunting, fishing, etc.) which 

are inextricably dependent on their environment. 

Soils have been left bare and exposed to erosion and areas devoted to ASM are usually perforated 

with holes and cuttings which remain unsuitable for agriculture, requiring a long recovery period 

before any kind of vegetation can be able to grow again. Few cases of geomorphic depressions 

associated with haphazard excavation can be found in Colomine, Mali, Nakoyo, Lom, Sarambi, 

Monbal, and Bangbel. Similarly, the landscape of the mining locality is frequently disrupted by piles 

of gold mine tailings. 

There are no mining projects refilling past and recent gold mining pits whilst regulation stipulates 

that each company must close holes after completing mining on a given site. Several abandoned 

open holes scattered almost everywhere in the ASM areas serve as traps to humans, wild and 

domestic animals and affecting landscape by unveiling some degradation points. Though it is 

admitted that because of the Rescue Operation Programme, there was no need to waste money and 

time in rehabilitating mining sites in the Lom Pangar area, it is hardly understandable that mining 

taking place out of the expected area to be soon flooded by the dam project. 

These worrying phenomena are further exacerbated by the clandestine and illegal practices of some 

mining operators and ASM companies which increase the level of environmental degradation as 

denounced by the Lom and Djerem sub-divisional delegate in charge of mines in 2014 (Chimete 

2014). 
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In conclusion, Cameroon's perception of the impact of mechanization of gold mining within and 

around Betare-Oya is clearly negative. Various environmental supports are plagued by an 

environmentally destructive mining activity. In the next lines, the analysis is extended to the social 

effects of mining as perceived by Cameroonians. 

 

3.4.1.3 Insufficient social investment of Asian investments 

Artisanal mining activity, now mechanised by the foreign investors, has also had social effects on the 

Betare-Oya region. The people surveyed expressed their perception about aspects that socially 

impacted local communities based on the last set of 10 variables (Table 3.7) further examined below. 

Tab. 3.7: Output of respondents’ opinions on impact of ASM on social variables 

Social variables Mean 
Std. Error 

Mean 
t 

p-
value 

Conflicts -0.018±0.026 0.013 -1.345 0.180 
Displacement and relocation of local populations -0.060±0.050 0.025 -2.390 0.018 
Health care and education systems -0.557±0.108 0.055 -10.165 0 
Increase in prostitution and depravity -1.659±0.075 0.038 -43.917 0 
Infrastructural development (road, school, etc.) 0.120±0.169 0.086 1.397 0.164 
Insecurity, violence (crimes, theft, armed gangs) -1.527±0.082 0.041 -36.838 0 
Landslides and other accidents -0.892±0.120 0.061 -14.705 0 
Local resources (land, crops, etc.) -1.329±0.091 0.046 -28.843 0 
Social and family ties -0.018±0.026 0.013 -1.345 0.180 
Traditional values, cultural sites -0.569±0.107 0.054 -10.527 0 

When p-value ≤ 0.05, the measurement of the variable is significant and the sign of the arithmetic 
mean indicates the direction of the significance (negative or positive). 

As reflected in table 3.7, out of the 10 variables, three of them are not significant, underlining the 

rather positive appraisal made by interviewees on those variables, while people’s views are different 

about conflicts, infrastructure development, social and family ties. This acknowledges the fact that 

some social achievements exist and have captured the people’s attention. As an illustration, Korean 

companies (C&K Mining, AK Mining, JS mining) and South-African Caminco built and renovated some 

infrastructure (chiefdoms, hospital entrance, classrooms, schools, bridges, roads) some years ago. All 

this was done when CAPAM was managing some HIPC funds with a strong presence at the local level 

to bargain for such social amenities. Nowadays there are fewer records of such infrastructure built in 

the mining region as a result of lack of government supervision and guidance. 

In contrast, despite some sporadic medical campaigns and drug donations, the sample population is 

not concerned about ASM impacts on health care and education systems. Instead, ASM brought 

people together from everywhere into the mining region, and quite often they had to stay away from 

their families for long periods of time therefore contributing to increased depravity including 

involvement in prostitution, consumption of drugs and alcoholism which can lead to sexually 

transmitted diseases, thereby exceeding the poor health system capabilities. Furthermore, with the 

ongoing social and security concerns in the neighbouring Central African Republic (CAR), several 

young Central Africans have crossed the border to settle in Betare-Oya in hopes of starting an 

income-generating activity. Among these young people, some of the females do domestic work or 

work as waitresses, and still others are involved in prostitution. 
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Although there is no mention of cases of villagers’ being displaced and relocating as a result of ASM 

projects, local communities are impacted from the inside as ASM moves into villages, scattering and 

occupying lands. ASM operators have shrunk areas originally devoted to locals’ livelihood activities 

with their mining tenements (prospecting licenses, mining authorisations, construction, excavation, 

overburden disposals) and therefore are perceived as favouring land grabbing because “mining 

authorizations issued to investors […] lead to appropriation of thousands of hectares of lands in the 

villages [which...] are also bounded and then sold to expatriates” (Agence Ecofin 2014: 1). Likewise, 

many migrants lured by expected economic windfalls from the ASM compete with locals in accessing 

arable lands which does not always result in peaceful behaviour because it often degenerates into 

friction and conflicts (access, usage and control) over resources (lands, water, mining) and rising 

insecurity (crimes, armed gangs). 

In addition, the generally accepted social conventions of host communities are now under strain. 

Values, sacred sites as well as symbols embodying them are put in competition with what the 

majority of immigrants bring in, and often tend to supplant existing local models. As an illustration, 

some attitudes such as insubordination, depravity of all kinds, desertion, etc. are observed among 

the local population, which were considered exceptional before the mechanised mining started in 

this region. Moreover, competition revolves not only around access to resources resulting from 

foreign investment, but also around other activities that have historically been devolved to locals 

such as agriculture, hunting, fishing and even artisanal mining. In such a context, conflicts cannot be 

avoided. Most of artisanal sites are relinquished to the operators in search of new sites in exchange 

for financial and material compensation. As a result, artisanal miners are moving to new remote 

areas which are deemed more distant from cities of the region. 

Socially speaking, local perceptions of these investments are very mixed, though clearly negative. On 

the one hand, mining wealth has a strong power of attraction on job seekers, but on the other hand, 

opportunities arising from mining development always pose significant challenges in the areas of 

land management, medical care, food security, safety, etc. for all those new immigrants, sometimes 

leading to accidents or conflict. 

ASM is rather more advantageous for operators than for rural dwellers. Drawing on findings from 

interviews’ outputs (Table 3.8), it is suggested that perceptions of ASM impact’ are mixed with a clear 

positive outcome for the economic component as shown in the following table. 

Tab. 3.8: Global indicator according to each group of variables 

 
Mean Std. Error Mean t p-value 

Global indicator Environment -0.652±0.058a 0.029 -22.389 0 
Global indicator Society -0.651±0.044a 0.022 -29.134 0 
Global indicator Economy 0.163±0.044a 0.022 7.329 0 

When p-value ≤ 0.05, the measurement of the variable is significant and the sign of the arithmetic 
mean indicates the direction of the significance (negative or positive). 

From the examination of survey outputs on local perceptions related to foreign investors in the 

Betare-Oya gold mining area, people’s opinions are mixed. Despite the global positive view on the 

impact on the economy, Cameroonians’ perceptions are highly dominated by negative impressions. 

In fact, given that the ASM coexists on a daily basis with local people and their environment, it 

requires a greater responsibility on the part of mining entrepreneurs in anticipating or containing the 

negative effects resulting from their investment, as a step towards improving perceptions, especially 
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by riverside residents. In addition to the efforts of mining entrepreneurs, the government and local 

residents should play their respective roles in making the ASGM a positive experience for all 

stakeholders involved. Otherwise and as is the case here, ASM will neither achieve the purpose of 

improving the living standards of rural dwellers nor even enhancing the flexibility of the legislation 

governing the sector. 

Also, statistical analysis resulting from surveys conducted at the local level is a precious source of 

information. Likewise other perspectives at various levels, especially those of domestic private 

investors, decisions by policy-makers over the same reality are further explored through interviews 

and provide additional insights for capturing the whole picture of Cameroonians’ perceptions of 

foreign investment in Betare-Oya’s mechanised ASM. 

 

3.4.2 Cameroonian entrepreneurs’ and officials’ views on foreign mining operators 

Alongside questionnaire-based surveys, interviews conducted with Cameroonian private 

entrepreneurs and some officials contributed to further exploring their perception of the dominant 

Chinese mining investors as well as the impacts that investors' practices have both on the people and 

the whole region. Before discussing opinions shared by officials on foreign mining investors in a 

second part, the insider perceptions, those of local mining operators, are analysed in the following 

lines. 

 

3.4.2.1 A complex set of perceptions among local private entrepreneurs 

Three Cameroonian ASM operators agreed to participate in interviews here used to complement the 

appraisal of economic and socio-environmental impacts, namely one big shot (Ali Bachir), one middle 

size (Ali Souleymanou) and one small size (Yves Batoum) investor. None of them is a native of Betare-

Oya region which is representative of the composition of Cameroonian investors’ group. What is 

striking here is the absence of even a very small entrepreneur, who is a native of the region. Mining 

investment comes from people hailing from other regions of Cameroon and from abroad. 

The first one is Ali Bachir, a Member of Parliament and one of the earliest local entrepreneurs in 

mechanised mining in Betare-Oya. He is the owner of a mining company, SCEM, and holds several 

mining licences including permits for industrial mining activities. He partnered with Koreans and 

recently with Chinese investors. The interview covers his perception of Chinese operators in 

economic, environmental, and social domains. On the economic front, China’s presence is mutually 

beneficial both for native entrepreneurs and the whole of Cameroon. There is no colonialist 

approach in their engagement as it was with the former partners. He affirms: 

“It is one of China’s policies not to get involved in the management of your city, and they do 

not often criticise either, demanding democracy, imposing one condition or another. I think 

they are out for a win-win partnership. They want to earn some money back. And if you also 

know how to do business, and you are also in the same frame of mind, you can make it a win-

win experience. I think there are also people who are looking for added value, seeking welfare 

wherever they are. Where there are resources, they can stay.” 
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His personal collaboration with Chinese was really dense and fruitful as he mentions: 

“With the Chinese, in the beginning, I facilitated their land acquisition, and in return, they 

bought the equipment in China, and there was technology transfer. Their technicians helped 

us repair the machines, train our workers on how it works. And I told you there was 

technology transfer. It is pretty much like a family with them”. He also formulates an opinion 

on the way Chinese operate when he asserts “[…] with the Chinese method, it is more cost-

effective, it is efficient. We did not need many excavators, even when washing a good amount 

of mineralized gravel. It was more economical”. 

Ali Bachir perceives Chinese as those who gave his mining business a new lease on life. Despite the 

technical accompaniment of Koreans, he was on the brink of bankruptcy. The Chinese helped his 

business recover and even resume with profit margins in its mining operations. Together they 

therefore began to diversify collaboration on other projects. He states that: 

 “[…] without Chinese technology, perhaps, I would have been limited to relying only on the 

Koreans, who themselves have all withdrawn now. I continued with them, and then, I did not 

stop. I can say that there is a contribution either way”. 

On the social front, he maintains amicable relations with many Chinese investors. In his view, with 

the Chinese, “relationships are rather cordial […] and still continue today. With them, we developed 

other businesses that we monitor […] in Liberia, Congo, and soon in Gabon and Equatorial Guinea”. 

One of the critical issues Mr.Bachir sees is the difficulty in communicating directly with them. 

“There is a barrier, that of language”. He adds “But they have many translators. You know 

these days, many Cameroonians ... have gone for studies in China, and they learn the Chinese 

language in the process. So, they do have translators for transaction purposes. I believe that 

cooperation in the mining sector as far as I am concerned, is good, but you know, it is a 

financial sector, there are many big egos. […]That said, collaboration is not bad, given the 

transfer of technology that I mentioned earlier. […] and they have a better humanistic 

approach in their engagement”. 

He finds collaboration with Chinese mutually beneficial. According to the MP, “[…] it is a win-win 

partnership, in my opinion. At my level, I bring my own money; we get together, looking forward, 

each seeking his own interest […]” .He even goes further to defend the Chinese when he confesses  

“[…] Now, you could tell me: you come and buy lands in order to operate the mine, giving a 

little something to people living in the village, Maybe, they can feel robbed, or they may feel 

exploited in one way or another. But I think when they do the work, they get paid. And it is an 

agreement between the employer and the employee. And it is always dialectic between the 

one who invest and wants it to be profitable, and he who is, and will always feel exploited in 

one way or another”. 

At the environmental level, Mr. Bachir thinks the Chinese are most cost-effective, implying that their 

processes are much more environmental-friendly. 

Ali Souleymanou is the opposite of the former Cameroonian mining entrepreneur. He manages the 

Alfa Mining Company, he settled in the Betare-Oya area to conduct gold mining activities. He saw 

different waves of Chinese investors arriving in the region, but has not developed relationships with 
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any of them. Souleymanou analyses the Chinese hard-working capacities as a part of their looting 

philosophy. He affirms: 

“They are not at home, so they have no grasp of the political situation, no idea how things 

can change, overnight. A law can be passed saying, "all the Chinese out!" So they are cunning, 

they work fast. They work fast, so that the law does not change and proclaim... "It is reserved 

for nationals!"“. 

At the economic level, Chinese earn much money in the gold business. But the problem is that “they 

send it back to their home country” and “they pay something to the government, but it is not enough, 

it is just peanuts”. He added: “If they were not cheating, everyone would have benefited from the 

activity. And because they cheat, it is only profitable to them”. Nevertheless, M. Souleymanou 

recognizes that Chinese are efficient investors, hard to compete with. With a crestfallen 

countenance, he admits that: “I cannot compete with all these people. For example, I am alone, there 

are a hundred thousand of them. How do you expect one person or 10 people to compete with 

100,000?”  

In addition, they would never concede any favour to Cameroonian investors, even in exchange for 

minor support. He gives an example to illustrate his point: ”So they keep to themselves. So I carry the 

same activity, if I have a problem, I would have to find solution elsewhere. I wouldn’t turn to a 

Chinese. Anyway, even if I go to him, he will not help me, because they keep to themselves”. 

Mr. Souleymanou concludes with a harsh assessment when he stresses that: “they are useless for the 

country because their investment does not benefit Betare-Oya, the country as a whole, and even the 

local employees they work with”. 

Regarding the environmental component of the Chinese presence, Mr. Souleymanou thinks that 

“They work in an uncontrolled way. It is true that we are in a rescue zone. But we must 

respect the environment. We do this and there are specifications. But they do not care. They 

dig everywhere, and they leave holes everywhere, and it is not good for the environment”. 

At the social level, M. Souleymanou criticizes the Chinese way of life, which keeps them away from 

nationals. He asserts “They are people who do not want to blend, which is not good for society. They 

keep to themselves. […] They are not interested in integrating! Let them integrate. Let them start 

showing more interest!” An even more irritating issue is the fact that they treat their local hires 

cruelly. M. Souleymanou appeals to them to be more humane in their treatment of the locals. He 

pleads: 

 “They must not treat Cameroonians like ... a little like animals. As an example of poor 

treatment, I will mention the fact that they do not talk to the workers, stuff like that. They use 

them somewhat like slaves. I do not agree with that, I hate that. […] I hope they report 

everything, I hope they pay everything there. I think, if they are still around, maybe they pay 

what they owe. I do not know!” 

To conclude on how he perceives Chinese investors, he emphasizes: 

“They are not useful players for development, honestly! When they come, they do nothing to 

develop the country. I take the example of my neighbours when they came to live here, they 
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at least build stuff with solid material. But the Chinese build shacks, just to take the gold and 

leave. Once they are gone, what has the area gained? Nothing at all!” 

Yves Batoum is the owner of a mining company, Dunamis Mining. He never had contacts with China 

but has collaborated with some Korean investors: They have an inexhaustible capacity to adapt to all 

kinds of difficult contexts. They are capable of working in harsh conditions. They are more 

comfortable in our bush areas than most Cameroonian investors are. They also have a financial 

capacity that we do not have which enables them to finance their projects without much difficulty. 

The huge disparity in the opinions of these Cameroonian entrepreneurs with respect to Chinese 

investors can be correlated to their closeness to them in terms of collaboration or cooperation in the 

business. The closer they are the better the perception. For the former, Ali Bachir, although Chinese 

investors are fierce businessmen seeking their interests, they can nevertheless be contained if their 

Cameroonian counterparts are equally gifted in advancing their own interests. In his personal 

experience, he has quite well in his partnerships with Chinese citizens. He particularly credits his 

success to his good training which has given him manoeuvring skills. In contrast, critics consider that 

Chinese practices overlook other actors and compromise the future of those localities. Chinese-run 

operations are for instance accused of overexploitation of rivers and forest, defacing vast portions of 

land in villages, appalling working conditions, corruption, unfair competition and illegal mining. They 

also confirmed the finding of Sautman & Hairong (2009) in the analysis on African perspectives on 

China–Africa links, that these operators maintain separate cultural lives and limited interactions with 

Africans as well. 

Nevertheless, all of them acknowledged that nearly all ASM companies are equally guilty of these 

same practices for which the Chinese are criticised, though to varying extents, corroborating the 

perspective that there are ‘multiple shared features between the agendas and policies of developed 

Western states and those of China and even local entrepreneurs in the case of Cameroon (Mohan & 

Power 2008: 26). 

 

3.4.2.2 The perceptions of officials 

Officials’ perceptions of Chinese involvement in the ASM by the Cameroonian government has been 

examined through different sources, including three interviews conducted with the Director of 

Mines, the sub-divisional officer of Betare-Oya, and the local chief of a mining village. From various 

media, the topic of the Asian rush into Cameroon especially that of the Chinese investors has been 

discussed at different levels and is usually presented as a friendly issue or a win-win relationship. The 

President of the Republic himself thinks that the collaboration with China is comparable to 

Cameroon’s cooperation ties with the other countries. He has even said that "La Chine n'enlève rien à 

personne --- China does not take anything from anyone". The government’s discourse is similar and 

as far as mining sector is concerned, the sector is open; the government welcomes everyone without 

discriminating among investors. According the Director of Mines, Chinese operators are no different 

than any other investor and are subject to the same regulations that apply to other. He adds: 

“We do not stigmatize nations because the legal framework shows what is allowed and what 

is not […] Despite the equality of opportunity, international actors still have the chance to 

prove their unequal talents (technical and financial capabilities). The difference between 
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investors lies at the technical level and also is tied to abilities and is not related to facilities 

provided by the government” (Personal interview with Jean Kisito Mvogo 2015). 

The Director goes on to discuss the volatility of commodity prices which is a challenge though some 

mineral resources that were much sought after on the commodity market are no more coveted. He 

uses an image to express his opinion: “The mineral resources market can be compared to the ripe 

banana market” because the value of these products is time-sensitive: not only is the world market 

commodities price dynamic but technology as well can lead to disqualification of a given mineral 

from the valuable commodities’ list. Therefore the government is pressed to make good decisions for 

its mineral deposits that need to be exploited. Investors are therefore more than welcome into the 

realm of mining resources and this provides an opportunity for the government. 

The controversy about Chinese investors is not understandable for 

“Cameroon’s mining sector is comparable to a mature daughter in a village aspiring to get 

married; unfortunately, nobody has been gentleman enough to court her. Finally someone 

from another region shows interest in herand gets approved. Surprisingly, the relationship is 

being criticized by young people of the village who have not been able to take advantage of 

the opportunities they offered in a timely manner” (Personal interview with Jean Kisito 

Mvogo 2015). 

This same idea is put forward by the Betare-Oya SDO, the appointed representative of the public 

administration at ground level, when he declares “Chinese are hard workers, it is a fact and even the 

Westerners can acknowledge it […] this is one of the secrets of their success, […] and it clearly makes 

the difference” (Personal Interview with Simon Etsil 2016). The sub-divisional officer of Betare-Oya 

sees many pros to their ctivity and only a few cons that can easily be addressed. 

The economic impact of Chinese involvement, especially in the context of the gold rescue operation, 

is rather positive. It has brought many benefits to the people, for instance, a number of young people 

were involved in the gold survey. They sold land, or mined gold in partnership with the Chinese, and 

therefore were able to accumulate siginificant personal achievements. From his experience as the 

SDO in the mining area, he recalls: 

 “When we arrived here 5 years and a half ago, there was no gas station. Nowadays there are 

4 filling stations, […] along the main access road, the houses were made of straw, and many 

other houses were made of straw and sundry bricks. Now things have changed significantly, if 

you stand on a hill in Betare-Oya, you look at the city; you will count a great number of 

houses with new corrugated sheets and newly created neighbourhoods. […] the weekly 

market organized on Thursdays has become a daily market. There is a large and a small 

market and both have become daily markets. […] We are enjoying the fallouts of these 

investments. Within just 05 years, the city has been completely transformed”. 

Though much has been achieved during the past five years, he nevertheless admits: “Cameroon has 

not, I think, benefited optimally from that gold, which has not yet been exploited industrially”. 

Regarding the environment, the SDO acknowledges that it is the main concern arising from Chinese 

participation in mechanised mining in the region. He asserts: 
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 “I think the gold rescue operation has left this negative environmental impact, there some 

gaping holes left in the ground. Regarding the gaping holes left at the site of the impounded 

dam,  that is not a problem because it is going to be the seabed of the large lake which will be 

created at those locations. Now, there were instances when the mining administration issued 

authorisations outside the area which was supposed to be submerged. Of course it has a 

negative impact; it could have a long-term negative impact on people and wildlife as well”. 

But that is not the sole responsibility of mining investors who received authorisations from the 

government. 

In the social domain, Mr. Etsil portrays an ambivalent image of Chinese operators. On the one hand, 

he asserts: 

“The Chinese have no Sundays, no weekends, and sometimes even no day or night, they work 

day and night as well. […] They care about nothing but their work, their reason for being here. 

The whole world and everything else around them ceases to exist when they are working”. 

In this positive description of Chinese, he praises their social and political abilities to integrate the 

context in which they operate, when he affirms: 

“They do not have any prejudice, I think. […]  There is no superiority complex. They adapt as 

quickly as Africans and Cameroonians. In this regard, the Chinese we have here have shown 

great adaptability”. 

He concludes by stating that: 

“The Chinese have strengths that even Westerners can appreciate, they are hard workers, 

focused on their mission, and they are not out to interfere in our problems”. 

On the other hand he admits: “There have been some conflicts between Cameroonians and the 

foreigners, our friends, the Chinese, due to the language barrier, the cultural gap between our 

Chinese friends and local residents”. Broadly speaking, the SDO justifies negative effects that could 

have resulted from Chinese operations when he says: “But you can’t eat your cake and have it , I do 

not think this is extraordinarily negative and that it should become a State issue. This is a problem the 

State, the administration of Cameroon can settle in the coming days”. 

He concludes by tempering those problems that could be easily sorted out. Mr. Etsil states: 

“I think there are little aspects that are easy to harmonize, to socialize. We all live in a sort of 

era of Asian economic expansion in general and of China in particular. So this phenomenon is 

in tune with the times, so we have no choice, we must adapt, and the whole world must 

adjust as well”. 

The third official operates at the very local level and differs somewhat with the previous 

interviewees. The traditional ruler, Moussa Dieudonné, is the chief of the closest village (Mali) to the 

mechanised mining zone. He does not discriminate among companies. He firmly asserts: “All 

companies are the same, all companies are the same. No firm has especially distinguished itself in this 

village which is supposed to be the udder of mining”. Curiously, mining companies do not care about 

the needs of locals. In the opinion of the local chief, “the simple social rule was that the population 
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be supported in different ways, with various equipment and facilities such as a health centre, a 

market, classrooms and even refilling this power generator”. 

Local residents applied for jobs in companies. And yet, as claimed by Mr. Moussa, 

“The highest position that these companies would open to the village guy was that of a 

security guard. And when a young man is hired as security guard, 02 months later he winds 

up in prison. If a shovel disappears, the young man is taken and sent to Bertoua without 

getting his day in court. And it is always like that! No important position that can improve 

living conditions!”  

According to the traditional authority, riverside communities would have benefited from the 

companies’ presence by improving their living standards. He declares: 

“Because of gold mining, we hoped this village would get a face lift. However, the facilities 

that were already here when these miners arrived have remained static. No change! That 

means mining as such, has brought no benefits to this village. I wished we had remained in 

our old situation because their coming has been really useless, really useless!” 

At the environmental level, destruction is significant. Mr. Moussa uses an image to describe the 

ongoing situation in his village: 

“Still regarding unregulated exploitation, I will tell you right away that my village is not that 

different from a battle ground in Tripoli where there is war, because holes dug up are not 

closed. And it becomes an open tomb. […] I have already registered nearly 08 deaths, 08 cases 

of drowning, 03 cases of landslide. It is already more than enough for us. And it is always 

negative, never positive. […] When the soil is degraded, soil degradation appeals to pests such 

as mosquitoes and so on. And you see the gold holes, puddles. There is the proliferation of 

anopheles mosquitoes, responsible for malaria […]". 

Social impacts of mining are altogether negative. For instance, the village chief emphasizes: 

“In the past, people did not need to walk 1km, 2km to reach their farms. But today, one must 

walk 10 or 15km. Every farmland around the village is destroyed. The proof is there! That 

means we will not have easy access to food. It has been 04 years now since the arrival of C&K, 

AK Mining. Good Luck, and so on! And all this has seriously destroyed the soil. […] There will 

be food shortages. Because farmland has been destroyed, land areas are destroyed. This 

means we will not have plantations anymore. Cassava will not be grown and neither will corn. 

In any case, food crops will no longer have their place. Why? Because holes dug up are not 

refilled. […] And now all around, we have problems with drinking water. We had some wells 

drilled nearby from which we fetched water. All of these sources are now destroyed. The ones 

you see now, if you are told that the whole village is taking water, you will be surprised. […] 

and when we have the water problem, it leads to a health problem. There will be malaria 

there and perhaps cholera as well. If a cholera outbreak were to occur in the district of 

Betare-Oya, the first village to be affected would be this village, because there is no water. 

You cannot avoid it, schooling. […] school dropouts. It leads pupils of school age to mining 

holes. That means mining has emptied all schools, so that there will be an intellectual deficit 

and our youths will be lost”. 
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Another social concern is that of direct communication with foreign investors. He recognizes that: 

“There is no communication between these companies and residents. When the Chinese 

arrives, he speaks Chinese; the resident speaks Gbaya; there is no understanding. What the 

Chinese says, the Gbaya cannot understand; what the Gbaya says, the Chinese does not 

understand. And when the interpreters are requested, who are even Cameroonians, they 

become even more dangerous. These interpreters are dangerous. They support the Chinese 

action”. 

Moussa’s conclusion about mechanised mining is unambiguous: “These companies came to loot us; I 

say plunder under the helpless gaze of the administration because nothing has been done for these 

people to benefit from their wealth, the wealth of their land”. 

When exploring the government’s appraisal of the Chinese presence in the mining sector, the two 

main characteristics are either neutrality or even indifference on the one hand and on the other 

hand the tendency to seize the new opportunity as an additional option which could help the country 

move forward on the long road to economic development. 

As Wang & Elliot (2014) in Discussing the Chinese Presence in Africa postulated, there is a correlation 

between level of Chinese investments in a given country and the extent to which the Chinese 

presence is accepted by people in the country on the one hand and there is a correlation between 

the social status of local participants and their judgements about Asian investments on the other 

hand. The first part of this postulate tackles a more general feeling which can be very distant from 

personal and direct interests. It is related to communal gains or losses of a global society and the way 

a community will structure its perceptions of an actor. Likewise, the second deals with individual 

profit which is usually combined with the social standing of a given citizen. Both refer to the notion of 

interest, either individual or general. Positing this postulate, in Cameroon’s mechanised small-scale 

mining, Cameroonian perceptions about the Chinese presence are highly dependent on interests 

involved. So when the presence does not create direct or even indirect competition to these 

interests, it is seen as positive but when it does, local perceptions are usually negative. In each of the 

two groups examined above, the personal stakes of the interviewee play in crucial role in forming a 

favourable or unfavourable opinion, even within the same group of actors. 

 

The Cameroonian mining context is generally marked by a small-scale mechanised mining sub-sector, 

where Asian and especially Chinese investors abound and drive operations in their way. It displays 

the predominance of mechanised ASM over that of an industrial sub-sector in a pre-exploitation 

state, where almost all entrepreneurs remain stuck at the level of pre-operational procedures, 

including those holding operating permits.  Once the context of expression of African Agency coupled 

with political ecology is explored, the following chapters discuss the coupling of Cameroonian Agency 

and political ecology that was conceived at the political level, but was expressed in land use of the 

mining region (see chapter four). Furthermore, emphasis is laid on the concept of African Agency at 

various stages of its expression by Cameroonian actors, who include the political and administrative 

elite, the private sector and the local populations (see chapters five and six). A discussion chapter 

(see chapter seven) provides a critical analysis of concepts set out in this work. 
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4 Land use and land cover in the Betare-Oya mining region 

 

The first hydroelectric power stations in Luermann and Malale, which were mainly used to supply 

electricity to the British settlers’ homes and factories, were inaugurated in 1929 in Muyuka. Some 

others were also built and commissioned by the French government in 1950, including the Edea 

station, with a capacity of 276 MW. Subsequently, the newly independent state in 1981 inaugurated 

the Song Loulou hydroelectric power station, which is still the largest with a capacity of 384 MW and 

contributes 54% of the country's electricity, but also the Lagdo hydroelectric power station in 1986 

with a capacity of 72 MW (ENEO 2016) just before entering the prolonged and turbulent period of 

economic crisis and structural adjustment that Cameroon experienced. Despite the total installed 

capacity of 1,292 MW distributed between the thermal sector (44%), 23% fueled by oil and 21% by 

gas and hydraulics (56%) (Cameroon Tribune 2015), Cameroon continued to face an energy crisis. 

Indeed, in 1982, the government adopted a master plan for industrialization designed to increase its 

energy supply, considered to be one of the weaknesses holding it back from further economic 

development. Cameroon’s energy policy embodied in the development plan of the electricity sector 

led to the creation of three hydroelectric dams (Lom Pangar, Memve'ele, Mékin), and a thermal 

power plant which provided an additional cumulative power of 800 MW (Tchatat 2014). 

The deficit, which is certainly low in the current state of its economy, could grow quickly if the vision 

for industrialization were to materialize, especially since Cameroon has two main valuable assets, 

namely resources and energy (N'Donga 1991). This is why energy represents one of the three 

“sanctuaries” (digital, agro-industry, and energy) which are prerequisites for implementation of the 

five strategic industrial pillars of the state of Cameroon (textile/Leather, mining and metallurgy, 

forest/wood, hydrocarbons and petrochemicals, and finally chemicals and pharmaceuticals) 

(République du Cameroun 2017). A special case is the Lom Pangar dam which is located in the 

Eastern Region of Cameroon, more specifically on the Lom River about 4 km downstream from its 

confluence with the Pangar river and about 120 km north of the city of Bertoua. It is a mixed type of 

dam with a concrete section on the river which combines the hydraulic functions of the dam and two 

earthen wings that close the banks. It is complemented by a collar dyke that closes a topographic 

depression on the right bank of the dam and was built by the Chinese company, China International 

Water and Electric Corporation. 

It has been operational since December 2016 and has a useful capacity of 6 billion m3 of water. Its 

existing works regulate the flow of the Sanaga, which is saturated during low tide and ensures 

adequate year round flow of water to the turbines of the Song Loulou power plant and increases the 

output of the Edéa’s power plant (AfDB 2012). It is now possible to ensure regulation at 950 m3/s 

which is 90% guaranteed, with an increase of 350 m3 / s of regulated flow (EDC 2011). Thus, in order 

to cope with the 100 megawatt energy deficit (MW) according to the electricity company (ENEO), the 

Lom Pangar dam was partially impounded in 2015, reducing the gap to 30 MW (Mbadi 2015). Specific 

studies then revealed the presence of at least 09 tonnes of gold in the Lom Valley according to Ntep 

Gwet & Adeline (2005), and even more than 13 tons of alluvial gold on the flanks of the Lom and 

Pangar rivers. Both rivers according to CAPAM (Okole 2007) were threatened with flooding if a 

special gold recovery operation was not initiated and completed prior to impounding after 

construction of the civil engineering infrastructure. In view of the above, the development of 
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mechanised mining activity in the Betare-Oya region was one of the collateral effects from the Lom 

Pangar reservoir dam project. 

Chapter four focuses on a detailed study of one aspect of impacts generated by mechanised gold 

extraction in the Betare-Oya region, i.e. landscape changes. As evidenced by documents on the topic, 

no known effort has been made so far to identify types of landscape degradation, including the land 

change, the change rate, their spatial distribution, the change of types and trajectories of land cover 

types, the extent of such degradation and the accuracy assessment of change detection results. This 

chapter explores these considerations, through a diachronic analysis of changes detected on the 

mining area, within and around Betare-Oya in a timeframe going from 2000 to 2016. 

Before scrutinising those landscape changes, the chapter’s first section is concerned with the 

examination of geophysical and human settlement in the study area. It involves the localisation of 

the study area, mapping of the elevation model and some other geodynamic processes which are 

likely to impact gold extraction in the region. In this regard, a localised geology is provided as well as 

a description of the hydrography and vegetation that are prevalent in this mechanised mining 

environment. 

 

4.1 Context of study area 

The following background features the localisation of the Betare-Oya region, its geomorphology, 

geology, hydrography, vegetation, and socio-economic parameters are respectively reviewed to 

provide relevant background information which is then used to conduct in-depth analysis of land use 

and land cover discussed in subsequent sections. 

 

4.1.1 The Betare-Oya mining region in Cameroon 

At the outset of the 20th century, during first contacts with various actors of Western colonization, 

the Betare-Oya region had already sparked the interest of explorers. These were private mining 

operators who had settled there and were conducting their activities. At the time, the means used 

for mining were essentially manual and artisanal (Ntep Gweth & Adéline 2005). More than a century 

later, private Asian entrepreneurs in turn showed interest in the same region, almost for the same 

reasons. The significant difference in extraction technology and machinery currently involved in gold 

mining in East Cameroon is covered in this case study. 
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Fig. 4.1: Location of the Betare-Oya region within Cameroon’s main artisanal mining targets 
(Nguepjouo & Runge 2017). 
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Positioned as it is at the junction between West and Central Africa, Cameroon is located in the heart 

of the continent. Betare-Oya is found in the Eastern region of Cameroon (Latitude: 5° 35' 60.00" N 

and Longitude: 14° 04' 59.99" E), and is one of the country’s major gold-rich regions. It is isolated in 

the hinterland, at a more than 500 km drive from the capital Yaoundé. In addition, it is closer to the 

eastern border with the Central African Republic (see Fig. 4.1). 

 

4.1.2 Geomorphology of the mining area 

According to Kamgang Kabeyene Beyala (1998), Cameroon’s geomorphology can be broken down 

into 04 characteristic units, namely the low altitude regions, flat surfaces, mountains and 

intermediate elevations. The study area corresponds to the last group with altitudes fluctuating 

between 630 and 1050m a.s.l. broken down here into 03 categories for purposes of analysis (Fig. 

4.2). 

 
Fig. 4.2: Elevation along Lom and Pangar rivers in the Betare-Oya region (USGS Earth Explorer 2016). 

The highest altitudes (908-1,047m a.s.l.) represented by the sub-circular and elongated hills are 

mostly located on the north-eastern edge of the map. In this map unit, the Lom course is very rugged 

as evidenced by the successive falls that litter its route to the south-west. As soon as it leaves the 
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heights, it meets with the Mba, one of its tributaries. It then gains momentum towards point 669 

near Bangbel in the middle of a 25 km radius, as it extends to the southeast. 

By contrast, morphological units at lower altitudes (632-770m a.s.l.) correspond to the dentritic of 

thalwegs, the Lom and Pangar beds that cross the region in the NNE-SSW orientation as well as their 

larger fish bone-shaped tributaries. In this section of the Lom River, the course is more contiguous, 

and its slope also decreases fairly regularly from north to south, where it is swollen by its principal 

tributary, the Pangar. The banks of the region’s two main rivers are generally surrounded of forest 

galleries (Olivry 1986: 265). Between these two levels of altitude, the mean elevations (770-908m 

a.s.l.) occupy, on the one hand, the zone separating the two rivers in the centre of the study area and 

on the other hand, form the transition zone between the north-eastern hills enclosing the Lom River 

all the way to the outflow of the basin starting from Litala. 

These hilly areas are not yet mined, yet it is assumed that they harbour primary deposits. From 2005 

onwards, a South African company was granted a research permit to conduct mineral exploration. 

Since its inception, mining activity has concentrated on low-lying areas, particularly in the Lom 

Valley. The erosive activity has led to partial erosion of the hills and eventually reaching the hilly 

primary deposit. The eluvial product in the form of sediments has been transported and distributed 

in the valley through a combination of chemical and physical processes over the geological history of 

the area. The mining activity traditionally conducted on the banks of rivers and streams in the region 

by German and French entrepreneurs, local artisanal miners and then by Asian operators, aimed to 

recover this weakly concentrated gold gravel by stripping and sinking. 

 

4.1.3 Geology of the study area 

A quick overview of Cameroon’s geology shows that there are generally four geological formations 

namely Precambrian rocks, the Palaeozoic, the Mesozoic, and the Cenozoic and volcanic formations 

(Schlüter & Trauth, 2008) that constitute the four major morphological sets. 

Largely made up of undifferentiated gneisses, migmatites and charnockites, the Precambrian rocks 

belong to the Congo Craton geo-tectonic unit and covers the south of the country. This craton dates 

back to the Archean age and corresponds to the Ntem Complex in Cameroon, which structurally 

comprises the Ntem Unit, the Nyong Unit and the Ayina Unit (Tchameni et al. 2001). 

Immediately on the northern border of the Congo Craton, is the predominantly Neoproterozoic (Pan-

African) composite mobile belt, namely the Central African Mobile Zone (CAMZ) hosting numerous 

granitoid intrusions and limited Phanerozoic cover units including volcanic formations, which are also 

part of the Precambrian supereon. It resulted from the collision and rifting among Archean cratons, 

and especially in Cameroon where the Archean craton in the south collided with the northern craton 

formation. This pan-African chain is criss-crossed by the mylonitic shear zones that appeared during 

the break-up of the Oubanguides. It is made up of remobilized Archean terrain (igneous and 

metamorphic rocks), largely dominated by mica-schists, plagioclase bearing and micaceous gneisses, 

and migmatites intruded by quartz, diorites and granodiorites. These units form the southern 

Cameroonian plateau that covers a third of the country's surface. 
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The Precambrian basement in some places is overlain with Lower Palaeozoic volcanic formations 

such as the more or less metamorphic Mangbei-Hoye volcanic-detritic formation located in the 

region that stretches from Poli to the Chadian border. 

Cretaceous sandstone and shale sequences dating from the Mesozoic era overlying the Precambrian 

basement resulted from the opening of the equatorial Atlantic Ocean which in turn established a 

system of rifts in Central and Western Africa. In Cameroon, the principal vestiges of this process are 

the Benue rift in northern Cameroon and the Atlantic Ocean to the south, which were accompanied 

by the erection of sedimentary basins from Cretaceous to Miocene times. In the northern part, the 

continental low-lying floodplain, that involves the Benue basin, the Tupuri marsh, the Lake Chad, was 

set, and particularly in the Lake Chad basin, sedimentary rocks are recent or dating back to the 

Quaternary period. In the coastal area, the coastal plains include the Douala basin which is extended 

to the south-west by the Kribi-Campo Basin, and separated from another coastal basin, that of the 

Rio del Rey, by the horst of Mount Cameroon and the island Bioko. In the same vein, the flood plains 

of large rivers include alluvial and colluvial dating from the Holocene, part of the Cenozoic era. 

The Cenozoic and continental volcanic formations, ranging in age from 66 to 30 Ma, can be grouped 

into ring complexes and the Cameroon Volcanic Line (CVL), which is often associated with the former 

and hosting a variety of rocks such as syenites and granites. Parallel to the CVL NE-SW aligned over 

1,600 km, the ring complexes are deeply eroded remnants of older volcanoes intruded in the granitic 

and metamorphic Precambrian basement and into early Tertiary sediments whereas the CVL, the 

Cameroonian segment of the long chain of Tertiary to Recent volcanoes (alkaline) and 

contemporaneous high-level intrusions, stretches from the Atlantic Island of Pagalu through the Gulf 

of Guinea into the interior of West Africa. The CVL belongs to a recent volcanic formation whose 

magmatism appears to be linked to the reactivation of ancient pan-African structures and that 

comprise Mount Cameroon, local earthquakes, etc. 

More specifically, the Betare-Oya region belongs to the second geo-tectonic unit, the Pan-African 

chain, which includes metamorphic formations. These rocks appear mainly in the form of 

intermediate series, namely those of Yokadouma, Yaoundé, Poli, Ayos-Mbalmayo-Bengbis and finally 

the Lom which is described in greater detail in subsequent paragraphs. Broadly speaking, the Lom 

series is composed of meta-volcanic and metasedimentary rocks, and quartzites, grouped into two 

main structural and metamorphic units. These units include a monocyclic unit which is comprised of 

Lom volcanoclastic series, orthogneiss, Mari quartzite and polygenic conglomerate metamorphosed 

under green schist facies and associated with grabens, a polycyclic unit consisting of staurolite mica-

schists, Lom bridge gneisses (Fon et al. 2012). The metasedimentary basement rocks comprise 

schistose units of amphibolite to greenschist facies interspersed with quartzite and 

metaconglomerate (Omang et al. 2015). The following investigation focused on the Lom 

volcanoclastic series which is partly mapped below (Fig. 4.3b). 
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Fig. 4.3: (a) Geological map of Cameroon, showing major lithotectonic units and shear zones. (b) 
Geological sketch map of the Betare-Oya area according to Kankeu et al. (2009). 

 

The cartographic representation of the Betare-Oya geological features (Fig. 4.3b) shows in Domain I 

to the south-east, granitic intrusions of high-grade metamorphic gneisses and migmatites are found, 

whereas in the Domain II, the so called Lom Schists, associated with subordinate conglomeratic 

quartzites, is largely dominated by low-grade volcanoclastic and meta-sedimentary schists associated 

with gold deposits. This second entity is almost exclusively located in the Lom Valley belonging to the 

CAMZ, part of the Pan-African basement of central Cameroon and respectively bounded to the north 

and south by the Adamaoua Shear Zone (ASZ) and the Sanaga Shear Zone (SSZ) both related to the 

Central Cameroon Shear Zone (CCSZ). In the Lom series, the mylonites are always the main 

identifying features for the presence of the Shear Fault (Soba 1989). 

The Lom series hails from the Birrimian age and features 02 facies with one phyllitic comprising the 

sericitoschists, chloritoschists and schists and the other, siliceous, with interstratified quartzites in 

the schists (Soba 1989). The quartzites of the Mari cliff form a larger geological entity. In the vicinity 

of Kombo-Laka, there is an outcrop of ferruginous, siliceous conglomerate sandstone (Soba 1989). As 

shown in Fig. 4.3b, the Lom series is bounded on the south by a broad mylonitic strip which is itself 

underlined in the NE-SW direction by the Betare-Oya Shear Zone (BOSZ). Around Betare-Oya, there is 

a tectonic contact zone between the gneisses and the meta-sediments on the eastern segment of the 

SSZ. 

The Lom formations have been subject to granitoids (granite, monzonite and lamprophres) and 

doleritic intrusions as well as a dense vein network in the Lom complex, which show evidence of 

sinistral deformation (Fon et al. 2012). The case of the Kongolo massif is illustrative of these 

intrusions. Indeed, this mountain range is made up of very homogeneous granites and is 

distinguished by its alkaline chemical composition which is typical of ancient granites. They are 
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therefore post-tectonic granites, posterior to the general metamorphism, given that they have 

undergone no tension and are intrusive in the Lom series. In the same way, the pointing of syenites, 

rhyolites and diorites subsequent to folding, notably to the north of Betare-Oya, were superimposed 

on this series. In the same way, they highlight the presence of granitic soils and para- and ortho-

derived gneisses and vulcano-sedimentary units confined to the Lom Valley which have been 

affected by low to medium metamorphism. The Lom Series was locally affected by faults formed 

during recent volcanic activity. 

The Lom river course crosses different geological settings in the NE. From the mylonites and the 

mica-schists, it briefly bifurcates on the post-tectonic granite area and enters the fault line that 

separates it from the gneisses and migmatites and gets enriched by the Mba River before flowing 

back to the mylonites, then over the mica-schists zone, before following its path over Pan-African 

metasediments, metavolcanites and quartzites in the area of Mari, Longa and Mbal. On its journey 

within the Lom river drainage system, the gold grains are continuously transported and deposited all 

along the way. 

From the geological and geochronological study of the Lom series conducted by Soba (1989), it 

appeared that this series presents a discrepancy relative to the basement complex, with which a 

collision would have provoked a fault play that would have, in turn, caused a slight low-lying 

structure. Three structuring lithological assemblages emerge. These include meta-volcano-clastites, 

highly subordinate acid volcanics (meta-rhyolites, rhyolitic tuffs), tuffaceous schists; Epi-amazonal 

meta-sediments such as volcano-sedimentary and graphite schists, conglomerate and mica-schists 

quartzites, and leuco-granites, diorites and syn-D2 granites. 

When it comes to highlighting the stratigraphic point of view, Kankeu et al (2009: 269) postulate that 

the rocks of Domain I serving as the basement for rocks of Domain II occurred prior to the deposition 

of the metasedimentary-metavolcanic sequence of Domain II. This means that the upper shales of 

Domain II did not undergo the first deformation (D1) which affected Domain I, and the deformation 

D2 in Domain I corresponds in the Domain II to the first deformation. This is entirely consitent with 

previous work, notably those of Soba (1989) who had already hypothesized that the quartzites of the 

Mari – belonging to Domain II of Fig. 4.3b – stratigraphically below the schists, could form a series 

younger than those of the Lom shales and belonged to a higher stage of the Precambrian period. The 

meta-sediments and their surrounding rocks underwent three phases of deformation (D1/D2 and 

D3). The first (D1), compression type deformation, is the result of the collision between the south 

side of the stable Archean craton and one or two paleo-Proterozoic blocks in the north having 

spawned the flat-lying structures in northern Cameroon and the granulitic metamorphism in 

southern Cameroon. 

As for the second, NE-SW oriented one in the mylonitic zone; it is a deformation of a type 

comparable with the previous one: compression (D2). This series belongs to the upper Proterozoic 

age and the granites date from 614-621Ma while the volcanics date back to 700 Ma. The schists 

come from both the dismantling materials of an old base and those of a younger volcanic formation. 

Finally, the third phase of deformation D3, also compressive according to Soba (1989), is 

characterized by zones of intense mylonitic deformation at the origin of the shear surfaces of Betare-

Oya. 

More recently, Kankeu et al. (2009) identified another form of deformation in the third deformation 

phase D3. This is the shearing, wrenching and folding type deformation that is well marked in 
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quartzites and granites. This latter fabric documents a strike-slip component in addition to the simple 

compressional regime as concluded by Soba. The latter two are recognized and interpreted as the 

products of transpression. In the Lom series, as far as gold mineralisation is concerned, double 

mineralization (primary and secondary) can be observed mainly in the volcano-sedimentary 

formations in contact with granitic intrusions (Pahimi et al. 2015). The primary mineralization occurs 

in quartz veins and to a lesser extent in the altered adjacent wall rock such as in the pyrite, 

sphalerite, rare pyrrhotite, chalcopyrite, galena and colloidal hematite (Fon et al. 2012) and is often 

associated with shear zones and hydrothermal alteration. Gold is commonly disseminated in quartz 

stringers. This mineralisation type is exemplified by the Belikombone hill gold prospect NE of the 

Betare-Oya town. The second type of mineralisation consists of alluvial deposits that retained gold 

on schists and mica-schists, as it can be seen in gold deposits along the river Mari’s valley. Although 

some of the gold occurrences have been reported in quartz veins within the Lom Series, such as the 

Belikombone hill gold prospect (Fon et al. 2012), no significant primary deposit has been found so 

far. 

Thus, in the absence of any discovery of a primary vein on the Lom plains, it can be assumed that the 

nuggets and flakes found there, would have detached themselves from the schistous rocks of the 

hills and would have rolled down and been deposited on these banks across the ages to form the 

secondary mineralization in the alluvial deposits along the Lom river and its tributaries. This 

assumption is consistent with the results of the micro-chemical signature of alluvial gold from the 

Nyong and Lom Rivers in Cameroon which have shown that the gold grains from the Lom banks have 

irregular and rounded shapes. Irregular gold grains identified indicate that they are derived from a 

source close to the sampling site while the rounded grains encountered are evidence of fluvial 

transportation on longer distances. None of the grains shows evidence of epigenetic origins in the 

secondary environment thus the composition of the cores should be similar to those of the primary 

gold. Those of the Lom River have a more irregular formation than those from the Nyong (Omang et 

al., 2015) which indicates that they are relatively close to the primary deposit. It means that though 

gold is collected over the Lom, primary mineralisation in the Lom Basin probably takes place in the 

nearby mountains. 

In conclusion, alluvial and eluvial-based gold workings have been taking place on the Lom Series since 

the beginning of the last century. Indeed, according to Gazel (1954), it is in the Lom schist zone that 

has been the focus of mining prospectors and miners and this is where most occurrences of gold are 

found. But the challenges associated with gold exploitation in this series are due to the very high 

thickness of tailings and the extremely scattered distribution of the metal (Gazel 1954: 88). During 

the French period, research and exploitation essentially took place in the Lom schist zone, associated 

with siliceous outcrop (Soba 1989) before extending today to the Eastern Auriferous zone along with 

the Central African Republic and Chad. However, major gold bearing targets have yet to be reported 

despite the historical gold mining conducted in this area. CAPAM, in promoting the governmental 

"Gold Rescue Program", has made attempt to mine several tons of gold reserves along the Lower and 

Upper Lom series before the operationalization of the Lom–Pangar dam project, which is expected to 

cause flooding of Lom tributaries. 
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4.1.4 Hydrography of the Lom basin 

Cameroon has four major river basins, linked with Africa’s hydrographical system. In the north, the 

Cameroonian section of the Lake Chad and Niger basins respectively represented by the Logone-

Chari River and the Benue River including their tributaries account for less than 30% of the whole 

river network. In the southern part, the Congo basin represented by the Sangha and its tributaries 

account for 20% and the direct tributaries of the Atlantic coast of Cameroon comprising the coastal 

rivers and Sanaga whose basins cover a little more than the half of the country. Belonging to the 

latter, the Sanaga, is the largest river in Cameroon whose catchment area covers 28.6% of the 

country’s total area. It is entirely continental and partially waters at least 05 of 10 regions of 

Cameroon. The great divisions of the Sanaga are the upper, middle and lower Sanaga. 

The Betare-Oya region belongs to the Upper Sanaga whose two biggest constituents are the Lom and 

Djérem, both coming from the Adamawa. The Lom, the main tributary of the upper basin, originates 

from the CAR on the south-eastern edge of the Adamawa. It is enriched, as it flows towards the 

south, by numerous tributaries with the major ones being the Mba, the Litala and the Pangar. In the 

outskirts of Betare-Oya, activity takes place on the bed and on the banks of the Lom River, but also 

on the tributaries to the north of Betare-Oya city such as Mari, Nguengué, Bangbel, Mboufa, Kokzara 

and Popoum and in the West of Mbal and Nakoyo (Olivry 1986, Lienou 2007). 

The Mari valley, the starting point of mechanised gold mining in the region, is located only 7 km away 

from the northern part of Betare-Oya town and bounded by two hills namely the Ngari Gauderot in 

the north-east and the Ngari Dogolo in the southwest (Pahimi et al. 2015). From this tributary of Lom 

River, mechanised mining operations have been extended to Lom’s tributaries in a north-eastern 

direction initially (Nguengue, Bangbel, Bitamo), and later, towards the western and south-western 

localities (Mbal, Mboufa, Nakoyo). 

 

4.1.5 Main facies of vegetation in the Lom Basin 

The vegetation in the study area is generally made up of transitional plant formations between the 

forest zones further south and the savanna of the northern part of the country whose dynamism is 

inclined towards significant afforestation with more southern forest species visible in this part 

(Letouzey 1968, Maley et al. 1990, Youta Happi et al. 2000). The forest galleries or deciduous forests 

are made up of smaller trees, some of which even give way to Sudanese species. They inhabit the 

banks of the tributaries of the Lom and the Pangar, especially in the gullies, but without retaining the 

rich composition in woody species of the southern forests. Usually out of bush fires’ reach, because 

of their location in lowlands and their protective hydrography, they are nonetheless targeted by 

anthropic attacks such as felling for fuel wood and clearings for agricultural purposes, and even more 

so nowadays, since the launch of the wood rescue operation in the Lom Pangar dam flood zones. 

Indeed, in the 50s this vegetation made up of peri-forest savannas occupied up to 90% of the 

municipal territory, and include strong borrowings from the Sudano-Guinean zone (Letouzey 1958). 

Thus, contrary to the natural forest recolonization dynamics, the grassland savannas Pennisetum 

pupureum (Sissongo) resulting from anthropogenic attacks on forest margins can be identified in the 

case of axe clearing and especially with the increased number of chain saws in the region. The 

combination of factors such as proximity to the railway on the western margin of the map, 
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construction of the dam to the west, and mechanization of mining in the centre and northeast, have 

affected the region’s flora. In the same way, grassy savannas at Imperata are perceived in the region, 

because of the creation of new agricultural fields where shifting cultivation is practised in the dry 

season which fosters the development of human settlements in the peripheral zone. 

Between 800 and 1,000 m altitude, woodlands can still be found in small depressions, but at these 

altitudes, the cover remains dominated by grassy savannas or grass meadows dotted with trees or 

shrubs either from the southern transitional zone in the south, or to the Sudanian savanna trees, one 

of whose characteristic species is Duniellia oliveri. Similarly, the savannas at Terminalia glaucescens, 

whose grassy flora is mainly made up of Andropogonae, whose lawns at Sporobolus constitute a 

degraded form due to grazing which is done in an itinerant way in the study area. 

Beyond the 1,000m, just a few peaks of hills to the north-eastern end carry sparse vegetation made 

up of herbs and isolated shrubs. Indeed, however, as Olivry found in 1987, no trace of forest can be 

seen where the altitude exceeds 1,000 m. This is the only distinctive criterion of altitudinal zonality at 

this level. However, thanks to the recent forest dynamic, spots of reforestation occur in the north-

eastern ends of Kissi village, even beyond 1,000m, according to the land cover classification based on 

Landsat images (2000 and 2016). This vegetation shelters many animal species identified within and 

around Betare-Oya. These include 18 species of mammals and 196 species of birds including 79 

endemic birds’ species in the Guineo-Congolese forest (PNDP 2011). The best known of these are the 

antelope, the monkey, the rat palm, the porcupine, the pangolin with the most iconic being 

protected species. Reptiles such as the python can also be added to this list of protected species. 

 

4.1.6 Some socioeconomic features of Betare-Oya region 

The city of Betare-Oya is the capital of the Betare-Oya subdivision and is one of the 06 administrative 

units of the Lom and Djerem division in the East Region of Cameroon. It shares an international 

border with the CAR at its far east and also stands between the Adamawa Region, to the north, and 

the East region. It covers an area of 12,600 km², with 59 villages grouped in three districts (Laï, 

Yayoué and Mbitom) with a total of population of 63,882 inhabitants. According to the development 

plan of Betare-Oya council, the different ethnic groups found here are the Bamoun, Bororo, Foulbés, 

Gbaya, Haoussa, Mboum and Vûtés. Recently the Bafia, Bamileké, Bassa, Beti, Kako, Maka, Mzimé 

and even neighbouring countries such as the Central African Republic, Nigeria and further on, Niger 

have settled in the region (PNDP 2011).  This study does not cover the entire municipal council. 

Overall, the district’s population is young with half of the inhabitants under the age of 16. It is an 

essentially rural region with an average population density of 5.07 inhabitants per km², very far from 

the national density (48.88 inhabitants / km²). The main urban centres are Betare-Oya, Ndokayo and 

to a lesser extent Bouli. The rest of inhabited areas are made up of villages, some of which are 

populated by 1,200 to 1,800 people, like Longa-Mari, Bangbel, Mararaba, Dang-Patou, and Pangar. 

However, some of them have undergone some recent development thanks to mechanised mining 

activity, which attracts many job and opportunity seekers. 

The main socio-economic activities are agriculture and mining, which both are practiced by almost all 

rural dwellers in the region. Subsistence agriculture (60%), is by far the most important activity, and 

is mainly consists in the combined cropping (groundnuts, plantain, cocoyams, manioc, maize, etc.) for 

local consumption. The technique of cultivation is rather superficial because it is not digging the soil 
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in depth and is practiced on the fallows. The conquest of new agricultural areas is done through 

burning. The gathering and processing of agricultural products also takes place in these localities. 

Mining represents 30% of the region's activities and mostly involves alluvial gold extraction along the 

rivers and streams banks, but also marginally, quarrying activities (sand and laterite). Gold panning is 

a seasonal and complementary activity that allows several families to earn money to acquire 

agricultural equipment and various household appliances. This traditional form of gold mining is 

declining and appears to be perpetuated only in far remote areas. The arrival of new actors in this 

activity and mechanization of processes tend to conquer the areas formerly exclusively dedicated to 

gold panning. Despite this shift in extraction techniques, extractive activity is carried out exclusively 

on alluvial deposits. Indeed, this surface mining usually consists in identifying sites along river flats, 

cutting vegetation where it exists, and stripping the soil, thus disrupting the natural dynamics in this 

ecosystem. Mechanised operations are taking place on sites that may be totally new, recent or 

dating back to an ancient era. All these human actions result in inevitable and often permanent loss 

of farmland. Besides these main traditional activities, other side activities including forestry, animal 

husbandry, hunting, fishing, handicrafts and trade are also practiced by these populations (PNDP 

2011). 

 

4.2 Land use and cover change analysis in the mining region 

The spatial context described above provided the setting for the multi-date remote sensing analysis 

conducted in the next paragraphs during the period between 2000 and 2016. This is how the various 

classification operations described in the methodological section of chapter two have resulted in the 

production of land use maps of the mining area, including both the historical zone and those recently 

exploited. Statistical data have also been generated from cartographic output for each of the 

reference years studied. For purposes of consistency, the dam area and the Pangar Basin area have 

been added to this mining area which is scattered along the Lom Basin. Thus in subsequent 

paragraphs, the maps of the years 2000, 2011, 2015 and 2016 will be reviewed to track recent 

developments in mining processes and their attendant effects on space and precisely on land cover 

and land use in the Betare-Oya region. 

 

4.2.1 Land use and cover distribution in the mining region 

The study revealed a positive correlation between the land use and land cover (LULC) categories on 

the one hand and their altitudes in the Lom Valley, on the other hand. An overview of the 

distribution of categories in the case of the first reference year illustrates this trend, which continues 

through the other years. From this sequenced presentation of the LULC maps, it appears clearly that 

the main classes are distributed according to topographical units, that is, they change with the 

altitude. These altitudes ranged from 630m to 1041m, and have been broken down into three 

topographical units, namely the valleys, intermediate and hilly zones. 

In the valley zone ranges between 630 and 770m stretches along the main rivers both on the Lom 

and Pangar rivers. Here, the flora is highly diverse with areas where woodland enclaves persist, 

essentially along the tributaries of the Lom River. But it is more widely dominated by savannas in 
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which human activities are established and developed with little difficulty. In essence, these lowlands 

have the least dense vegetation. There are followed by a higher topographic unit. 

The intermediate topographical unit, in the range of 770 to 900m, is regularly covered with 

woodlands with outstanding facies continuity. In addition they feature a few embryos of savannas 

that penetrate the densest landscape of the region. In this transitional area, the woodlands category 

is the most extensive in size. 

The hilly areas, at altitudes above 900m, are confined to the northeast margins of the study area. 

Their vegetal cover alternates between savanna and woodlands with a clear predominance of 

woodlands. However, the facies of this entity is broken up with both discontinuous and depleted 

woodlands. 

As far as land use is concerned, lowlands are by far the most widely used by humans, whilst areas of 

higher altitudes are less visited. That is why the main human activities (agriculture, mining, forestry) 

are concentrated in the valley. In this rural context, the traditional livelihood system is highly 

dependent on nature, since the alluvium of the Lom Basin enhances soil fertility and thus provides 

more land use options. As an illustration, farming accounts for up to 60% of the region's activities. In 

the same area, the alluvial gold zones, while extremely dispersed along the banks of the Lom 

watershed, are the second most important activity, which provides a significant source of income for 

the local population. 

Unlike the lowlands, human settlements are almost all located in the intermediate altitude zone of 

the study area, except for villages like Mari, Longa and Mbal which are entirely established in the 

valley zone. These settlements are established in the intermediate area due to the lack of flood 

control technology; hence the area provides shelter from exceptional floods. By pushing the rivers 

out of their usual beds, these floods could cause considerable damage to their possessions and 

threaten their life. Furthermore, hygiene and sanitation pose greater challenges in the valley, 

especially with regard to various tropical water-borne diseases arising from poorly managed water 

bodies. 

In the hilly area, apart from pastoral activities conducted by nomadic shepherds, few human 

activities are conducted there. These altitudes are perceived as unsuited to sedentary activity with 

since there is little access to water and the terrain is challenging and inhospitable to the people in the 

region (Fig. 4.4). The classification made on the 2000 satellite image identified five main categories 

(woodlands, degraded woodlands, grasslands, Bare soils and settlements, water bodies) summarized 

here in the table 4.1. 

Tab. 4.1: LULC areas covered in Hectares 

LULC 
Categories 

Description 
Area 
(km²) 

Woodlands 
Dense stands of grass, shrubs, scattered trees, herbaceous plants 
including grasses. These include areas that closely resemble a forest 
cover and reserved areas. 

1887,9 

Degraded 
Woodlands 

A category straddling woodlands and savanna which has 
characteristics of woodlands, but is more akin to savanna 

4,9 

Savanna/ 
grasslands 

Thick shrubs. This class has a lower tree cover than the nearby 
savanna. It has a tree population density of 75 to 150 trees per 

1431,7 
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hectare. 
Bare ground 
and 
Settlements 

Areas of land with no vegetation cover, including all built surfaces in 
Betare-Oya town and significant villages as well as stony areas, 
uncultivated agricultural lands. 

1,9 

Water bodies Streams, Rivers Lom and Pangar. 37,9 

The landscape of the region, as can be seen in Fig.4.4, was largely dominated by woodlands with a 

56,1%  concentration in the south-west and western ends, followed by the Savanna (42.6%) 

stretching along the Lom Valley. Those entities were the main contrasting forces influencing the 

regional land cover. This relatively undisturbed land cover was soon affected by natural and human 

processes (0.2%). The almost natural dynamic, represented by the Degraded Woodlands, accounts 

only for 0.1% whereas anthropogenic effects, including Bare land and Settlements, also cover 0.1% of 

the entire area in 2000. These degrading effects were largely localized within and around the Betare-

Oya and Deng-Deng cities and in villages such as Bouli and Bodomo at the centre of the map, and 

Mari in the northeast of the main city. 

 
Fig. 4.4: Land use/cover of Betare-Oya region in 2000 (USGS Earth Explorer 2016) 

The illustrative map above shows that no class related to mining activity is listed here. Indeed, 

although the rather traditional ASGM activity was currently taking place there, it was essentially 

made of small points which barely have the size of a single pixel on the satellite image, 225m2. On 
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this forest-savanna transitional landscape, the image resolution is too poor to highlight traditional 

gold panning, which makes it a spatially insignificant activity. 

 

4.2.2 Land use and cover change in the era of foreign mining investors 

Woodlands accounted for 56.1% of the total study area in 2000, covering an area of approximately 

1900 square kilometres. By 2011, the woodland cover had grown and reached about 2,150 km², 

which represented over 60% of the total spatial coverage of the region. This net 260 km² increase 

observed during this period, i.e. 13.8% compared to the 2000 levels, resulted from a strong natural 

dynamic based on the forest advancing into this forest-savanna contact zone. This spread favoured 

the preservation of local biodiversity which was flourishing and even extending into new zones, 

notably to the savanna of about 330 km² and incidentally to the bare soils. However, during the same 

period (2000-2016), nearly 70 km² of woodlands were lost to savanna (58 km²), degraded woodlands 

(10 km²), mechanised mining (0.96 km²) in the northeast and north-west of the Betare-Oya town, 

and 0.31 km² for the Bare ground and building. 

Degraded woodlands increased in the period from 2000-2011, from nearly 5 km² (0.1%) and its 

coverage expanded five-fold to 36 km² (1.1%) of the total area. These 31 km² newly acquired areas 

were mainly concentrated on the one hand in the north-east and centre around Betare-Oya, 

Bangbel, Kissi and to some extent around Bouli; and on the other hand, in the south-west, around 

the closest town (Deng-Deng) to the dam area. The process of converting land cover into degraded 

woodlands was evolving in two directions. First off, some 20 km² of savanna were transformed into 

degraded woodlands, with bare-ground and settlements taking up 0.2 km² of the savanna. Next, 10 

km² of woodlands were changed into degraded woodlands. This is why most of the degraded zones 

are mainly located around Betare-Oya. This situation highlights the ongoing conflict between the two 

dominant elements in this landscape in the forest-savanna contact zone. Accordingly, it is basically a 

case of the landscape being subjected both to natural dynamics as well as anthropogenic action. 

The savanna receded by nearly 300 km² between 2000 and 2011, which was a loss of more than 20% 

of its 2000 spatial coverage. This significant reduction resulted in the direct conversion of almost 270 

km² to woodlands and 20 km² to a transitional stage of afforestation (degraded woodlands). The net 

degradation involved only mining stripping and bare-ground and settlements categories accounting 

respectively for 3.3 km² and 0.3 km². 

Bare-ground and settlements were also affected by the slight increase from nearly 2 km² in 2000 to 

2.5 km² in 2011. It has mostly nibbled almost 70% of the conquered space on the savanna and the 

degraded woodlands. 

Mining stripping is the new category that was created in this time period and represented 4 km² 

(0.1%) of the total area. Here, too, the savanna has been the most aggressive invader (76%), 

especially since it dominated the land cover in the valley where the mining activity was taking place 

(Fig. 4.5). 
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Fig. 4.5: Land use/cover of Betare-Oya region in 2011 (USGS Earth Explorer 2016). 

In general, the arrival of the new mining class has made very little difference to the LULC distribution 

(Fig. 4.5). The cover situation in 2011 is a  slight alteration on the previous one (2000), but in general 

terms, it remains largely dominated by woodlands (61%) which have gained more ground with an 

increase of 7.7% while the savanna (33.8%) has lost 8.8% from its 2000 levels. These losses largely 

fuelled degradations that increased their spatial footprint. In that regard, degraded woodlands and 

Bare-ground and Settlements categories expanded a little more, and have even gained new ground 

within and around places like Bangbel and Kissi. One notable change is the emergence of a new class 

in land use, Mining Extraction north of Betare-Oya which remains insignificant with a surface 

coverage of 4.2 km² (0.1%). This mining category tends to take several directions without really 

departing from its original focus. 

 

4.2.3 Land use and cover two years after the influx of Chinese entrepreneurs 

The previous eleven years (2000-2011) have somewhat disrupted the evolution of the environment 

of a region which for several decades, was almost completely dominated by the natural dynamics of 

the ecosystem, which saw some negligible anthropogenic attacks – but mainly artisanal – did not 
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cause serious mutations. As a result of this first movement, the purpose of this section is to examine 

what happened in a subsequent stage in a relatively shorter time (2011-2015). 

Tab. 4.2: Changes of land use/cover categories in Betare-Oya region 

LULC 
Area in km² 

2000 % 2011 % 2015 % 2016 % 

Bare-ground, Settlements 1.9 0.1 2.5 0.1 6.7 0.2 6.7 0.2 
Degraded Woodlands 4.9 0.1 35.9 1.1 33.2 1.0 30.9 0.9 

Grasslands 1,431.6 42.6 1,137.6 33.8 1,017.9 30.2 929.2 27.6 
Woodlands 1,887.9 56.1 2,148.2 63.8 2,238.1 66.5 2,083.1 61.9 

Water 37.9 1.1 37.9 1.1 37.9 1.1 37.9 1.1 
Mining Area 0 0 4.3 0.1 29.4 0.9 37.5 1.1 

Retraining Dam 0 0 0 0 3.2 0.1 3.1 0.1 
Flooded Area 0 0 0 0 0 0 237.9 7.1 

TOTAL 3,364.3 100 3,366.4 100 3,366.3 100 3,366.4 100 

Sources: Calculated from Landsat Images of 2000, 2011 2015 and 2016. 

Delving deeper into the figures, it is observed that the woodlands represented 2148.16 km² (63.8% of 

the total land cover of the region) in 2011. They increased to 66.5%, i.e. 2238 km² in 4 years. This 

significant increase of 175.9 km² (2.7% of the total area of study), happened mainly at the expense of 

the savanna and the degraded woodlands from which they respectively nibbled 167.5 km² and 8 km². 

To a large extent, they remained unchanged at 2062.2 km² (61.3%) during the period. However, the 

woodlands were affected by some deterioration due to the savanna (56.5 km²), degraded woodlands 

(11.7 km²), Mining Stripping (17.42 km²), Bare-ground and Settlements (0.87 km²) and Dam (2.71 

km²). The net increase of 90 km² (3%) is explained by strong natural dynamics which nevertheless 

came under strain from anthropogenic pressures (Mining, Bare-ground and Settlements and Dam). 

The degraded woodlands declined by almost 3 km² (7.8%), from 33.15 km² (1.1%) in 2011 to 30.9 

km² (0.9%) in 2015. They lost 17 km² (0.5%) including 8.6 to the savanna (6.4 km²), 1.2 km² to Mining 

Stripping, 0.9 km² to Bare-ground and Settlements and 0.1 km² to the Dam. Alongside the losses, it 

acquired some space within the same 17.3 km² (0.5%) at the expense of the savanna (5.6 km²) and 

the woodlands (11.7 km²). Afforestation would have been greater if anthropogenic effects were less 

present, but they still remain the dominant trend. 

Like the degraded woodlands, the savanna has retreated slightly by nearly 120 km² (3.6%) of the 

study area. In 2011, it covered 33.8% (1,137.7 km²) of the region as a whole, whereas in 2015 it only 

covered 30.2% (1017,9 km²) of the same area. This 3.6% decline was attributable to the contrasting 

dynamics experienced within this category, which increased by 64.5 km² with woodlands (56.5 km²), 

Mining Stripping (1.2 km²), degraded woodlands ( 6.4 km²), and Bare-ground and Settlements (0.4 

km²) Dam (0.4 km²), and sometimes decreased by 184 km² due to woodlands (167.5 km²), savanna 

(953.6 km²), degraded woodlands, 6 km ²), Bare Soil, Building (2.9 km ²), Mining Stripping (7.6 km ²), 

Dam (0.4 km²) which nibbled it all the way. 953.6 km² remained unchanged during these four years. 

In general, the savanna was largely transformed into woodlands. 

The Bare-ground and Settlements category rose from 2.48 km² (0.1%) in 2011 to 6.7 km² (0.2%) in 

2015, thus, recording a net increase of 4.2 km², or a 0.1 % proportion of total spatial coverage. These 

space gains are attributable  to human activity that has flourished in some spots in the region, often 

involving the clearing of vegetation and various construction works on areas formerly occupied by 
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the savanna (2.9 km²), woodlands (0.9 km²) and degraded woodlands (0.9 km²). Despite the increase 

in this class (170%), it remains a very marginal category (0.2%) when compared to the whole area. 

Mining activity gained new areas between 2011 and 2015. Indeed, while it still represented only 4.1 

km² (0.1% of the area of the region) in 2011, it grew to 29.3 km² (0.9%) in 2015, thus recording a 

spectacular increase of more than 680% within that class. This net increase of 25.1 km² (0.8%) was 

mostly detrimental to the woodlands (17.4 km²), savanna (7.6 km²) and the Bare-ground and 

Settlements (0.05 km²). 

The Lom Pangar Dam is the new category that appears in the classification in 2015. It mainly finds 

space in woodlands (2.71 km²), the savanna (0.41 km²), and degraded woodlands (0.1 km²). These 

are the areas that are mostly devoted to the dam infrastructure in the last phase of construction 

around the north of Deng-Deng in Mouyal. In addition, settlements and other economic activities 

developed around the Lom Pangar project in recent years have increased the dam’s footprint. 

As can be seen from a comparative look at the maps, the landscapes from 2011 and 2015 differ 

slightly, but the former trends remain. A quantitative examination of the area categories is displayed 

in table 4.2 and Fig. 4.6. 

 
Fig. 4.6: Land use/cover of Betare-Oya region in 2015 (USGS Earth Explorer 2016). 
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During this second sequence, a clearer trend can be observed in the landscape dynamics of the 

region. Indeed, while the woodlands’ growth is attributable to the natural dynamics amounted to 

+13.8% of the area category, Bare-ground and Settlements (+170.52%) and Mining Stripping 

(586.8%) simultaneously increase due to human activity, which is the opposite of the previous 

movement. Moreover, the new class that appears in the landscape of the region (Dam: 0.1%) also 

contributes to this human-driven degradation. In the end, this fierce confrontation between 

categories on the land cover has played to the advantage of the woodlands (+2.7% of the total area) 

on the one hand, but also to the detriment of the savanna (-3,6%) and degraded woodlands (-0.1%) 

on the other hand. 

While the changes recorded in the region during the previous period (2000-2011) are remarkable, 

those recorded in the new period (2011-2015) are even more so as the period is shorter (4 years) 

which is also an indication of the intensity of the changes. This means that the woodlands grow 

annually at a rate of 22.5 km² while the savanna declines by 29.9 km² per year. In the same vein, 

Bare-ground and Settlements and Mining Stripping increase by 1.1 km² and 6.3 km² each year 

respectively. Given the pace and extent of their occurrence, these changes are exceptional in this 

transitional landscape. 

 

4.2.4 Land use and cover six months after the partial impoundment of Lom Pangar Dam 

The final situation of the LULC (2016) within the timeframe of this study is more complex with its 07 

classes namely woodlands, degraded woodlands, savanna, water, bare soil and building, mining, 

dam, and floods. Within a year, satellite-based analyses confirmed that the woodlands, which have 

shown a steady upward trend, had declined by 2,238.1 km² (66.5%) in February 2015 to 2083.1 km² 

(61.9%) in 2016, a net decline of 154.9 km², almost 7% compared to their 2015 coverage, and 

representing almost 5% of the region as a whole. Similarly, this downward trend is also visible in 

other categories such as the savanna, degraded woodlands, dam and Bare-ground and Settlements. 

The savanna follows the same dynamic, dropping by 8.7%, (88.7 km²), which nevertheless represents 

2.6% of the region as a whole. Over the previous sequences, the savanna area had grown narrower 

and narrower over the years. But this time, in just one year, it lost about the equivalent of what it 

had lost in 4 years in the past sequence, which was a big loss. 

The degraded woodlands declined by 2.2 km² (0,1%) of the total regional coverage during the period 

which makes a 6.7% loss of space for this category. Likewise, the dam’s space diminished from 3.2 

km² to 3.0 km², representing a 5.9% loss of space in just 12 months. Once the partial impoundment 

had been carried out in 2015, activities to support the construction of the dam on the one hand and 

drowning risks associated with the conduct of activities close to the flood zones on the other hand, 

led to a reduction in the spatial footprint attributed to the dam. For the Bare-ground and Settlements 

class, the decline from 6.71 km² in 2015 to 6.70 km² in 2016 was insignificant. 
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Fig. 4.7: Land use/cover of Betare-Oya region in 2016 (USGS Earth Explorer 2016). 

Contrary to this downward trend, the Mining Stripping class recorded a significant increase of 8.2 

km² (0.2%). Exploitation accelerated within only 04 months after the flooding of the dam to about 

28% of the coverage area of this category in 2015 (29.3 km²)to 2016 (37.5 km²). 

The novelty here is the new class, the Flooded Area, representing the coverage category of the first 

flooding of the dam around mid-2015, before the second impoundment expected in late 2016. The 

Floods made a noteworthy entry into the 2016 classification, occupying 238 km² (7.1%) of the study 

area. It partly masked some of the degradation caused by mining in previous periods and also 

created conditions for more natural dynamics of the land cover in the region, given the fact that 

human interventions were henceforth strictly regulated. Furthermore, if the analyses were restricted 

to the area of maximum expansion of mechanised gold mining activities along the Lom River, greater 

disturbances would have been recorded with respect to space allocations in the different categories, 

but even on a larger zone, the impact of gold mining is obviously significant. 
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4.3 Diachronic LULC change analysis in the mining area from 2000 to 2016 

While in the previous section, the approach adopted was to zero in on each period to dissect 

changes; this part of the chapter takes the whole study period and examines global changes in the 

LULC categories during the period from 2000 to 2016 in Betare-Oya when ASM mechanisation led to 

the progressive intensification of gold mining. In addition, it discusses those changes as well as their 

related implications.  In the following sections, the intensification process as well as the main 

investors’ philosophies regarding mining will be discussed, before assessing their overall implications. 

 

4.3.1 Mechanised ASM triggering the gold mining intensification 

Mechanised gold mining in Betare-Oya District and, incidentally, construction works on the Lom 

Pangar dam resulted in significant landscape changes between 2000 and 2016. Fig. 4.8 isolates and 

summarises the changes identified. Indeed, compared to the initial LULC state in 2000 where there 

were no signs of mining-related degradation, at least not on the Landsat high-resolution images, the 

2016 LULC was significantly affected by the development of mechanised mining processes. The 

Mining Stripping category, which began in 2004, continued to gain ground to the extent that, by 

2016, it represented 37.5 km², i.e. 1.1% of the study area. This development was possible because it 

partly entered terrain that was formerly occupied by woodlands, degraded woodlands, grasslands 

and settlements categories. 

 
Fig. 4.8: Land use/cover change in Betare-Oya region from 2000 – 2016 (USGS Earth Explorer 2016). 

The most affected category is the grasslands that declined significantly (– 503 km²) from 2000 to 

2016. They covered an area of close to 1,431 km² (42.6%) in 2000 and declined to 1137 km² (33.8%) 
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by 2011 and about 929 km² (27.6%) in 2016. The natural dynamics underway in this forest – savanna 

transitional zone – positively affected the biodiversity and increased ecosystem services. But 

concurrent human activity, especially those related to mining extraction by mechanic means, slowed 

down the speed of the rising afforestation trend. The study also evidenced that about 93.7% of 

grassland cover remained unchanged in 2015. As for the fraction which has changed (6.3%) over 

time, it has followed a double trajectory by expanding further into its composition of about 5% of the 

total land cover (167 Km²) which changed to the woodlands category on the one hand and 

simultaneously on the other, by getting more depleted to the benefit of degraded woodlands (0.2%), 

Bare ground and built-up land (0.1%) and mining activities (0.3%). The grasslands’ decline has been 

intense in the vicinity of Betare-Oya town, and villages such as Mari and Mbal, as clearly evidenced in 

Figure. 4.9. 

(a)             (b) 

 
Fig. 4.9: Expansion of Betare-Oya town and surrounding built-up land from 2000 to 2016 
(GoogleEarth 2016). 

In spite of the strong afforestation trend, degraded Woodlands have been also impacted, notably 

increasing by 530% (26 km²) over the period. It evolved from the 2000 levels when it represented 

about 0.1% (5 km²) to 0.9% (31 km²) in 2016. Though it expanded in terms of space cover, part of it 

(27%) was made up of regenerated and reinforced woodlands while 20.6% was transformed into 

Savanna. In the same way, over the past fifteen years, the woodlands expanded by about 195 km², 

mainly due to afforestation, which has nevertheless undergone slowing down effects of 

mechanization in the forest galleries. It covered about 1887 km² (56.1%) in 2000, and spiked to 2148 

km² (63.8%) before slightly decreasing to 2083 km² (61.9%) in 2016. Nevertheless, about 61% of the 

woodland cover stayed unchanged, while the remainder in the order of 1.7% (56 km²) and 0.5% (17 

km²) fell to mining. Mining has affected the forest galleries along the Mari, Mbal, Nguengué, Bangbel, 

Nakoyo, Mboufa rivers etc. 

Similarly degradation has affected wooded areas as well as the bare soil and settlements. Bare 

ground and built-up land represented 0.2% (6.7 km²) of the geographical area in 2016 meaning that 

they increased in terms of area allocation compared to the situation of 0.1% (1.9 km²) in 2000. 

Villages located close to the mining sites as well as Betare-Oya town have likely gained more space 

thanks to mining-related activities. 
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The Water category was not computed over the period. The figures used here are those of the first 

year 2000 with 38 km² (1.1 %) for the whole area. 

Besides the initially defined categories (Woodlands, Degraded Woodlands, Grasslands, Bare-land and 

Built-up Land, Water) used for the classification in 2000, 03 additional classes (Mining Area, 

Retraining Dam, Flooded Area) have gradually appeared in the landscape. Given the logic of the zero-

sum game in land occupation, new categories must share the same area available, especially by 

nibbling more or less large spaces from the initial categories. These include mechanised ASGM in the 

mid-2000s, the construction of the water storage facility to regulate the flow of the Sanaga, and 

finally the flooded area, which exists thanks to the partial watering of the dam. 

When mechanization began, it was mainly concentrated around the city of Betare-Oya, precisely 

along Mari, a tributary of the Lom, which is the historical and symbolic site of the ASM in Cameroon. 

A few years later, Longa and Mbal, tributaries of the Lom as well, got progressively exploited. These 

are the Lom tributaries which are easier to access from the Betare town, located, whatever is the 

chosen site, within a radius of 10 km. 

This new class arises from steps taken by the authorities to accelerate the extraction of gold 

contained in the flooding areas of the Lom Pangar dam. Thus, from 2004 onwards, the first mining 

operator using mechanical machinery (excavator, generator, shovel, truck, centrifugal pumps, 

washing unit) made a timid foray into the region, was enlisted by CAPAM which endorsed the gold 

mining mechanization movement. It was initially a Korean company AFKO Mining, but was later 

joined by another company, the South African and Norwegian CAMINCO which had already worked 

with research permits. With CAPAM’s intervention which successfully imposed regulatory standards 

for these activities by creating GICs of artisans who obtained legitimate authorizations to conduct 

artisanal exploitation which they subcontracted exploitation to foreign investors. AFKO, now called 

C&K Mining, spearheaded this movement. In its wake, other companies with lacked research permits 

joined the operations. 

Until 2011, mechanised ASGM was very much concentrated along a tributary of the Lom, the Mari, 

which happens to be the initial deposit zone where gold concentrations were high due to the 

combination of geodynamic factors and hydrological conditions. Thus, from 2006, a spot appears to 

indicate the presence of the Korean company AFKO which conducted the mechanised exploitation of 

gold there, and subsequently, other actors followed suit and worked along the Mari hydrographic 

trajectory as well as its flood zone from upstream to the town entrance of Betare-Oya. Their spatial 

coverage during 2005-2011 was 4.3 km², i.e. 0.1% of the entire study area. Thus, in order to avoid the 

burial of gold not exploited under the waters of the dam, in 2011, Operation Gold was launched and 

attracted new investors, the most remarkable of which were the Chinese with mining equipment 

that has been used in Ghana or brought in from China. It is also important to note the degradation 

caused by the arrival of migrants in search of opportunities, as their initiatives have impacted the 

land cover. This was especially the case of the Bare-land and Built-up Land, which witnessed a net 

increase of nearly 5 km² of degraded woodlands (26 km²). 

It is around the end of 2012 that the activity extended to Nguengué, a creek located upstream of 

Mari, which simply proceeded upwards (northward) of the Mari River. Thanks to the investors’ 

growing interest, especially Chinese investors, there was an increasing trend to intensify mining 

extraction both on already operational and recently discovered sites. Another feature of this period 

was the emancipation from the geographic gradient, and specifically proximity to the main city, 
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because unlike their predecessors, the Chinese opened mining sites on which they built a base camp. 

They maintained contact with the main city only to ensure the procurement of supplies and   workers 

(food, fuel, etc.), selling gold, administrative formalities and a few leisure activities they could afford. 

Thus, between 2012 and 2013, they opened mining sites and settled down along another tributary of 

the Lom, Bangbel, located to the northeast of the study area. It is by 2014 that the dispersal, strictly 

speaking, took place in the direction of streams a little further north on the Mbigala and Bitamo 

tributaries. Simultaneously, new sites were discovered (Nakoyo) or intensely exploited in the vicinity 

of Betare-Oya. During 2015, mining operators crossed a symbolic milestone; by opening mining sites 

for the first time on the left bank of the Lom river, especially at the foot of the hills that dominate the 

landscape. 

The arrival of the Chinese from 2012 brought new momentum to mining activity which initially 

intensified in the zone of Mari thanks to Chinese tools and techniques, as well as later, spreading to 

the Lom shores – inside or outside the bends of its meanders – only on tributaries generally bordered 

by forest galleries and attaining 37.5 km² in spatial coverage (1.1%) in 2016. One of the factors that 

drove this sudden acceleration was the Lom Pangar dam construction project. This Lom and Pangar 

reservoir dam project was designed to fill in for low-water periods on the Sanaga River downstream 

in order to regulate its flow for continuous production of electrical power at the Edea and Song 

Loulou dams. A road leading to the site was thus built from 2009 and civil engineering work was 

carried out until partial submerging occurred in 2015. The structure was partially operational in mid-

2015 and caused remarkable flooding of 7.1% (238 km²). This first step of impoundment was the 

minimum expected level when the dam would reach its full flooding capacity. The situation studied 

was that of 2015, as the final impoundment had not yet taken place, but was expected to happen by 

the end of 2016. The construction of these structures affected a total area of more than 3 km ² 

(0.1%), which mainly encroached on woodlands at a rate of 2.7 km ² (84.2%). 

The gold rush in this region was prompted by a combination of factors, but the main trigger was 

specific government commitment. Due to promotion by word of mouth, the laxity of public 

authorities (the State catches up and accompanies AFKO on the ground in the interest of its agents, it 

withdraws at one turn, then timidly returns at another turn), an international gold marketing 

movement arose. 

Based on the foregoing, it appears that the intensified degradation was the result of the combination 

of government policy in the mining sector on the one hand and foreign investment on the other. Also 

part of the mix was particularly relaxed operating conditions and the search for opportunities by 

foreign investors. Besides a legal framework considered as investor-friendly, namely with light tax 

requirements and the allocation of large spaces (1ha/4/applicant) as opposed to small mining areas 

formerly exploited by mining craftsmen, the government was involved in the creation of the joint-

ventures to facilitate access for foreigners to the deposits. In response, mining contractors mobilized 

the human, technical and financial resources required for effective exploitation. For example, the use 

of gear to accelerate the pace of exploitation has become commonplace in this sector. While it is true 

that the first company to use machinery to extract gold from Betare (Ntep Gweth & Adéline 2005) – 

namely AFKO – precedes the operations launched by the State, it remains however that this legal 

presence was justified by a valid research permit issued by the competent government bodies, and 

therefore enjoyed the backing of the governing apparatus. In addition, there is the testing of 

exploitation techniques (confrontation of efficiency), increase in funds mobilized and injected into 
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the ASM and the speculative dynamics fuelled by opportunism and the desire to make more and 

more gains. 

Through CAPAM, the government introduced mechanization to the extraction of gold which was 

previously extracted only manually. It attracted interest from C&K and other foreign companies 

through two special operations (the Gold Rescue Operation and Operation Gold) as well as the 

transactions over ASM authorizations it initiated and endorsed. All of the changes orchestrated by 

mechanised mining are more or less directly related to the Lom Pangar construction project. Due to 

the imminence of the Lom Pangar dam project, more attention was paid to the gold buried in the soil 

of the future flooding area and the decision was made to get it quickly out of the ground. 

International partners were courted and involved in this operation. The boom of mining operators in 

the region led to several stripping operations on the landscape for either mineral extraction or 

human settlements to accommodate workers and job seekers as well as related activities 

(agriculture, logging) initiated by local people and other service providers. The pressure brought on 

kept increasing as an increasing number of migrants came searching for opportunities, as well as 

mining workers and local people striving to gain access to traditional livelihoods of the region. These 

landscape degradations mainly have anthropogenic origins despite the context where the natural 

trend of vegetation is increasingly denser. The locations of such degradation are mostly found within 

and around villages and cities. 

It was observed that beyond the direct influence of gold mining on land degradation, the political 

desire to increase the power supply through the construction of dam project resulted in such 

degradation. Subsequently, the state took further action to increase company payments under 

certain conditions. Therefore the decree can be interpreted as an effort to bring the ASM into 

compliance, to restore order in the sector, without being able to manage its negative effects, 

particularly on the environment. It is an unchanging fact that the political decision of Cameroonian 

officials remains the triggering factor of the mechanization of mining processes in Betare-Oya, which 

were then intensified by the investor-specific philosophies of action varying according to the periods 

and the actors involved. They will therefore be treated in detail in the next paragraphs. 

 

4.3.2 Actors’ intervention philosophies within Cameroon’s ASGM 

The degradations recorded in the mining region reflected the extractive logic of stakeholders, at least 

as expressed in Cameroon’s ASGM. Despite the mechanization process suggested by the government 

and adopted by all foreign investors, the effects on the environment were very varied depending on 

their origin. In general terms, there were two countervailing logics of exploitation. Thus, the arrival of 

C&K did not significantly affect either the landscape or the investment activity as such, especially as 

the expected explosion of the investors number did not materialise. The Chinese approach was 

adopted in response to discord among former C&K shareholders that the new entities had created. It 

should be noted that CNK did not remain the only Korean company in this activity. GOLDEX Mining 

Corp., another South Korean firm, joined and was located in the Ngoura district, more specifically in 

the village of Colomine. 

The philosophy is characterised by a speculative logic coupled with intrigue, a geographical 

determinism and a pace of work adapted to the local rhythm. Though lacking the striking power of an 

MNC, it tried to control the mining sector by investing beyond gold resources, namely in sapphire 
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and diamonds. According to the former coordinator of CAPAM, the Korean company would have 

drawn on the resources that fuelled its prosperity back in Korea. In 2007, a joint venture was formed 

by CAPAM with a Korean company to create C&K Mining with the goal of industrializing small scale 

gold mining. In 2009 C&K, 20% owned by the Cameroonian government through CAPAM, announced 

it had discovered the world’s largest diamond deposit estimated at 736 million carats — five times 

the world’s annual production. Based on a press communiqué released by the Korean government, 

the size of the same deposit was reduced to 450 million carats of diamonds and the C&K’s stock price 

jumped from 3,400 won to 18,000. Later, even these figures turned out to be false. On Monday 

September 19th, 2011 a Korean parliamentary commission accused the members of the Korean 

Government of deliberately manipulating the figures of the C&K diamond project for political gain 

and personal profit. However, a Korean parliamentary audit has shown that government officials 

deliberately inflated the reserves mentioned in its press release, which actually stand at 18 million 

carats. Senior Korean diplomats and ministers allegedly made huge sums of money trading C&K 

stock, which increased more than 500% thanks to the government’s public declarations. 

It also manoeuvred in different ways to maintain control over Cameroon’s mining stakes. As soon as 

C&K was able to conclude a Joint-Venture agreement with the government, it gradually settled as 

though on conquered land, dealing essentially with the officials to increase its earning opportunities 

by manoeuvres rather than through actions in the field of investment and mining operation itself. 

Admittedly, it was very accommodating at the beginning, notably by adhering to the flat-rate 

contract prescribed by CAPAM, but it subsequently proved averse to any new change that might 

affect its profits, even to the point of returning to the status quo ante the period from 2010 and 

2013, when a Prime Minister's decree reorganized the subsector and imposed new payments on 

mining operators. In Betare-Oya, for example, with the prospect of a reduction in profits due to 

CAPAM's concept of a production sharing contract as an option likely to increase the benefits for the 

Cameroonian side, C&K worked to mobilize foreign mining operations to oppose the measure. This 

has resulted not only in blocking public action in the sector for some three years, but also, in the end, 

in the resignation of the then coordinator. In the same way, it used the tricks of the stock market to 

reduce government shares in the joint venture that had been created to exploit diamond in 

Mobilong. From those few examples, it emerged that C&K had managed to establish itself in 

Cameroon with the support of the State which it did not hesitate to abuse with the complicity of 

certain officials. 

The period of Korean dominance was marked by geographical determinism. From the launch of its 

activities in March 2006 on the river Mari flats with 4 ASM authorizations in Betare-Oya, it never 

really distanced itself from the location. Thus thanks to its pioneering position, it has enjoyed 

privileged access to the nearest and richest mining areas, but it also set up its headquarters in the 

city where it has easier access to some amenities (water, electricity, leisure, foodstuff, etc.) that 

could not be guaranteed in remote mining locations. C&K has seemed to maintain a very strong and 

comfortable relationship with locals by keeping close to Betare. Despite the tough competition it 

faced from 2013 onwards, it failed to upgrade its intervention policy and as could be expected, went 

bankrupt. One of the levers it could have used was to reduce its production costs to stabilize or even 

increase its profits. 

Another characteristic of the C&K mining venture in the region was the pace of its operations. It was 

deployed based on a model that concentrated production around a single entity, executing only one 

project at a time. This Korean approach, with a working day from 07.30a.m. to 3.30p.m, and from 
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work weeks from Monday to Saturday, with a break from 11:30a.m. to 12:30pm, resulted in a slow 

pace of operations per project compared to Chinese competitors. Moreover, the spatial expansion of 

its actions also fairly circumscribed the city, especially in the localities of Mari, Longa, Mbal and 

Nakoyo. 

The involvement of Western actors did not in any way change the Korean approach to mining and 

therefore did not specifically affect degradation because it was done by proxy. None of them made 

particularly outstanding investments, either in positive or negative terms. Most of these operators 

were low-calibre investors with no experience in the mining sector. From then on, they were content 

with the dominant model, the South Korean one. This category included, among others players, 

LOKAMAT Agri and TP, a French firm, as well as Imperial Mining and Refining Ltd, American company. 

Similarly, CAMINCO SA, a latecomer of South African origin, after the signing of its contract on 

January 18, 2010, followed by the launch of its activities on July 12, 2010, was originally involved in 

mining research. But like AFKO, it later decided to take advantage of the windfall already seized by 

C&K and other foreign investors. 

While Korean entrepreneurs were able to maintain their clear dominance despite the arrival of 

Western investors, things changed with the entrance of the Chinese. Indeed, notwithstanding the 

experience C&K had garnered, it was overwhelmed by the incoming Chinese, who represented the 

more modern model, the other major mining model. Indeed, the accelerated pace of exploitation 

translates into a high commitment to efficiency coupled with great flexibility shown by smarter 

adaptation to local constraints. 

The main pillar of Chinese philosophy is the ‘social pack hunters’ strategy. Unlike the Koreans, the 

Chinese hunt in a pack. By comparison, no Chinese company kept information on the opportunity 

offered by Betare-Oya to itself. They showed greater solidarity in sharing information, which 

obviously comes at a price. In fact, they managed to make it an additional opportunity on which its 

discoverers capitalized. Not only did they invite new entrants to the table, but they also put in place a 

support system to help entrepreneurs invest effectively. They were bound to win together by calling 

in more Chinese investors, Chinese workers, Chinese equipment, Chinese technologies, etc. The 

impression which emerges from it is that of a conquering and united army which is not ready to 

shrink back in the face of difficulty. The Chinese communitarianism observed on the mining sites in 

Cameroon, and which takes various forms, seems to be a cultural attribute. Indeed the Chinese back 

home also looked for such investment opportunities abroad, and can even receive multifaceted 

support from their government. 

Another strategy is adaptation to local constraints. In that regard, cronyism with Cameroon’s 

administration was not the way chosen by the Chinese. They rather adopted a more local and 

targeted approach, befriending some dignitaries of the regime (high-ranking army officers and 

political elite). Where necessary, these contacts were requested to intervene to help unblock their 

business and authorize their activities on the ground. 

In addition, their operations are constantly concerned with efficiency, and in this case, they use the 

fragmented approach. As for the exploitation approach of Chinese entrepreneurs, and unlike 

Koreans, they proceeded by fragmenting extraction for each project, mobilizing several small players 

in the extraction process but also dispersal of space by fragmentation into several entities to conduct 

several projects simultaneously. By way of illustration, for the exploitation of a mining panel, several 

operators (Chinese investors) dug from the limits of the permit to the centre where those 
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contractors met and centralized the washing operation. They replicated and spread such projects 

across the Betare-Oya region. The exploitation rationale is that of permanence. Thus they work day 

and night, 24 hours a day, by alternating teams, as long as gold is still buried in the ground on any 

allocated area. Had there not been difficulties in acquiring new sites and removal constraints, they 

would have worked non-stop. However, it should be noted that the pace of work is less constant on 

the poorer and therefore less promising projects. The result is that the Chinese are showing as little 

scruples in implementing their operating plans as the Koreans did. 

Apart from the above-mentioned factors, the government played a critical role in supporting the 

ASM sector. A crucial factor which was responsible for the failure of several investors was the virtual 

absence of the State which merely delivered the entrance and exit tickets with unusual zeal, and 

then collected taxes from production units. In the previous sequences, the government through 

CAPAM negotiated the entry and provided the framework for the practise of mechanised ASM for all 

investors, in particular for C&K at first, but subsequently also did so for the other Koreans and 

Westerners who gradually joined the Korean pioneer. When it began to withdraw around the end of 

2010, its virtual absence left these investors to  their own devices as they faced the local 

communities which were wont to deal harshly with them in various direct negotiations, notably 

through a ‘social license’ at the start of the activity and during the course of the operation. In the 

final phase (2011-2016), the best performers were those who negotiated wisely with locals in such a 

way as to benefit from their investment. 

However no matter how great the impact on the environment of the two logics followed by the 

different actors, particularly that of the Chinese actors, the operationalisation of the dam was 

another turning point in this activity and is likely to reverse the degradation trend that was 

accelerated by mining activity at Betare-Oya. 

 

4.3.3 Recovery of spaces after the final dam’s impoundment 

The Betare-Oya region experienced major land use / cover changes due to the cumulative effects of 

the Gold rescue operation on the one hand and the construction and impoundment of the Lom 

Pangar dam on the other. These activities attracted many entrepreneurs, and remarkably enough 

various groups of Chinese, but also job and opportunity seekers whose activities were one of the 

factors of change  in region’s landscape. 

From a strictly environmental point of view, the ASGM generated land degradation of anthropogenic 

origin and especially through the stripping processes, resulting in serious damage of unprecedented 

levels in the region. Between 2000 and 2016, approximately 27 km² of forest were cleared in the 

research area for various human activities (Mining, Settlements and the Dam construction), of which 

at least 95% were located in the gold mining area. These affected, among other things, the landscape 

aesthetics, the flow of underground circulation, traditional activities, the health and simply the lives 

of local populations, etc. 

This degradation trend was counterbalanced by the natural regeneration of savannas (502.4 km²) 

that have mutated more than 90% into woodlands. Accounting for more than 61.9% of the 3366.4 

km² in the region, unchanged woodlands occupy more than 2/3 of the area. In addition to these 

effects, these operations have resulted in the loss of gold, which could have been used by many 
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generations of Cameroonians. With those operations, these extracted resources will no longer be 

returned, and will remain lost forever, at least for the residents who will then need to come up with 

new alternatives in the years to come. Although it is true that in absolute terms, the Betare-Oya 

region lost the gold contained in the Lom Valley flats, because of mechanization which led to rapid 

extraction, it nevertheless remains that even in the absence of mechanised ASM; the residents would 

have lost this resource once the dam project would have been completed. It should be noted that 

this project includes compensation that is intended to offset the direct effects on people, but in 

addition, also offers various types of support to the local populations in developing effective 

alternative activities. 

Moreover, with regards to the actions undertaken by these local people in order  to make the most  

of the gold rescue operation and especially the resources mobilized by these residents, as the next 

chapters endeavour to demonstrate, these net losses may be seen in a relative light. If the proposed 

cumulative effects of the final impoundment are included in the analysis, a relative halt of human 

interference in natural processes would definitely increase the tendency for the resumption of 

natural dynamics to replace the traditional human activities prevailing in these localities. Due to the 

flooding, several areas will be inaccessible to the population. Consequently, between 2000 and 2016, 

though the woodlands gradually increased until 2015, before experiencing some decline in 2016, the 

net tendency is vastly positive with a net gain of 195.2 km² (10.3%), and an average annual growth 

rate of 12.2 km², which represented 61.9% of the entire study area, despite some anthropogenic 

attacks. The dam project will afford greater control over the management of this area, the areas 

which will be developed for activities related to the dam (fishing, irrigation, etc.) while the others will 

be subject to regulated access. 

On the other hand, the grasslands decreased by 502.4 km² in the Betare-Oya region. The non-

existent categories in 2000 (Mining, Dam and Floods) gradually made their appearance and kept 

constantly increasing up to their 2016 levels, namely -33.5 km² for mining, 0.2 km² for Dam, and 

237.9 km² for Flooding. The urgency of the operations placed considerable pressure on local 

resources. However, the strong natural dynamics of afforestation have largely preserved regional 

biodiversity. There is a clear and positive relationship between LULC categories and their altitudes in 

the Betare-Oya region. Impoundment of the dam complements this natural dynamic which will help 

to shut off most of the mining areas, including those in the Lom basin as well as the accompanying 

economic activities. A more natural land cover will thus regain its rights to this region and the effects 

of degradation will gradually fade away and the environment will rebuild itself. 

Through the design and implementation of the dam project, which led to the mechanization of the 

ASM in the Betare-Oya region, the State agency’s action remained in line with the interests and 

needs of Cameroon. Thanks to political ecology, the question of the degradation of the land cover of 

the region was analysed through a multi-scalar approach, including local, regional and national levels 

(Blaikie 1987, Rocheleau 2008, Kronenberg 2013), and also by combining knowledge from several 

disciplinary fields to better assess the situation (Zimmerer 2004). Moreover, thanks to historical 

analysis, the ASM was integrated in the broader context of Cameroon’s economic policies (Blaikie 

1985). African Agency led to the launch of the Lom Pangar dam project by the Cameroonian 

authorities, which resulted, among other things, in the Gold Rescue operation, which was itself 

initiated and promoted by the government. From this initial impetus given by the State officials, the 

next chapter further explores this State Agency and other non-state expressions that have been 

implemented by Cameroonian forces. However, since the next chapters are going to deal in more 
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detail with Cameroonian Agency in the mining sector, the question will be raised as to whether this 

participation has generated additional socio-economic losses, or whether, on the contrary, it has 

helped to somehow compensate for the environmental damage inflicted. 
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5 Cameroonians’ active role in facilitating the Asian presence in the mining sector 

 

The media and NGOs usually portray an image of China-Cameroon relations in which China plays the 

game all alone, is solely responsible for all initiatives taken, is the almighty one in action, drawing all 

the profits while shielding itself from any negative consequence on the one hand, while on the other 

hand, Cameroon passively suffers the adverse effects, an idle by-stander, totally incapable of any 

reaction towards the Chinese dominatrix. The passivity of African actors, who are viewed as 

inconsequential, opens up a freeway for China to barge in and do as it pleases. This perception is not 

supported by evidence from fieldwork. The reality of interactions between cooperating actors is 

quite different as it requires each one to carry out various actions in anticipation or in response to 

the actions of the other partner. 

These ties, on the contrary, are complex and ever changing, requiring more careful study to tease 

them out. This state of affairs can be observed in the stirrings of the relationship around 

independence. If during the struggle for independence, liberation movements received multi-faceted 

support from China in an ideological context of self-determination advocated both by Russia and 

China, Cameroon’s officials have been able to annihilate those movements, and consequently, resist 

China’s advance. Moreover, faced with the failure of its initiatives, China was compelled to 

reconsider its policy towards Cameroon, turning back to Cameroon’s government to negotiate 

peaceful and genuine cooperation ties. The diplomatic relations were then a product of the interplay 

of the interests of both nations, on the one hand the People's Republic of China was seeking a seat at 

the UN at the expense of the Republic of China (Taiwan), while on the other hand, Cameroon desired 

security and unity for the country and fruitful cooperation to boost its growth. These interests were 

to be aggregated and negotiated so that both partners’ expectations could be met in the framework 

of such relations. 

When discussing China's presence in Cameroon's mining sector, it is first of all necessary to 

emphasise that it is the result of actions undertaken by Cameroonians who courted and convinced 

the Chinese to engage in Cameroon at a time when China was not yet interested in global expansion. 

Historically, since the start of official relations between China-Cameroon in 1971, once it obtained its 

UN seat at the expanse of Republic of China, less has been done by China to maintain these ties. The 

first step was taken by Cameroonian diplomacy in maintaining lively cooperation with China, 

including by sending high-level delegations to China. As an illustration, Cameroon’s President paid 

the first official visit to China in 1973, preceded in 1972 by the Minister of Foreign Relations. Yet, it 

took 05 years for Cameroon to receive a top Chinese official, the Deputy Prime Minister, on an 

official visit in Yaoundé (Chinese Foreign Ministry 2006). 

Obviously at the forefront of the relationship is the package offered by the country comprising both 

political and practical arrangements to appear attractive to Chinese investment over their 45 years of 

diplomatic exchanges. Hence throughout the recent Chinese-Cameroonian history, the substance of 

their relations have ranged from the design of cooperation packages to the implementation of 

opportunities, including investment and accommodation facilities provided to Chinese investors. This 

pre-emptive work led by State actors is complemented by internal and external private initiatives, 

dealing in and signing joint-venture agreements with the Chinese business community, etc. These 

cumulated efforts aim to capture investment as well as the expected benefits which are discussed 

below. 
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The following lines analyse Cameroonian Agency exercised through actions taken by Cameroon to 

anticipate Chinese needs in the mining sector, how far it is contributing to meet some of them, and 

then trying to make a profit out of it. This consists, from the outset, in studying mechanisms and 

state initiatives that have helped to anticipate Chinese demand, and secondly examining the 

initiatives undertaken by the Cameroonian private sector in attracting and assisting Chinese 

entrepreneurs (large and small), and finally assessing the consequent benefits captured by local and 

national communities. 

 

5.1 Anticipating Chinese investments and supporting them 

Anticipation means taking a step ahead, starting earlier and a priori taking the decision and acting 

even before the latter notices the intention once the desired effect has been achieved or is about to 

be. The actions undertaken can be clearly oriented towards one or more selected targets in advance 

or otherwise it applies generally, i.e. without showing any preference for any target as such. Saying 

that Cameroonians anticipated Chinese investment means they took initiatives to attract, guide, and 

arouse interest even before the other party ever took notice. In the mining sector, such actions have 

been taken by these players, both public and private. The first actors, the State, can work out general 

schemes to attract investment in the natural resources sector, without restricting them to a 

particular category of actors, but it can as well take specific measures aimed at generating interest 

among previously selected actors. As for the second category, non-State actors, their actions are 

always based on the clear choice of targets from the beginning and they take full charge of the 

process from beginning to end. 

To illustrate exchanges between the two nations and in particular initiatives taken by the 

Cameroonian side in advancing its own interests within the wider framework of Chinese-

Cameroonian cooperation, cases such as the Cameroon Business Women's Association (GFAC) and 

the President’s visa facilitation measure can be cited as examples. As for the GFAC (Groupement des 

Femmes d’Affaires du Cameroun) under the leadership of its President, Ms Francoise Foning, and on 

the side-lines of their participation in the 4th UN World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995, the 

Cameroonian delegation seized the opportunity to negotiate business partnerships with Chinese 

businesspersons (AFRODAD 2008). Subsequently, other similar actions on the part of other domestic 

entrepreneurs, as well as the GFAC initiative, were supported by the government's incentive policies 

to increase the flow of trade between the two countries. All this had the effect of triggering the mass 

importation of Chinese products, which now flood all the country’s markets. 

Regarding the presidential regulatory measure, Cameroon’s Head of State decided to grant specific 

visa conditions exclusively to Chinese nationals. Thus a decision was taken in 2007 to ease entry and 

residence conditions for Chinese citizens in Cameroon. Indeed during the Chinese President Hu Jin 

Tao’s official visit to Cameroon, several cooperation agreements were signed including one that 

issued 18month visas to any Chinese applicant, even without additional conditions such as a work 

contract (Deutchoua 2007). 

In the mining sector in particular, measures with comparable effects have been undertaken. As 

discussed at length in the introduction, gold mining had been introduced thanks to Western initiative 

(Germans, French, etc.). But then, a large number of people had already taken a serious interest in 

Cameroon’s mining industry, prior to the recent wave of foreign involvement in the sector. 
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Therefore, government initiatives conducted in previous eras to bring the mining sector to life are 

currently affecting present-day Chinese investors. In addition various private initiatives have 

contributed to the influx of more Chinese in the country. Anticipation has been one of the 

characteristics of the relationship between Cameroon and its partners from the Middle Kingdom and 

in a way served to trigger Chinese interest. 

This has included State and non-state actors involved in many cases long before the slightest interest 

on the part of the Chinese partner was even clearly formulated. Cameroonian anticipation initiatives 

can be divided into three major actions, taken throughout the process and leading to the 

establishment of a solid framework for mining activities, the country’s policy formulation with regard 

to China, including its expression of interest in Chinese investment and finally, actions taken to 

materialize this policy orientation in a prospective way. This section examines in detail the initiatives 

taken by these players to woo and guide the choices of Chinese investors or workers towards 

Cameroon as an investment destination, or specifically in the mining sector, to reap the resulting 

benefits. 

 

5.1.1 State actors: creating a globally business-friendly environment 

State processes have largely preceded private initiative in the natural resources sector in Cameroon. 

These actions were not directed specifically towards a particular type of actors, although at the time 

in a unipolar world, mining investments were made almost entirely by the West. 

The recent wave of major reforms made in the sector date back to the past two decades, when 

Cameroon's mining sector conceded various adjustment efforts prescribed by the Bretton Woods 

institutions. Indeed, the World Bank published its strategy for African mining (World Bank 1992) 

outlining necessary reforms for sub-Saharan economies that could make them more efficient and 

competitive. According to the World Bank Group, recommended measures included wider State 

withdrawal from productive sectors, while at the same time offering alluring incentives to foreign 

investors. These reforms were concerned with monetary policy, the liberalization of foreign trade 

and domestic prices, privatization or liquidation of the majority of State-owned ventures, 

administrative and legislative reform particularly touching on the laws governing business, trade and 

new investment (Campbell et al. 2009). Largely inspired by the landmark publication, Cameroon went 

through a series of reforms including the Structural Adjustment Programs (I: 1989 – 1995; II: 1997 – 

2000; III: 2001 – 2005); Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (2003 – 2007) and Growth and 

Employment Strategy Paper (2010 – 2020) which have constantly illustrated concerns about 

economic revival. 

All these regulatory overhauls led to the adoption of a new legal arsenal in all areas related to 

available natural resources (forest law, gas code, petroleum code, and mining code). The new Mining 

Law was the latest in a series of successive decrees that are still struggling to adapt to frequent 

changes in the subsector. In any case, without these reforms, the state would somehow be virtually 

absent from the subsector. Due to the crisis, state resources (human and financial) were limited and 

restricted to the main offices in Yaoundé and some major cities. The government was unable to keep 

up with the pace of ongoing change in those remote regions. Therefore the liberal orientations, 

taken in the legal framework adopted in the early 2000s, would make it much more open to the 

outside world, outsourcing research and mining operations to private entrepreneurs who showed 



5. Cameroonians’ active role in facilitating the Asian presence in the mining sector     137 

insufficient interest in the mining sector, probably because of poor energy infrastructure among 

other reasons. To address this problem, the government launched several dam projects all-over the 

country, including the Lom Pangar dam project. 

The adjustments were not restricted to the Law but were also related to the country’s vision, the 

mining audit, the mining register, geological surveys, etc. To support its vision of becoming a middle-

income country by 2035, Cameroon relies on "its primary assets (agriculture, mining) and equal 

income distribution" (Republic of Cameroon 2009a: 17). In order to achieve this vision, in its Growth 

and Employment Strategy Paper (GESP), the country’s actions “should first of all target foreign direct 

investors and allow for the acquisition of new technologies here and there” (Republic of Cameroon 

2009b: ix). Consequently the current mining setting, though initially inspired and promoted by the 

World Bank, has been embraced and implemented by Cameroon, without targeting the Chinese 

specifically and therefore confirms that those arrangements anticipated Chinese needs. 

The outcome of that period was then applied to Asian investors as soon as they expressed interest in 

the country’s mining sector. To this end, from the word go, the State's compulsion to adopt laws was 

not related to a likely future involvement of China. Indeed, it was all about the government seeking 

to put in place a conducive framework for a more efficient and profitable mining sector (which was 

instrumental to that). The legal arsenal put in place during the long period of crisis was intended to 

stimulate a new dynamic in the country’s economy and was resolutely oriented towards natural 

resources promotion which was likely to arouse the interest of any foreign investor. 

While the aforementioned efforts have led some operators to take an interest in industrial mining, it 

has not been the case for the artisanal sub-sector mining where reforms have remained superficial. 

Reforms did not significantly impact the formalization of artisanal mining activities. ASM was not 

among the priority levers likely to trigger development in sub-Saharan countries, in light of the 

envisioned prospects held out by multinational corporations, including the expected giant financial 

mobilization movement (Hilson et al. 2014). It is thanks to the dam project that the Cameroonian 

authorities became aware of the risks of losing gold associated with the construction of such 

infrastructure. So, when the Lom Pangar dam construction project revealed in 2005 the need to 

implement a rescue operation to harvest the gold lying along the Lom hydrographic basin, the State 

became fully committed to looking further for foreign investors who could successfully support the 

operation. This made sense because pure artisanal mining could not guarantee sustained extraction 

rates as well as machinery could, a government decision was made to quickly recover this gold, 

including resorting to the mechanization of mining methods all over the Lom river basin. Thus 

CAPAM, a government body, initiated contact with AFKO, a Korean company, which is the precursor 

to Asian investors in Cameroon’s mining sector. It was already active on the ground in the right-of-

way area of the future Lom Pangar dam in the Lom river basin. The agreement was drafted by 

CAPAM and submitted for consideration to the AFKO investors who agreed on the terms of 

collaboration terms. However it is obvious that this actor decided to abandon its initial business 

name in order to forge a closer partnership with the State of Cameroon. This was how C&K came into 

being and was later joined by KOCAM, another Cameroonian-Korean joint venture, created following 

a dispute between these former Korean investors of C&K which had split into two entities. Indeed, 

those strategic partners had specific roles assigned to them by the State. They brought capital and 

know-how to the joint-venture with the government. This first generation of mining operators was 

an offshoot of a process constructed by Cameroonian state officials to save their mining resources 

from total loss. The success of the first investors has inspired other Koreans to join the ASM sector in 
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Cameroon. This second generation of Korean companies was made up of two new comers to the 

mining field, AK Mining and JS Mining, which bolstered the rescue activity, using the same 

technological model as the precursors of the last gold mining decade. 

It therefore appears that Asian partners have been serving Cameroon’s institutional agenda, not only 

because they abandoned their initial operating methods, but also given that they accepted the 

framework set up by CAPAM though it was not legally binding. Among other actions, they committed 

themselves to pay extra financial compensation to local communities and officials and even to invest 

in social services as an agreed obligation. These investments are dealt with in detail in a later chapter 

(see chapter six). However, this new posture of AFKO afforded it greater security as it entered a joint 

venture with the government. If it had not established itself as it did, although improvements were 

still possible, not only would the neighbouring communities not have received any benefits, but in 

addition, the mining bubble that followed in the region, would hardly have been possible. The State 

has pursued a policy that allows for the attainment of its objectives while benefiting the investors 

involved as well. This happened in a legal context dominated by a constant search for new ways to 

adapt to changes, as actions undertaken by local forces gradually overtook measures taken to control 

this sub-sector, thus calling for constant adjustments from the State both by issuing of new laws and 

in practice. 

 

5.1.2 State actors: forming healthy cooperation ties to negotiate Chinese investment 

Alongside these economic policy reforms, Cameroon has also used cooperation channels with China 

to attract investors to its mining sector. Thus Cameroon has shown greater independence in its 

bilateral cooperation with the People's Republic of China (Beijing) which has been costly, because 

sealing diplomatic ties with the People's Republic of China (Beijing) in 1971 has caused the 

suspension of diplomatic relations with the Republic of China (Taipei), which date back to 1961. 

Nevertheless the new partner has compensated through symbolic achievements in the health sector, 

the Maoist era (1971-1976). This relationship has been patiently built by numerous diplomatic 

exchanges, often on Cameroon’s initiative. Cameroon has poured a lot of effort into its cooperation 

with China as evidenced by the five visits undertaken to China in 2011 by the Cameroonian President 

(PRC 2013, Nguepjouo 2014). Despite the adoption of the “Going Global Strategy” in 2001 under the 

tenth five-year plan (Xu 2011) – formally initiated in 1999 – to promote Chinese investment overseas, 

Cameroon’s aim has always been to woo China. This can be well illustrated by the Head of State 

speech on many occasions about China. For example, during the 2007 state visit of the Chinese 

President Hu Jin Tao, “[Cameroon’s] president openly enticed the Chinese, inviting them to invest in 

Cameroon” (Khan et al. 2008: 6). He added that they should “come in their numbers and invest in all 

sectors in Cameroon, especially hydrocarbons, mineral exploitation and wood extraction” reiterating 

a message conveyed the previous year during a state visit to Beijing (Khan et al. 2008: 6). This means 

that in a presidential regime like Cameroon’s, the government’s action has been clearly designed to 

target Chinese investment and provide incentives to effectively attract them to various sectors of the 

economy including the mining sector. 
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5.1.3 Private entrepreneurs: enticing Chinese mining investment 

Thus, on the initiative of a Ministry of Mines’ official, the Support and Promotion Framework for 

Artisanal Mining (CAPAM), a public agency dealing specifically with this subsector was established. 

Founded in 2003, it was designed among others to mentor artisanal miners grouped under 

Gicamines, providing material and assist them in marketing their output. Concurrently, it has acted to 

promote mechanised mining by signing a partnership with a Korean company (AFKO) which soon 

became C&K Mining. This company is the first ever technical and financial partner of Gicamines 

which has operated gold mines in the Betare-Oya region since 2006, and later in Colomine. It has 

always donated, under the terms of the partnership agreement, financial compensation to local 

communities, to CAPAM and various elites duly mentioned in the contract. 

The involvement of Cameroon’s private sector grew particularly following the implementation of a 

governmental initiative – CAPAM – which weakened and led to the emergence of new mining 

contractors even though artisanal mining was acknowledged in the 2001 Law to be the preserve of 

Cameroonian citizens (République du Cameroun 2001) who were entitled to government support in 

the conduct of this activity (Republic of Cameroon 2003). In addition to official measures to promote 

the formalization of the ASM as well as increase benefits accruing to nationals, private entrepreneurs 

have also helped to bring foreign operators into the ASM. 

This movement was widely supported by local entrepreneurs. More than 80% of these companies 

were created with the help of some Cameroonian businessmen. And in keeping with the law, 100% 

of the ASM authorisations were issued upon presentation of a Cameroonian identity card. Local 

contractors gradually withdrew from Gicamines to acquire their own artisanal mining titles which 

they then sold to investors operating in the area. Many Cameroonians also entered the consultancy 

business, providing various services and facilitating official procedures for Chinese investors as 

discussed below (see Section 5.2). 

This partnership model inspired many other companies, including South African, American, Spanish, 

French, Italian companies, etc. which have also joined the sector under similar conditions. However, 

they limited themselves to exploiting small operational units using, for the most part, the Korean 

technology described in the GVC section (chapter three). Cameroonians also joined the mining 

business as investors, though they still relied on partnerships with the Koreans. The movement 

remained quite weak even after the government had launched the rescue of more than 13 tonnes of 

alluvial gold in the flats of Lom and Pangar rivers (Okole 2007) which would have otherwise been 

forever flooded by the future dam impoundment project. 

Then as of late 2012, the very first initiative to entice a Chinese investor into entering Cameroon’s 

ASM was launched by a small Cameroonian entrepreneur (more prominent). The first Chinese 

company to get involved in small-scale mechanised mining was the Horse Shoe Mining company. Its 

main financier was already settled in the economic capital of Cameroon where he ran a timber 

business (buy & export). The background to the arrival of this Chinese company lies its collaboration 

with a native of Betare-Oya, who suggested the idea of getting involved in artisanal mechanised gold 

mining in his area of origin. The Chinese investor was then encouraged by his native Cameroonian 

collaborator to explore the possibility of launching into the gold mining sector, in which none of them 

had any experience. As he puts it himself: 



5. Cameroonians’ active role in facilitating the Asian presence in the mining sector     140 

"I told him: Come on, let us go and see what is going on there, maybe we could revive our 

failing businesses [...] He took some convincing, but I was able to talk him into going there. 

When I started to mine the first portion of gold, he was still a little sceptical. But when he saw 

the gold, his interest in the sector was aroused and he then made a substantial investment to 

further explore the opportunity. He gave the idea a try and found it was a promising business. 

These first operations were mainly conducted by my brothers and me, from the mining 

surveys to the production, and then my boss brought in the Chinese experts who emphasized 

on the quality of work” (Personal interview with Francis Garba 2016). 

Promoted by word of mouth, the news spread in the Chinese circles in Cameroon; as a result, many 

Chinese already involved in other businesses such restaurants and hotels, began their own mining 

businesses. But they soon came up against the constraints of this type of activity and shifted to the 

more convenient position of business enablers. They mainly offered their services to other Chinese 

investors who knew neither the country nor the French and local languages, particularly to the 

Chinese who were facing tough times in Ghana because of the crackdown on illegal gold mining 

initiated in 2013 by the local government (VOA 2013, Hirsch 2013) and those coming directly from 

China in search of opportunities to invest in mining. 

In the industrial mining sector, Cameroonians also went in search of investors. Initially the focus was 

exclusively on the West. However, they later turned to the East, particularly to China either to raise 

cash or find partners interested in developing mining projects. This has been the case in most 

significant projects such as Mbalam of CamIron, Mobilong of C&K Mining, Nkamouna of GeoCam, 

Mamelles of Sinosteelcam whose capital is partly or wholly owned by Chinese actors. Further details 

are provided in (3.2). The dynamism witnessed in LSM is mainly attributable to private entrepreneurs 

who negotiated with China in different ways. The tactics and methods they used will be further 

explored in a subsequent section (see chapter six). 

Tab. 5.1: Top five solid mining projects in Cameroon 

Projects Ore License type Initial date Ownership 
Chinese shares 

(%) 

Nkamouna Cobalt, nickel Mining  2003 Geovic 60.5 
Mobilong Diamonds Mining 2010 C&K Mining 70+ 
Mbalam Iron  Exploration 2005 Sundance  14.12 
Mamelles Iron Exploration 2008 SinosteelCam 90 
Minim-Martap Bauxite  Exploration 2010 Cameroon Alumina Limited 0 

Source: compilations of companies’ documents 

The top five mining projects in Cameroon are Chinese-owned, at least in part, with the exception of 

CAL. Only five years ago, there were no Chinese investors involved or closely associated with the 

Cameroonian mining sector. This recent trend of interest has been negotiated by Cameroonian 

actors, both public and private. 

Three of these companies are still involved in mining exploration while two are theoretically engaged 

in mining activities. As for the former, they are essentially interested in iron ore. The first one is 

Sinosteelcam, a subsidiary of China’s Sinosteel Corporation which has been active around Kribi since 

2008. The Lobe iron ore deposit was discovered in 1953 by the French Bureau de Gestion Géologique 

du Cameroun, and till 2012 feasibility studies were being conducted on the site. The company plans 

to invest USD 660 million (Lukong, 2012) on the development of an estimated deposit size of 340 

million tonnes at 35% of iron oxide (MINIMIDT 2015). Eight years after beginning exploration, the 
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project has not yet matured into exploitation. Similarly, another iron ore deposit is the Mbalam 

project which is estimated at 220 million tonnes and led by CAM IRON S.A., a subsidiary of the 

Australian Sundance Resources Limited. Hanlong (Africa) Mining Investment Pty Limited, a 100% 

subsidiary of Sichuan Hanlong Group Co. Limited, a privately owned company, had made a proposal 

to acquire 100% of the company’s shares; an endeavour which failed and led Sundance to terminate 

the agreement with Hanlong (Africa) Mining Investment Pty Limited (SRL 2013). On the one hand, the 

context of the failed Sichuan Mining acquisition deal was dominated by recent trading offences by 

several other Chinese mining companies involved in iron ore investments in Australia which made 

Chinese regulators more wary of granting authorisations for large mining investments overseas. On a 

side note, the former head of China’s Hanlong (Africa) Mining Investment Pty Ltd pleaded guilty to 

insider trading in Australia, and was later sentenced to death for murder and executed over his links 

to a “mafia-style” gang (Paul 2015). On the other hand, Sichuan Hanlong Group Co. Limited has not 

been successful in linking up with a major Chinese company to help develop the Mbalam project as 

recommended by the Chinese government (Wardell & Yueyang, 2013). Though the deal collapsed, 

Chinese shares are still in the top 20 shareholders of the Australian company’s capital with almost 

14% (SRL 2015). 

As for the latter, their interest is more diversified in terms of mineral ores (cobalt/nickel, diamonds) 

and transactions with interested Chinese investors were much more successful. Owned by American 

and Cameroonian shareholders, Geovic Cameroon (Geocam) the holder of the oldest Nkamouna 

nickel-cobalt project awarded in 2003 with an estimated reserve of 68mt valued at about USD 400 

million (MINIMIDT 2015), was bought in July 2013 by the Jiangxi Rare Metals Tungsten Holdings 

Group Company Ltd (JXTC) of Nanchang, a State-owned company from Jiangxi province. Running 

alongside this one is C&K Mining Inc. another joint-venture between a Korean company and the 

Government of Cameroon (GoC) in the mining sector. It is jointly owned by Cameroon (20 per cent) 

and South Korea (80 per cent). Though there are conflicting reports on the actual size of the 

Mobilong diamonds mining project, it is estimated that it will cost USD 298.23 250 million in 

investments over 25 years. Led by the Korean C&K Mining Inc., the company has operated on the 

second mining license since 2010. Its first shipment of diamonds from its project was sent to Korea in 

early 2013. Parallel to that, in 2014, it was reported that a private Hong Kong-based Chinese 

billionaire bought more than 50% of shares in the C&K project (Business in Cameroon 2014). The last 

one in the category, the Cameroon Alumina Limited (CAL) formerly known as a US-based company, 

Hydromine, does not hold Chinese capital, but has been negotiated by foreign and Cameroonian 

entrepreneurs as the previous companies, persuading Hindalco Industries Ltd (India: 45%) and Dubai 

Aluminium Company (UAE: 45%) to take over an almost dead project. 

In conclusion, Cameroon – through the reforms undertaken by the President, and the government as 

well as the private sector – continued exerting different kinds of agency in anticipating China’s needs 

while developing the framework for the development of mining activities, as well as courting foreign 

entrepreneurs in several ways to invest in its mining sector. As can be observed, initiatives predated 

any Chinese action, which indicates that in this regard, Cameroon was able to take the lead in 

building cooperation ties. The response of Chinese entrepreneurs is clearly visible in non-industrial 

mining projects, with the exception of the oil sector. They have established a notable presence in the 

mechanised gold mining industry though they remain slow to form operational business units in the 

industrial mining sector. Thus, their current presence is still not strong enough to change the 

industrial mines into operational units. 
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5.2 Indigenous private investors accompanying Asian investors 

Because the State has put in place the legal and institutional framework and has maintained healthy 

diplomatic relations with China, the resultant effects on mining investments as noted above have 

enabled local investors to get into the mining business. Cameroon’s private sector has also followed 

this pro-active trend. They either tried to lure the Chinese into investing in the sector, or negotiated 

joint ventures with Chinese investors in a bid to acquire shares in the sector. This applies both to 

industrial mining and mechanised artisanal mining. Their first role was to provide guidance, showing 

the way, next was the manager role which involved administering Chinese assets and staff whom 

they often recruited into the company’s workforce, and finally, serving as an interface between 

investors on the one hand and both the population and the local administration on the other hand. 

These different roles played by Cameroonian citizens will be examined in further detail one after 

another in subsequent sections, as they constitute other expressions of Cameroonian Agency. 

Thus for the Chinese who took the initiative of moving into Cameroon’s mining sector without the 

slightest influence of Cameroonian agents, it still remains that they needed help from Cameroonians 

to get established in the sector, they benefited from the latter’s collaboration or even local support 

that was determinant in ensuring that they got a return on their capital. Thus Cameroonians act as 

guides, managers and technicians of all kinds for Chinese firms operating in the national mining 

sector. In the next lines, their significant role will be presented and its different facets analysed. 

 

5.2.1 Supporting Asian investment 

The guidance function assumed by Cameroonians in the mining sector comprises at least two major 

aspects depending on the investor position in the exploitation chain, namely that of a guide in 

decision making on areas of investment, and in developing investments on the field. In the first case, 

some Chinese discovered the mechanised mining sector thanks to tips from Cameroonian citizens 

who opened Chinese eyes to the golden opportunity and shared the business opportunity with them. 

If it is unknown how the first Korean arrived in the sector, it is however known that the first Chinese, 

Mr. Wang Yi, was guided into the gold-rich region by a native of the locality. Previously Mr. Wang had 

already been active in Africa’s timber trade and more precisely in Congo Brazzaville for more than a 

decade. Since 2010, he had been operating from the port of Douala. His job at the time was to seek 

out wood supply sources for the Chinese market. He was enticed by his Cameroonian colleague who 

offered him the opportunity to invest in gold mining in his native Betare-Oya region. The 

Cameroonian side assumed the guiding role from the very beginning. Though his business was 

collapsing, he had never thought of this possibility, especially since he had no experience in the 

sector. It would however have been difficult for him to make it without guidance, if he had ventured 

to explore the business idea on his own. Similarly through direct contacts and on the internet and 

among potentially interested circles, other Chinese have been led into gold mining in the Betare-Oya 

region. This new field of activity allowed the Chinese firm to expand its activities to a sector 

previously unknown to them, and for five years now it has been bringing revenue to the company. To 

some extent, the Chinese presence can be credited to the agency exercised by private entrepreneurs 

who introduced the Chinese to the gold mining region. 
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Another path followed by Cameroonians was to enter joint ventures with Chinese investors in easing 

their engagement by circumventing ASM law, sharing their knowledge of the context with investors, 

working for them as a protection/cover to prevent of any abuse in the course of their investment. 

One of the legendary cases is that of the parliamentarian who had previously worked with the 

Koreans and moved into a joint venture with the Chinese. The role of these foreign partners was to 

bring Chinese know-how in the mechanization of operations as well as facilitating the acquisition of 

operating equipment. This joint venture has resulted in a new lease on life for the Cameroonian 

company in the exploitation of gold, and it continues to conduct business currently in some African 

countries, and is even diversifying its activities in Cameroon. 

In a second phase, once the decision to invest was made, Cameroonians have also played a guidance 

role in the implementation of the investment. They have also been involved in management, service 

delivery, translation and interpretation and other employee functions in these Chinese firms. In the 

supportive role, alongside the joint ventures, the function of manager facilitated Chinese 

investments. So in the case of the first company, this function was assumed by Cameroonians. The 

circumstances surrounding the creation of Horse Shoe Mining probably fostered the assigning of the 

management of operations to the business middleman, and through him, to natives of the region 

who held high responsibilities. The daily life of the company was in the hands of staff who were 70% 

Cameroonian. Thereafter, this role was rarely occupied by Cameroonians in Chinese firms for a 

complex set of reasons. As it appears, the supporting guidance function has been instrumental in 

soliciting Chinese investors. To preserve the achievements of the wooing phase, Cameroonian 

entrepreneurs have worked to stimulate investment itself through their role as mediators. 

 

5.2.2 Mediating between Asians and locals 

An even more valuable supporting function was the role of providing a link between the premises 

and investors, contributing even more to facilitate Chinese investments in the mining sector. The 

interpreters engaged in the mine at Betare-Oya were entrepreneurs with Chinese language training 

in Cameroon or China. Upon their arrival, they were often Chinese, and served precisely as 

intermediaries in charge of helping them settle and make contact with the non-Chinese. These were 

actors were only involved at the investment and production kick off phases. But gradually 

Cameroonians entered the translation and interpreting market. Their numbers kept increasing. This 

was initially the category of young civil servants freshly appointed in the region. Having barely 

completed their 03 to 05 year training at the Higher Teachers’ Training College of Maroua, the 

teachers were deployed to high schools all over the country to teach Chinese culture and civilization, 

even though their salaries were not yet being paid. In this context, they had to cope with the long 

waiting period of 12 to 36 months after the end of their training which is common practice in 

Cameroon. In these circumstances, the ASM presented a golden opportunity for them, which they 

did not hesitate to take advantage of. Some of them are being contracted by Chinese mining 

entrepreneurs as company translators with a very special status (fulltime employee, flexible working 

schedule, interesting wages). Chinese showed a greater flexibility vis-à-vis those Cameroonian 

translators. Though they keep their jobs as civil servants, they spend almost all their time on mining 

sites and just travel over 200 km a couple of days per week to teach. 

Later, another category of Cameroonians trained in Yaoundé also entered the gold mining scene in 

the East region. After a short training (04 months) at the Confucius Institute housed by the Cameroon 
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Institute of International Relations (IRIC), these learners in search of opportunities, did not hesitate 

to lend a helping hand to the Chinese miners in facilitating their daily contacts with the outside world 

with which these investors were having trouble communicating effectively. 

More recently, another category appeared on the ground, comprising Cameroonians who had 

studied or simply resided in China. Some had heard of the mining bubble which had formed in 

eastern Cameroon and had come from China or elsewhere to offer their services, while a few others 

had been hired in China to support the companies’ activities on the ground. There were also self-

made-men who had learned Chinese through a learning-by-doing process thanks to extended contact 

with Chinese investors on construction sites and elsewhere. They were rarely hired as such, but when 

they were recruited for other purposes, such as drivers, they could also be asked to jump in to help 

as interpreters when the need arose. During the busy period of activity, there were up to fifteen 

interpreters in the region against the trio who is still active on the field. As it appears, they played a 

crucial public relations role and thus witnessed the success or failure of these entrepreneurs, through 

their knowledge of local realities, local habits and language proficiency. They were rewarded by their 

employers, but others also used their position for selfish ends to the detriment of local communities 

and their employers. 

Whatever the group to which they belonged, their role goes far beyond that of an ordinary translator 

which consists roughly in giving meaning, passing on messages from an unknown or little known 

language on behalf of the person requesting the service – the French in this case – to another that 

the latter masters well, in this case, the Chinese language.  This could also work in both directions. 

And it is here that the translator/interpreter’s interface role with respect to his employer comes into 

play in different cultural and linguistic settings. Their work consisted in introducing the Chinese to the 

country in general and to their area of activity in particular as well as to the men living there. In 

everyday life, they were responsible for translating administrative officers and local residents, and at 

the same time, they were tasked with conveying the thoughts or aspirations of their bosses to the 

outside world. In some cases, they sometimes acted as couriers or even commissionaires, to the 

administrative services, from which the operators needed to request signatures, obtain information 

or deliver reports or simply make payments. The management of Chinese businesses or assisting 

Chinese investors in their operations are roles which display another facet of local agency in the 

mining sector. They also intervened, in negotiations or conflict situations, as mediators between the 

parties. Thus the success of Chinese investments made it possible for them to communicate with the 

Cameroonian people, but also to provide effective solutions for misunderstandings. 

 

5.2.3 Stimulating Asian investment in the mining sector  

A group of people without any prior consultation set up a service package to stimulate investors, 

freeing them from peripheral concerns relating to the proper mining production. CAPAM was 

unintentionally instrumental in the development of this new class of players who have positioned 

themselves to stimulate mining investments in the locality. As from 2010 on, three years after the 

launch of the first government initiative ("Rescue Operation") to encourage mechanised exploitation 

of Betare-Oya’s gold, the coordinator of the time stated that the lump-sum payment of USD 6,077 

per company was not sufficiently beneficial to the country and considered switching to another 

payment system indexed on output. He called it the ‘production sharing contract’. 
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During the time of this blockage, the Gicamines, which certainly did not work to optimal levels, was 

increasingly disintegrating and the former gains were gradually lost. As for the members, some had 

acquired some legitimacy to speak authoritatively about the gold mining locations they had received 

through their membership in Gicamine, but especially based on their experience on the field in 

supporting roles alongside Caminco's geological teams, the only mining company which truly 

invested in mining exploration. This gave them more knowledge which they intended to showcase. 

As a result, some members of GICAMINES sought to position themselves individually in this activity, 

which grew to a scale never before seen in Cameroon. These defectors from GICAMINES who were 

organized by CAPAM began to offer their services as guides, geologists and mining contractors to the 

crowd of investors jostling at the doors of this mining region. 

Very quickly other non-native young people from the region joined them to learn the ropes of the 

profession from them, in order to practice it as well. They were a group of forty people preparing 

turnkey projects for which demand was increasingly growing among investors. Similarly, these 

contractors provided services at all stages of the acquisition of mining projects. This provided great 

incentive for operators with capital and with no time to either to start a project from scratch or to 

move from one completed project to another. There was a wide range of services offered. The 

package of services their offered aimed to relieve their clients of the cumbersome, costly and time 

consuming steps involved. Thanks to their upstream work, investors were able to access ready-made 

projects which were prepared to receive investments, and only needed the input of technology, 

capital and machinery to take off. In addition to offering these time saving advantages, this group of 

small scale entrepreneurs stimulated investment at a steady pace. In addition to what the 

disappointed former members of Gicamines officially offered, consulting firms, mainly comprising 

professional geologists, working in a much more formal capacity, accompanied this movement. The 

best known group is located in Bertoua and has been delivering turnkey projects since 2013 which 

they took the risk to design. As activities in the region have slowed down, they have extended their 

operations to equally resource-rich neighbouring countries such as the CAR, Congo and Gabon. 

 

5.3 Benefits garnered by neighbouring communities 

If attracting Chinese investors to the Cameroonian mining sector or supporting them in their 

investments on the ground, as outlined above has favoured the development of mechanised ASM, 

the local people deserve much of the credit. They were involved in this effort by providing labour but 

also - and willingly – relinquishing customary areas which were formerly devoted to local traditional 

activities (hunting, agriculture, and local fisheries). All these activities generated spinoffs both for 

local dwellers and the crowd of workers that came from all over the country. In addition to those 

direct benefits (employment, wages, etc.), the mining techniques and technology learned from the 

Asian ventures can be seen as another benefit. Moreover, few native investors had explored 

mechanised mining which became a possibility that local investors explored. Through on-the-job 

learning, the natives gradually improved their skills which led to open doors into the mechanised 

small-scale mining sub-sector for local investors, and a corollary effect of improving gold recovery 

levels for purely artisanal entrepreneurs. Meanwhile besides the abovementioned benefits, artisanal 

mining was just being used to earn a living, the brokering and trade segments of Cameroon’s GVC 

have been kept under the control of African players who were longstanding players in the sector 
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where they provided the financial resources needed to operate on the one hand, and consequently 

were the direct recipients of the output on the other hand. 

 

5.3.1 Social investments through CAPAM intermediation 

During the very first round of ASM mechanization, companies helped build infrastructure to serve 

the communities living in the neighbourhood of these mining projects. For example, partnership 

contracts between MINIMIDT, CAPAM, the federation of Gicamines unions, mining companies, local 

populations and local authorities, led to the monthly collection of USD 6,077 per active company. The 

framework put in place by CAPAM’s officials after supervising negotiations between investors and 

local people can be seen as another manifestation of Cameroonian Agency in the mining sector. 

Among other things, these funds served to create socio-educational infrastructure such as toilets 

built for the Betare-Oya nursery school, the rehabilitation of classrooms in the mining area under the 

supervision of CAPAM, which managed the projects in accordance with the initially expressed needs 

of the local populations. 

The action initiated by C&K halted this social investment movement, which left a visible legacy in the 

region. It took three years for the State to take over the sector. Feeling excluded from the sharing of 

profits, in addition to the recurrent dysfunctions of the flat-rate payment system, the Betare-Oya 

youths staged protests in 2011 to express their disgruntlement and blocked the roads leading to 

companies’ mining sites. This open and noisy demonstration probably did not change the course of 

events, but it helped open the local citizens’ eyes to a new array of opportunities, which they would 

craftily explore more discreetly, as discussed in the next sections of the study. It led to the following 

measures aimed at increasing the benefits to locals from the mining business in these areas: 

- an aid fund maintained by contributions from the mining operators was voted to sponsor 

students from the mining district; 

- the chieftaincy of the Lai district of Betare-Oya was also reinstated; 

- and two separate committees were set up to help improve the management of mining 

royalties collected in the area. 

On the one hand, the mining royalties management committee in the Betare-Oya district 

(COGERMABO), made up of locals on the one hand, and the monitoring committee, composed of the 

incumbent administrative authorities, including the governor, the Senior Divisional Officer and other 

authorities from Yaoundé. These two bodies distributed the proceeds collected fairly, although the 

latter was not subject to any mandatory investment and did not report to anyone else. To top it off, 

COGERMABO was often compelled to support the sub-divisional officer, the governor, and the 

divisional officer financially during occasion of ceremonies or official tours in the locality. 

After a period marked by company philanthropy, a more objective measure was taken by the 

government to levy a tax aimed at financing social works in the mining region. Out of the 15% share 

that went to the State from the distribution of output, the populations were entitled to 10%, which 

to date amounts to USD 243.8, to be distributed among the mining zones in proportion to their 

production level, in the form of a project (Messi Bala 2016). With these recent efforts to regain 

control of the sector and with the impact of the period of reforms, the organization and control of 

gold mining in the East region is set to yield some social benefits. In the first phase, classrooms and 
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drilled wells are scheduled to be built in Betare-Oya and other mining communities (Kambelé, 

Ngoura, Kette and Meiganga). If implementation of these projects is slow, according to the local 

manager of CAPAM, it is mainly due to delays procurement procedures of. Moreover, as regards the 

ad valorem levied on gold production, the share of population is handed to them in cash, which is 

transferred to the accounts of various management committees set up for that purpose. 

It has been revealed that local communities benefited from mechanised ASM during the phase 

dominated by Korean entrepreneurs. Thanks to the crisis of the lump-sum payment system, social 

protests attracted the attention of the political authorities on the one hand, but also on the other 

hand, awakened these populations to the fact that they needed to position and effectively impose 

themselves as indispensable actors in the gold exploitation operations underway in their localities to 

ensure that they derive greater benefits from the activities being conducted in their area. The 

government has undertaken reforms to raise taxes whose redistribution will soon be announced. 

 

5.3.2 Getting in position to capture financial flows into the mining sector 

They were initially artisanal miners working alone, with friends and acquaintances or family 

members. It was an entirely artisanal activity that CAPAM decided to organize as a special program 

from 2007 onwards. There were never any other actors besides the artisanal entrepreneurs until the 

CAPAM initiative began experiencing an operating crisis. Taking advantage of the arrival of new 

players in search of new lands, they progressively became occupied with meeting constantly growing 

demand. Those who had already gained experience during the purely artisanal gold mining period, 

and were equally grounded in the basics of geological research thanks to collaborations with 

Caminco, were able to engage more effectively in the market of trading, research and resale of 

mining sites to foreign investors. 

Their work consisted initially in serving as guides by leading entrepreneurs to known sites that had 

already been explored by artisanal craftsmen. Once they got to the spot, they were often asked to 

conduct surveys, evaluate the gold levels at different spots on the site. They began to locate the 

holding sites which they would preserve in anticipation of potential investor demand. At the same 

time, some building site managers and craftsmen asked them to find mining areas. This inspired 

them to be more enterprising, especially by going out in search of investors who have gradually 

flocked to the region. Some professionals noticed the boom in the business and decided to set up 

facilitation cabinets to provide turnkey projects. Other individuals also extended their services 

beyond guidance to serve as administrative facilitators. After identifying sites, they began to prepare 

papers or even set up a system that made the procedure into a virtually automated process. 

Alongside this category of indigenous local actors, another generation of intermediaries has 

emerged. These are political or administrative elites enjoying a particular social status which they can 

use to easily obtain ASM authorizations which they plan to resell to interested investors. Obviously, 

the most decisive factor was most often the cover afforded by their political position or social status. 

They were high ranking members of society who also held positions such as Member of Parliament, 

officers in the army, etc. Their involvement confirmed that this activity was promising with regards to 

the provision of services (administrative negotiations, sale of sites, conclusion of partnerships, etc.). 

Under the law governing the sector, the ASM is the sole prerogative of nationals who have found a 

way of transferring their privileges to foreign investors against financial compensation in amounts 
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determined by them. Some members of this group invested because they were stimulated by the 

results obtained by the Korean operators, but others stayed completely clear and did not invest at all 

in the mines. Even though there are only a handful of Cameroonian investors, they played a crucial 

role in attracting Chinese actors to mechanised mining. Indeed, thanks to their involvement 

alongside the Koreans, they learned the workings of the trade which they shared with the Chinese. 

In the large scale mining subsector, since the adoption of the new Mining Law in 2001, investor 

interest in the sector has grown considerably, as reflected in the permit map (Fig.5.1). 
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Fig. 5.1: Mining licenses requested by private investors in Cameroon (Nguepjouo & Runge 2014). 

A generation of hitherto unknown Cameroonians then began expressing interest in obtaining 

research permits for the solid mine. Indeed, almost all of these mining licenses were – initially – 
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owned exclusively by indigenous entrepreneurs (%) or joint ventures with South Africans or 

Westerners (%). In either case, preparatory work has been done by the national entrepreneurs, 

sometimes with the help of their foreign counterparts to acquire the research permits, to determine 

their value, and resell them to Chinese mining investors. Some of these operations were rather 

successful, while others ended in abject failure. 

The 2001 Law and its 2002 implementation decree are obviously investor-friendly, and offered 

Geovic an opportunity it seized. But this did not trigger a rush for Cameroon's mining resources. After 

Geovic, a new wave of investment is emerging in solid industrial mining. However, in the new 

generation, a few Cameroonian entrepreneurs saw a vein to exploit. These were initially a small 

number of people, including the most active of whom lived in South Africa. The main leader 

contacted investors looking for opportunities in the mining sector. He led several delegations, some 

of which decided to invest in Cameroon. This gave rise to mining companies such as Caminco, 

Camiron and the projects they have developed since then. Others took the step of acquiring permits, 

either through joint venture, or on their own; before reselling them to foreign investors. 

The sector was initially in the hands of Cameroonians, while some managed to resell their stakes, 

others did not. However the issue with all this activity is that it led to widespread speculation rather 

than actual mining development projects based on those permits, as will be elaborated upon later 

on. 

 

5.3.3 Cash flows resulting from Chinese businessmen operating in the mining sector 

The exploitation of the country’s geological resources, both artisanal and industrial, has aroused 

much interest which has sometimes had international ramifications, but remained largely within 

national boundaries. It also brought about changes in the economic fabric of the mining localities and 

even far beyond. Thus, the intensification of semi-mechanised mining activity in the Betare-Oya 

region has yielded financial rewards for Cameroon, notably for the State treasury, its contractors and 

local residents, which have gradually increased in proportion to state efforts to introduce 

adjustments in the sector and awaken individual appetites. As will be further explained later, 

Cameroonians of various strata of society got involved in this gold-mining activity, each in their own 

way. The financial gains can be grouped into two main categories. The legal procedural fees that are 

collected by the administration, costs of cohabitation or facilitation levied by the populations 

bordering these mining projects and operating costs for which fractions are collected by some 

private entrepreneurs. 

 

5.3.3.1 Legal procedural fees incessantly increased 

"Legal procedural fees" are compulsory sums of money which must be paid under Cameroonian laws 

and regulations by any contractor seeking to obtain a mining license, and in the case of this study, 

these include artisanal licenses or research permits. If costs provided in various versions of the 

mining code and its successive implementing decrees are taken into account, four occurrences of 

legal fees may be identified during the period from 2001 – 2016 for the ASM. The law of reference is 

that of 2001, specifically its implementation decree of 2002 which details the global provisions of the 

law. For the artisanal sub-sector, it provides that each operator should own an Individual 
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Prospector's Card and when prospecting activities lead to the detection of a deposit, the artisanal 

exploitation to be conducted, requires a Non-industrial Mining Authorization which must be obtained 

from the local Mining Delegation. Costs are respectively USD 9 in the first case and USD 52.1 in the 

second, in addition to expenses for putting together the application file. In large scale mining, the 

cost for obtaining an Exploration Permit was USD 3.5/km² and USD 5.2/km² for their renewal and up 

to USD 8.7/km² for transactions on a permit, notably in transfer cases. 

In 2010, the National Assembly amended and supplemented certain provisions of Law No. 2001/1 of 

16th April 2001 and adopted a new Law No. 2010/011 on 29th July 2010, on the ASM sector 

introducing a new category of mining titles, the small-scale mining permit to be granted based on the 

same procedure and on the same terms as those of the mining permit. Due to the absence of an 

implementing decree, this mining title was not issued until 2016. On the contrary, in order to obtain 

an ASM authorization, the amount paid for each hectare at the Finance Office in the Regional 

Delegation of Mines was increased from USD 5.2 to USD 139; and USD174 for a transfer deal. Costs 

for an Individual Prospector's Card remained stable at USD 9. 

Alongside these upsurges, the new law also introduced two central concepts that strengthened the 

State’s role in the mining sector. One is the free allocation to the state of a 10% stake in the mining 

company’s share capital, tax-free, when granting the mining permit. Such state participation would 

not be downgraded in the event of an increase in the company’s capital (Section 11 – new). The 

other one is the introduction of the legal obligation to locally process at least 15% of the extracted 

mineral substance produced (Section 16 – new). As for Exploration Permits, the area covered was 

reduced from 1000 km² to 500 km² maximum, while the cost of obtaining it remained at 2002 levels. 

In 2014, Decree No. 2014/2349/PM of 1st August 2014 specified the terms and conditions for 

implementing the 2010 Law. It introduced two major reforms to the mining sector. On the one hand, 

it increased the share of the State from 10% in the 2010 law to 15%, albeit by combining it with the 

Corporate Tax. Both must be taken as gross production equivalent to mining royalties directly levied 

by CAPAM (Art.137 - 3). This marked the State’s return as a contributor to the share capital of the 

mining companies, including those active in ASM. This flies in the face of the principle of State 

withdrawal from productive enterprises for the benefit of the private sector enacted by the World 

Bank at the time of adoption of the 2001 mining code. On the other hand, it releases mining research 

permits on the single condition that it could not give rise to any activity other than the actual mining 

research formerly imposed on the holder of exclusive rights. This provision of Article 42 (2) gives free 

rein to unsupervised transactions conducted under this type of permit. From that time (2014) on, 

with this provision, artisanal or semi-mechanised exploitation was made possible within the limits of 

a research permit, on condition of obtaining prior consent from its holder. 

Through Law No.2016/017 of 14 December 2016 establishing the Mining Code in Cameroon in 2016, 

next to the small-scale mining permit, a new intermediate category was introduced. This was the 

semi-mechanised non-industrialized mining license, which was issued subject, inter alia, to payment 

of a sum of USD 2, 604. 

In addition to these rising mining license fees, royalties are also following an upward trend. This was 

true not for the royalty area or state land concession rights which were maintained at USD 

5/m²/year, but applied to the value-based royalty which in this case is the ad valorem tax. When the 

ASM was deemed to be an activity practiced by artisanal miners and the idea of business was 

excluded from the legislator’s mind, the VAT on gold was set at 3% of the mine value based on size. 
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But because of the recent mechanization led by the mining SMEs, the VAT went from 3% until 

December 2016 to 5% for gold and other precious metals, and was to be directly levied in the form of 

gross production in proportion to the size of the mine. From the time of pure ASM, this tax could 

only be levied on legal cargoes declared, which made up only 10 to 15% of total production. But with 

mechanization, this tax is now easily levied based on company statements. 

Even before the law was passed in December 2016, Chinese operators, particularly those of Horse 

Shoe Mining, interviewed on the ground in August 2016 already indicated that payments had 

increased from USD 139 at the outset of their involvement in 2012 to USD 1,736 (Personal interview 

with Francis Garba 2016). In addition to these fees paid to obtain the ASM authorization, these 

operators also complained of significant financial and in-kind payments, even threatening to 

jeopardize the expected benefits from their investment. According to them, a claim that was 

confirmed by the local CAPAM representative, the State levied up to 30% of the gross production on 

the size of companies, representing 15% of the ad valorem tax as defined by the Finance Act 2015 

and 15% representing the State's share as the resource owner, in accordance with the provisions of 

Decree No. 2014/2349/PM of 1st August 2014. This is a misinterpretation of the law which indicates 

15% as a combination of both the State’s share and the Corporate Tax, but is applied as if 15% were 

to be levied as the State’s share and another 15% as Corporate Tax. 

Tab. 5.2: Payments made per operator to State services. 

Financial 

obligations in USD 

ASM LSM 

IPC NIML SMNIML RP EP SMP MP 

Grant 

2002 9 52  - 868  3.5/km²  8681  

2010 9 5 139 - 868  3.5/km² 3.5/km² 347  

2014 9 5 52  - 868  3.5/km² 3.5/km² 8681  

2016 17  30 52 2604  1736 5.2/km² 4340  10417  

Land Tax 

2002 - 0.1 /m²/year - - 
1.7 – 
5.2/km²/year 

 87/km²/year 

2010 - 0.1 /m²/year - - 
1.7 – 
5.2/km²/year 

87/km²/year 87/km²/year 

2014 - 0.1/m²/year - - 
1.7 – 
5.2/km²/year 

87/km²/year 87/km²/year 

2016 - - 0.2/m²/year - 
1.7 – 
5.2/km²/year  

0.9/m²/year 87/km²/year 

VAT 

2002 - 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 

2010 - 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 

2014 - 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 

2016 - 5% 5% 5% 5% 5% 5% 

Corporate 
Tax 

2002 - 0% 0% - - - - 

2010 - 10% 10% - - - - 

2014 - 15% 15% - - - - 

2016 - 15% 15% - - - - 

Source: Mining Act 2001, 2010, 2016 and implementing decrees 2002, 2014. 

IPC: Individual Prospector’s Card      NIML: Non-Industrialized Mining License 

SMNIML: Semi-Mechanised Non-Industrialized Mining License    RP: Research Permit 

EP: Exploitation Permit       SMP: Small Mining Permit 

MP: Mining Permit 
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As observed, these costs have indeed been on an upward trend, as illustrated by fees involved in the 

issuing of ASM authorizations usable for mechanised small-scale mining which rose from USD 52.1 in 

2002 to USD 2,604 in 2016. Similarly mining royalties, especially the value-based royalty grew to 5% 

for gold and precious metals in 2016, from the initial 2002 levels of 3%. In the large scale mining 

segment, alongside formalization efforts undertaken by the government, the elites exploited their 

positions to divert the traditional use of research permits as a tool for intensifying mining surveys on 

a given area into a tool for personal enrichment, based on transactions they conducted with foreign 

entrepreneurs engaged in mechanised gold mining. In the specific case of gold mining operations in 

Betare-Oya, the government through CAPAM has since 2014 levied a minimum fee of USD 207,143 

monthly, which represents only 10% of the amount announced by CAPAM (CAPAM 2013). Those 

measures and initiatives taken to advance local interests in the mining sector were applied without 

any opposition or resistance from foreign investors. The State Agency expressed in apparently 

contradictory initiatives contributed to increase the leading role played by officials, political and 

administrative elites in the sector. Besides the elites’ involvement discussed above, the local people 

developed tactics to get a share of the windfalls from the mechanization of gold extraction in the 

Betare-Oya region as will be further developed in the next section. 

 

5.3.3.2 Cohabitation expenses and services subject conditioned by to subjectivity and speculation 

The first investors (Koreans and westerners) did not pay these fees from the beginning up till 2010, 

because the package negotiated with investors included all those fees. As from 2011, companies no 

longer paid those flat-rate fees, and locals transitioned from those community arrangements to 

individual initiatives. They looked for new possibilities to make some money and even went beyond 

formerly negotiated agreements. The practice began at the height of the crisis and the tricks used 

gradually became common practice among locals. Ultimately, the company made a voluntary gesture 

to customary owners without raising objections, thereby increasing the benefits received by the 

riverside communities, and in a broader sense, by Cameroonian citizens. 

Cohabitation costs are sums of money that the local administration has advised mining contractors 

to pay to riverside residents in order to work in a peaceful and calm social climate around their 

exploitation sites. To a large extent, these costs are related to the transfer of customary rights over 

the traditional territories from local residents to investors seeking to work on their territories, but 

also arise from a series of payments which commonly entail the costs of sacrifices and various other 

forms of financial compensation. Since these payments are not regulated by law, they are made by 

direct negotiation between parties, in particular based on an initial proposal set by the local 

residents, which can then be negotiated by the operator or paid straight away. The table below 

summarizes the payments and the overall estimates of the sums paid by the mining companies in the 

Betare-Oya region. 

Tab. 5.3: Direct payments made by enterprises to riverside communities 

Categorization of fees 
Amount 

(USD) 

Number of 

transactions 

Total 

(USD) 

Transfer of customary rights over lands 266 – 887 412 109,584 – 365,281 

Double transfer of mining spaces 67 – 222 412 27,604 – 91,361 

Sacrifices 532 – 2,305 412 17,732 – 9,220,692 
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Compensation for standing crops 44 – 1,773 412 18,128 – 730,476 

Total   173,048 – 9,677,334 

Source: interviews 2016 

Table 5.3 indicates the major cost items of mining companies that have benefited the local economy. 

They comprise fees paid to the riparian communities that successfully asserted their customary 

ownership rights over a given area, or provided evidence of valuing of farmland. Regarding the 

relinquishing of customary rights by local residents over mining land, the amount paid by the 

companies varies from USD 271.15 to USD 903.84 per hectare, depending on the level of awareness 

of the seller computed against the surface area requested by a given investor. In this regard, the 

larger the surface area, the lower the cost per hectare. To evaluate the amount of money involved in 

the business of customary rights over lands, the minimum area allocated is 37.5 km² of mining 

stripping according to calculations made using remote sensing techniques (see chapter four). Small 

spatial units that are visible on Landsat images must measure at least 15x15m² based on Landsat 

enhanced resolution. Otherwise they cannot be detectable using this calculation method because of 

the resolution of the satellite images (see chapter two, Section 2.4). There are, however, mining 

areas that are not taken into account because of their small size, others which have proven 

unproductive even after being purchased, and those that have been purchased but not yet 

developed. Given the inadequacy of these mining strippings in representing all the areas involved in 

transactions between customary owners and mining operators, a correction coefficient of 10% is 

applied to these smaller areas, bringing them up to 4,125 ha, which serves as the basis of calculation. 

This amount helps integrate cases of spaces that are not taken into account in image resolution. In 

addition, considering that companies purchase on average 10 ha, the figure of 4,125 must be divided 

by 10, which would be equal to 412 beneficiaries. If the number of these beneficiaries is then 

multiplied by the minimum amount paid to the customary owners (USD 266), one gets USD 109,584 

whereas one gets USD 365,281 if the same number is multiplied by the maximum amount (USD 887). 

Residents received significant sums of money for areas allocated to mechanised mining as a 

customary duty-waiver fee on their own initiatives. 

Besides the issue of customary rights raised by local people, investors were also forced to disburse 

money to allow the local residents to perform various ritual sacrifices on the spaces transferred 

following the above described payments. For the sacrifices, every single operator was to pay 

between USD 532 and USD 2,305 to more than 400 landowners, which represents a minimum of USD 

17,732 and a maximum of USD 9,220,692. The money disbursed by the company was then remitted 

partly in cash to the beneficiaries and partly in kind in the form of objects and various foodstuffs as 

detailed in chapter six. 

Another category of payment which companies were also compelled to make was compensation to 

local residents for farmlands likely to be affected by the mining activity. The procedure for allocating 

the sums was based on the crop species and the area under cultivation. However, according to 

various interviews carried out in the Betare-Oya region, the amounts paid here fluctuated between 

USD 44 and USD 1,773. 

While in the three previous cases the payments are largely regular, although not always regulated by 

law, in the latter case, the local residents generally used tricks to extort more money from investors 

by complaining either about the quality of right-holders to previous beneficiaries, or claiming that 

not all beneficiaries had received their share of the amounts paid. Here too, investors paid the 
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alleged complainants the quarter of sums agreed to as part of a customary duty-waiver fee on their 

traditional lands. 

As a demonstration of their agency in mechanised mining operations in their region, riverside 

communities have pocketed considerable sums of money, which based on the calculations used 

here, would stand at a minimum of USD 200,000 and maximum USD 10 million. Although the 

payment of these fees was one of the ways in which investors also implemented their corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) and local content policies where they had any, they accepted the agency 

imposed by local actors on their customary lands. Consequently, local communities have earned 

some money from the mining extraction taking place in their region, especially thanks to the Chinese 

presence which contributed to accelerate the pace of exploitation. Non-state Agency was effective, 

even against the will of foreign investors. Further examination of this agency is provided in the next 

chapter. 

 

5.3.3.3 Operating expenses incurred in Betare-Oya 

The four types of payments made to local residents are made prior to engaging in actual operating 

costs. These investors incur operating expenses as their business transits through Cameroonian 

hands in order to perform final expenditures. Examples of such expenditure include salaries for 

company staff, payment of service providers' invoices (security services, intermediaries…), and 

purchase of inputs such as fuel and lubricants. 

Tab. 5.4: Operating expenses by business. 

Source: 2016 interviews  

As reflected in the table, in general, with the exception of staff salaries, the foreign company’s boss 

usually prefers to defer to subcontractors who provide various services to the company, including 

some locally available supplies. It is likely that companies would rather not disperse their efforts in 

order to better focus on core business, but also, they refuse to deal with local realities which they do 

not understand and might not be able to manage with the same effectiveness as their local suppliers. 

These services ranged from the identification of exploitable sites (geologists and other service 

providers), obtaining administrative documents, the negotiation and purchase of sites from local 

residents (Interpreters, directors) and the hiring of employees (security personnel) dedicated to the 

gold production, On average, these services are valued at USD 889 per unit. This represents an 

additional charge of USD 366,066 that was collected by the local residents for all the 412 mining 

project units in the Betare-Oya region. 

And even in the case of paying wages to their personnel, payments were made to Cameroonian staff 

based on records. The salaries offered by the companies to their Cameroonian employees varied 

between USD 174 and USD 2,604. The most attractive salaries were paid by Korean companies (C&K, 

Headings of operating costs 
Cost 

(USD) 
Quantity 

Total 

(USD) 

Salaries of local staff 174 2700 469,800 

Invoices from service providers 889 412 366,066 

Inputs bought locally 36,319 412 14,963,428 

Total   15,799,294 
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JS Mining, AK Mining…), especially skilled workers including drivers of heavy-duty vehicles exceeding 

USD 2,310. While Korean entrepreneurs top this ranking, they are followed closely by the Chinese 

with Cameroonian entrepreneurs coming next. For computational purposes, at least to get a sense of 

what Cameroonian employees working in Chinese companies have earned during the last 3 years, 

this study looks at the minimum instead of the average, or even maximum wage. Thus employee 

distribution presented in the latest CAPAM 2016 report on ASM mechanization in East Cameroon 

reveals that in the Betare-Oya locality, out of 190 employees counted, 100 were Cameroonians 

(CAPAM 2016). This figure takes into account the fact that companies usually work for only 09 to 10 

months and go on break for the remaining 02 to 03 months during which heavy rainfall hinders any 

normal activity. This represents the lowest level regardless of the basis of calculation used. Given the 

fact that the minimum wage for mining employees is USD 174/month, this amounts to a minimum 

amount of USD 469,800 over a three year period which has been paid to Cameroonian personnel by 

Chinese entrepreneurs, not to mention the amounts paid by Cameroonians or even Korean 

companies. 

In addition to these personnel costs received by nationals, indirect as well as induced profits (the use 

of the mine to offer and sell services, ploughing profits back into other activities and improving the 

habitat and urban landscape) are hard to compute. Nevertheless, evidence from other countries 

indicates that the supply chain benefits and the reuse of mining windfalls in other segments of the 

local economy are significant. Following the findings of the DRC case study conducted by Oxford 

Policy Management (OPM), induced impacts are as high as direct and indirect impacts put together 

(OPM 2013). Therefore given this standard impacts of mining development on communities, the 

situation of local beneficiaries has improved. 

As for the fuel and lubricants used in these Chinese companies, monthly consumption cost USD 

36,319 if it is considered that companies only work nine to ten months while the two to three 

months of heavy rainfall hinder normal exploitation. This amount is multiplied by 25 working days 

which in turn are multiplied by ten months in the year during the last three years, this makes USD 

14,963,428 from which the service provider gets USD 1,496,343 from all cargos delivered to the 

company. 

The industrial mining sector is no exception. Indeed, although it has not yet entered its actual 

operational phase, nationals – either on their own initiative or in co-operation with the West – have 

succeeded in extracting colossal sums, on projects which were still at an embryonic stage. We shall 

return to this later when dealing with the tactics adopted by the local authorities to respond to 

foreign investment in the Cameroonian mining sector (see chapter six). 

 

As seen above, Cameroonians have received a huge share of the funds invested in mechanised ASM, 

especially from Chinese ventures and have shown tremendous business savvy. They anticipated the 

Chinese presence when framing the general mining environment and even lured some foreign 

investors into the country’s mining sector. The involvement of the Chinese which resulted from the 

government opening up the artisanal and industrial mining sector, created a conducive environment 

for locals to engage them in different ways, accompanying and supporting investors in several 

domains while concurrently increasing new opportunities to benefit themselves financially. Those 

financial returns are proof of local communities’ ability to device and execute plans to advance their 

interests. The combination of state and non-state agencies within Cameroon’s mining sector goes a 
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long way to show their influence, capacities, and bring some recognition of the success achieved in 

expressing them. Thus, the power of Cameroonian agents has generated substantial financial profits, 

sometimes in contradiction to the outcomes of mining projects. Though they did not substantially 

invest in the mining sector to ensure its sustainability, nonetheless, the landscape changes registered 

in the Betare-Oya region are a testimony that those resources have impacted lives. Those financial 

resources were used to improve the living standards of the earners, their families and communities 

in a peaceful way while supporting and encouraging foreign investment. The next chapter discusses 

in detail, the mechanisms and tactics developed by local people to advance their interests in the 

mining sector, even within a context of tension and conflict. 
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6 Cameroonian reactions to the Chinese presence in the mining sector 

 

The available data i.e. historical records, description and analysis on China's presence in Cameroon is 

quite skewed. Usually, great care is taken to highlight the actions and significance of Asian operators, 

without concurrently paying attention to the agency, counter-agency and dynamic responses offered 

by Cameroonian actors. Those reactions sometimes anticipate or merely follow the establishment of 

Asian mining activities. In subsequent sections, this work strives to restore the balance. To do so, the 

chapter follows Piers Blaikie’s analytical concept (Forsyth 2008) and examine a) the different levels of 

structural causes of vulnerability, including long-term poverty, lack of institutions that make some 

people more or less vulnerable to exceptional natural phenomena (“Pressure and Release model”) 

and b) explore the elements that underlie the ability of an individual, family, group, class or 

community to use the resources necessary for survival, as well as their ability to adapt to any new 

situations (“Access model”). To this end, it explores multiple registers including admiration, 

indifference, criticism or rejection. 

Even before discussing the forms of response proposed by Cameroonian agents to the Asian 

presence in the mining sector, it is necessary to look at its meaning. Reaction is an act whereby a 

Cameroonian citizen considers, both in advance of and after an investor’s arrival, whether such an 

investment is potentially a boon or a bane. The action then entails positioning oneself accordingly, 

either by safeguarding personal or collective interests or on the contrary, finding ways to oppose the 

implementation of the investment – either frontally or in various other ways. Admittedly, a crude 

initial reaction may be witnessed, where the actor gives free rein to an unbridled expression of 

emotions, but often, reactions are rather refined, indicating how fully aware these agents are of their 

vulnerability in the face of interests and issues at stake on the one hand and the State’s role 

considered as being on the foreign investors’ side on the other hand. It should be noted here that 

indifference and the absence of any action are excluded from the forms of agency examined below. 

Through these ways of struggling to stimulate autonomous responses as part of the effort of building 

a more equitable society, the Cameroonian side has deployed such high levels of inventiveness, 

creativity and innovation that they have sometimes taken other protagonists by surprise, as the 

latter were in principle better equipped and more powerful than them. As a result, Chinese 

investment in the Cameroonian mining sector has not taken off yet. The Chinese have obviously been 

stronger than other foreign operators as current statistics show. Only one Korean company C&K 

recently resumed its operations after a long period of lethargy (2013-2016). Other investors have 

gradually withdrawn one after the other, without real struggles, because of the poverty of the gold-

bearing reserves of the region, in addition to the local constraints associated with the management 

of gold exploitation. These constraints were obviously substantial enough to ruin some or at least, 

encourage the others to cut their losses by selling their business capital. The Chinese have taken over 

some of these abandoned projects, spreading their operations throughout the region, and even 

beyond. Yet today they are also being affected by the intensification of initiatives undertaken by 

Cameroonians from various backgrounds who have worked hard to benefit from their own stakes in 

the mechanised mining sector in eastern Cameroon. Thus, this work will devote its next lines to 

exploring the counter-hegemonic tactics used by Cameroonian agents to advance their own interests 

over those of foreign investors. 
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Due to blockages in the artisanal mining industry – not only owing to conflicts over new areas for 

operations, but more so due to domestic genius in imposing bankruptcy on anything that 

contravenes its interests – Chinese capital and technology has been unable to find possibilities for 

anchoring, rooting and fulfilment on the one hand and are therefore on the other hand, condemned 

to rudimentary levels of development and sometimes to pure defeat, because of numerous actions 

taken by Cameroonians trying to get their share of the profits from this zero-sum game. 

This tendency to trample incoming investors is also visible in the industrial mine sector, where, 

similar to their predecessors, Chinese firms have not yet started any mining projects proper. Their 

repeatedly asserted interest seems insufficient to trigger the actual start of an industrial mining 

project. Whether new projects or those inherited from former Western owners are considered, 

Chinese entrepreneurs seem to be under great pressure and are finding it hard to reach cruising 

speed. Taking the case of the two companies which are most illustrative of the industrial mining 

sector’s vitality, both of which were in China's sights at some point, their launch has been repeatedly 

postponed to a distant future. For instance, firstly we have the Mbalam iron ore project owned by a 

private company (Sichuan Hanlong Group Co. Limited) and then secondly, the Nkamouna mining 

project for the production of cobalt, nickel and manganese, formerly held by an American company 

(Geovic), has been waiting to be launched by a Chinese State Owned Enterprise (JXTC) since 2014. If 

in the first case, the halt of transactions can be explained by financing difficulties arising from the 

Chinese State’s refusal to endorse the investor in raising necessary funds, in the latter one, this 

problem did not occur with the provincial government of Jiangxi. The issue rather lies with "control 

difficulties" over 40% of capital shares held by Cameroonian nationals. 

To understand the reasons for these deadlocks, this chapter is organized into two main sections, the 

first dealing with the delicate approach Cameroonian protagonists have adopted to more or less 

discreetly impose their interests, while the second examines raw actions aimed at forcibly extracting 

additional shares of profits from ASM mechanization in the Betare-Oya region. 

 

6.1 Cameroonian actors astutely advancing their own interests 

The window of opportunity opened by the combined efforts of the World Bank and the Government 

of Cameroon to promote a bigger market in the mining field was also seized upon by the locals. The 

Cameroonian society as a whole did not remain passive about industrial mining, which was 

strengthened by incentives designed to make the mining sector more attractive to foreign investors 

in the process of extracting the gold beneath their feet using machinery in an area that would 

otherwise have been reserved for locals. On the contrary, Cameroonians have sometimes been 

involved in securing some of the benefits arising from the favourable context created for the 

exploration of various mineral resources on an industrial scale, as well as the exploitation of gold, 

while also subscribing to extractivist and opportunistic logic. Of course, they have not always worked 

alone to put their interests forward. In those cases, Cameroon has benefited either from the World 

Bank’s support, or from Western investors engagement. However, in many situations, it has been 

able to develop its own agency by making its interests prevail. For analytical purposes, Cameroonian 

society has been divided into three segments, namely the politico-administrative elite, entrepreneurs 

and riparian communities that have worked individually or collectively in the context of mining 

exploration and extraction in Cameroon. 
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6.1.1 Positioning of elites in Cameroon’s mining sector 

The general framework in which natural resources are exploited in Cameroon has gradually 

improved, particularly with regards to the transparency of transactions. Indeed, after the colonial 

period during which the management of resources was totally below the public’s radar,, the masters 

of the newly independent states simply perpetuated the status quo by hijacking entire segments of 

the economy, which they administered as private property. As for the mining sector, it was largely 

dominated by elitist management from the early days of its industrialization, which in the 1970s 

involved the exploitation of the recently discovered petroleum. Concessions were granted to foreign 

companies on which the State merely levied taxes and other royalties. This was done under cover of 

complete opacity, but then some efforts were gradually made to improve communication on the 

management of the financial flows. According to Gauthier & Zeufack (2009), Cameroon’s oil sector 

has gone through five successive phases in its management history as summarized in the table 

below. 

Tab. 6.1: Transparency status of Cameroon’s oil sector. 

Phases  Transparency status 

First period: 1977-79 ‘opaque’ 

Second period: 1980-86 ‘secret accounts’ 

Third period: 1987-90 ‘off-budget’ 

Fourth period: 1991-99 ‘partial SNH audits’ 

Fifth period: 2000-present ‘partial HIPC/EITI verification’  

Source: Gauthier & Zeufack 2009 

Indeed, the then Director General of the state-owned National Hydrocarbon Corporation (SNH), Jean 

Assoumou Avebe, confirmed this management philosophy characterised by secrecy and privacy 

surrounding mining in Cameroon. In an interview accorded to the national television in 1990, he 

stated that the average Cameroonian cannot understand the inner workings of the oil industry in 

Cameroon. And added that the oil business is so complicated that only the Head of State, Paul Biya, 

and I understand what oil exploration and exploitation is all about (Soares de Oliveira 2007). 

In this context of low transparency, the elite developed its own agency by engaging in profit-seeking 

practices, often even to the detriment of the system they were supposed to represent or serve. Their 

posture and actions were characterized by a get-rich-quick mind-set. As in other African contexts, the 

mining sector is at the service of a local policy of personal wealth accumulation. This is the case in 

Angola where the mining sector is “a new avenue for elite enrichment under the guise of national 

reconstruction” (Corkin 2013: 157). Thanks to their involvement at various levels of the negotiation 

and execution chain, they have mobilized significant personal financial resources. In a similar 

approach, the Cameroonian elite used three specific tactics to secure substantial financial profits. 

These involve participation in the capital of mining companies, co-operation with irregular practices, 

and constantly raising the costs of administrative procedures. 
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6.1.1.1 Elite participation in mining ventures capital 

Each year, the World Bank publishes a Doing Business Index that reports on the business 

environment. It has studied ten variables (starting a business, dealing with construction permits, 

getting electricity, registering property, obtaining credit, protecting minority investors, paying taxes, 

trading across borders, enforcing contracts and resolving insolvency) in a sample of 186 to 190 

countries over the last ten years. Cameroon’s ranking has fluctuated between 148 in 2014 (best score 

over the period) and 171 in 2010 (its worst score in the last decade). This is not a linear growth, 

because it ranked 152nd in 2007, then placed 166th in 2017, although it had moved up one spot from 

its 2016 ranking (www.doingbusiness.org, Cameroon). According to a World Bank report, “[a] 

number of operators have launched negotiations for mining permits with the authorities, and have 

cited lengthy procedures and a lack of capacity as some of the reasons for delays which end up 

turning investors away” (World Bank 2011: 2). In addition, corruption is another issue in the country 

that was twice, in 1998 and 1999, ranked the most corrupt country in the world according to the 

Corruption Perceptions Index published annually by Transparency International. Since then, its 

ranking varies between the 130th (2015) and the 146th (2009-10) position. In 2016, it was ranked 

145th out of 176 countries (TI 2016). In both rankings, Cameroon does poorly, holding the least 

attractive position, where investors usually face challenges in running their businesses efficiently. 

Therefore, investors willing to engage in such an environment, and succeed, must receive special 

support from the local elite. In compensation for this support, the elites receive shares in the 

company’s capital. Major mining projects, especially those holding exploitation permits (Geovic and 

C&K), are accustomed to this practice, where political and administrative elites openly take shares 

and agree to be the guarantor for a given mining company. Geovic was the first foreign company to 

obtain a mining license in Cameroon following the reforms of the 1990s. Geovic Mining Corporation 

(GMC) was originally an US-Canadian company, listed on the Toronto Stock Exchange (TSX: GMC) and 

the US Over-the-Counter Bulletin Board (OTC.BB: GVCM) (www.geovic.net). It was registered in the 

tax and legal haven of Delaware in the USA (Beylard 2009). It owns 60.5% of Geovic Cameroon PLC 

via a Cayman Islands-based company. It was Geovic Cameroon that obtained an exploration permit in 

1995 to explore a prospective area in Cameroon identified by a UN Development Programme. In 

2003, a mining permit covering 1,250 square kilometres was granted to Geovic Cameroon over the 

entire cobalt, nickel and manganese mineral province in south-eastern Cameroon. The remaining 

39.5% are owned by Cameroon. Cameroon’s shares are divided between the National Investment 

Corporation of Cameroon at 20% and Cameroonian individuals who own 19.5%. 

The Cameroonian-owned shares have long remained a mystery to the general public, even after the 

publication of the first EITI reports of Cameroon, following Cameroon’s accession to the initiative in 

2005. Thanks to the Shareholders’ Agreement signed on 9th April 2007 by Geovic Limited, Buckovic 

and the Cameroon National Investment Company on behalf of itself as a shareholder and as the 

representative of the other 04 Cameroonian shareowners who formerly held the other 39.5%, the 

vagueness shrouding the identity of the Cameroonian shareholders was now definitely dispelled. One 

of them was the former Secretary of State at the Ministry of Defence in-charge of the National 

Gendarmerie from 2004 to 2007, who had previously served as the Secretary General at the Ministry 

of Defence, and was recently appointed deputy senator by a presidential decree of 2013. 
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Not everyone has been as bold in openly taking shares in foreign mining companies. Others have 

chosen a ‘straw men’s’ tactic that would make any reference to them more or less difficult. Thus, in 

the case of Geovic, another shareholder was identified as having no known special qualifications in 

finance, investment, mining, but rather having family ties to a regime baron. He was the Prime 

Minister at the time of the creation of Geovic Cameroon, and has been the incumbent SNI board 

chairman since 2003, and was elected to the Senate of Cameroon in 2013. On the other hand, the 

last two shareholders remain strangely anonymous in spite of having reportedly invested millions in 

the company’s capital. And since then, no reference has made it possible to link the shares either to 

any figure of the governing regime, or to private Cameroonian entrepreneurs (Chia 2009, Pigeaud & 

Canard 2013). 

These practices are not restricted to Geovic. C&K mining, the second mining company to hold an 

exploitation license, has had the same experience on a smaller scale. In 2006, the Minister of 

Industry, Mines and Technological Development awarded a research permit to the Korean company. 

The EITI 2012 report later revealed that 4% of the company's share capital was granted to a small 

Company represented by the former Minister’s wife (Freudenthal 2016). Similarly, through the same 

process, he held 5% of Cam Iron's shares, which were sold to Sundance Resources Limited in 2007. In 

addition, a WikiLeaks cable revealed that the Minister’s dismissal from the government was 

"triggered by his habit of soliciting personal stakes in companies seeking concessions in Cameroon" 

(Embassy Yaoundé 2007). In 2013, he was also promoted to the position of senator. 

Another senator who worked as a SONARA executive, and since then, has become better known as a 

business man (Mbimba 2017), and owns a stake in the capital of a Chinese mining company, 

Sinosteelcam. Although his shares amount to only 2.5% of the joint venture's capital, his role, at least 

in the mind of the Director General of Sinosteel in Yaoundé, is clearly to serve "above all to advance 

their ‘affairs’ and facilitate relations with the Cameroonian government" (Lickert 2013: 117). 

In the same vein, a former director of Mines, created a company Sicamines (rutile, tin, etc.) and 

obtained 03 exploration permits. He mainly used an approach that Cameroonian private investors 

often resort to in order to make a lot of money in their country’s mining sector. He summarily 

marked up the value of permits before giving them up later to British investors, earning a lot of 

money in the process. This process is further elaborated upon in the section of this chapter which 

deals with the use of research permits by Cameroonian entrepreneurs as an instrument for personal 

enrichment. 

Based on the above, the elite who are very well connected politically, was very much taken up with 

the prospect of holding shares in the mining sector. To this end, they peddle their influence, always 

working against the system whose interests they were supposed to promote, with the aim of 

obtaining personal benefits, and thereby incidentally, supporting foreign mining investments. In this 

case of counter-agency, civil servants or political agents pursued personal profit even when it 

entailed consorting with foreign investors, the ultimate end being to draw more financial resources 

from the mining manna. 
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6.1.1.2 Participation in irregular practices to share in companies’ contentious profits 

This elite did not stop at merely acquiring shares within the foreign mining companies; they also 

participated by their complicit silence in response to the investors’ moves to speed up procedures or 

increase their stakes. The elites help in this case to obtain various facilities from the government 

(procedures, signature, authorization, exemptions, etc.) more or less within the limits of the law. This 

typical function, which justifies the shares they receive, is coupled with another one that the elite 

performs in cases of abuses, irregularities committed by the company in the country. Its role then 

consists in working to appease and/or silence, or even secure the government’s indifference, in spite 

of the degree of gravity of the violations committed by the companies in Cameroon or abroad. 

In the case of Geovic, Cameroonian shareholders worked to generate significant financial profits for 

the mining company through obscure transactions without any operating activity taking place. 

Despite obtaining the operating license, Geovic continued to carry out mining exploration. In a press 

article, the company presents itself in 2007 as follows: "Our company is in an exploratory phase and 

has no history of operating as an exploiting company", and it continues "All future revenue and 

earnings remain uncertain" – (Pigeaud & Canard 2013). 

Meanwhile, it manoeuvred with the Cameroonian shareholders to extract 31 million dollars in pre-

operational expenses from the Cameroonian government's coffers. Firstly, when the Government of 

Cameroon entered the company's capital in December 2006 while providing the necessary support 

for the other Cameroonian shareholders, 20% of Cameroon's shares were sold, i.e. 200 shares at USD 

897/unit, even though the share was valued at  only USD 0.01 on the Toronto Stock Exchange. 

According to an agreement signed on 31st August 2005 with the four Cameroonian minority 

shareholders, the expenses incurred by Geovic for the development of the Cameroonian subsidiary’s 

activities would be charged to Geovic Cameroon as debt, with an interest rate of 25%, to be paid 

when it could afford to. On 9th April 2007, Geovic Ltd and the National Investment Board signed a 

Shareholders' Agreement, covering among others, the financing of the annual budget. Its main effect 

was to increase the capital of the firm by USD 11,285,114 and SNI contributed USD 4,461,960. 

According to estimates of a former IMF staff member who followed the case closely and became a 

whistle-blower, these transactions would have cost the State nearly USD 100 million. 

Another form of complicity of the Cameroonian shareholders was to take no action regarding the 

trading of their shareholders’ stocks. Thanks to public funds paid by the SNI from 2006 onwards, 

Geovic was able to carry out a feasibility study to complete its stock documentation. This allowed it 

to appear more credible, thereby gaining the trust of the Toronto stock market which saw the stock 

price increase. 

Given the structuring of Geovic Cameroon Mining Corp. (Delaware), which was publicly traded in 

Toronto and owned 60.5% of Geovic Cameroon via a financial corporation vehicle, Geovic Limited 

was also housed in a tax haven (British Virgin Islands), the gains generated on the stock exchange by 

Geovic were exempt from control and taxation by Cameroon, insofar as the beneficiary entity had no 

commitment with Cameroon, and was also located outside Cameroon's fiscal jurisdiction. This tax 

optimization technique allowed Geovic to earn more money for its shareholders. 

Moreover, through these speculative activities that raised their stock market value, shareholders 

could continuously make profits without ever starting any effective ore mining on the ground, unless 

the share price were to fall so low as to put a dent in the shareholders’ profits. A fairly enlightening 
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example of these stock market shenanigans is that of the stock market operations conducted by 

Geovic as shown in fig. 6.1. 

 
Fig. 6.1: Geovic's share price on the Toronto Stock Exchange from 2007 to 2014 (4-traders 2017). 

As evidenced in figure 6.1, Geovic spent seven years on the stock exchange, the most prosperous of 

which were the first six months when it was able to maintain its stock price above USD 2.0. When it 

was first listed on 25.05.07, the share was valued at USD 3.40 and then increased to USD 3.59 

(05.06.07). After this period of growth, it steadily declined, falling below USD 2.0 (06.12.07) and USD 

1.0 (21.08.08). Despite a slight rebound at USD 0.96 (14.10.10), it would gradually collapse, falling 

below USD 0.50 (24.12.08) until Geovic received notice of the Toronto Stock Exchange delisting on 

June 3, 2014 (GMC 2014b) and the final closing of its shares in July 2014 at USD 0.01 (4-traders 

2017). 

As reported by the company's accounts in 2013, Geovic Cameroon had recorded a total loss of over 

USD 160 million by spending all the money that had been invested in it. These funds were reportedly 

spent on Exploration costs (55%); General and administrative costs (29%) Stock based compensation 

(11%) etc (NRGI 2016). After these setbacks, the company effectively left Cameroon without having 

mined any minerals. Alongside the operations, Geovic had also explored the option of finding a 

buyer, trying to withdraw even further from the negotiations. It was able to come to an agreement 

with the Chinese mining company JXTC for the takeover of its 60% shares (GMC 2013, 2014a). 

Similarly C&K used the mining project of Mobilong as an asset to raise the value of its share on the 

stock exchange. C&K is a joint venture formed in 2005 between a Korean company, C&C Mining and 

the Cameroon government through its operating arm, CAPAM (Musa 2009). Thanks to the geological 

exploration carried out by Professor Kim Won-sa of Chungnam University since January 2006, the 

report was originally presented to the Cameroonian government by its author in February 2008, and 
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the following month by a briefing session at the Intercontinental Hotel in Seoul with some 200 

experts, officials and businesspeople attending (Jae-yun 2008). C&K announced in 2009, the 

discovery of the world’s largest diamond deposit estimated at 736 million carats, five times the 

world’s annual production. 

Based on that discovery and the administrative procedures followed by the Korean firm, the 

Cameroonian Government issued an exploitation permit to C&K for diamonds and associated 

minerals over an area greater than 230 km² in December 2010, according to Decree N° 2010/374 of 

December 16, 2010, establishing a mining permit covering diamonds and related substances. It 

should also be noted that because Cameroon holds 20% of the shares of the joint venture capital and 

thanks to the 15% share of capital reserved unconditionally to the State of Cameroon under the 

terms of one of the amendments to the Mining Act In 2010, the total share of Cameroon was 35%, 

while 65% reverted to the Korean side. 

In Korea, the company was incorporated and listed on the Korean stock exchange. On 17 Dec. 2010, 

the government through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade (MOFAT) issued a press release 

stating among other things that the size of the Mobilong deposit was 420 million carats based on two 

studies, one from the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and another from Korea's 

Chungnam National University in 2007. This was almost 2.5 times the diamond production worldwide 

in 2007. According to the same government statement, the synergy between private diamond mining 

investors supported by Korean officials was praised as a form of successful resource diplomacy. The 

project has reportedly received the support of the Korean Vice Prime Minister and funding from the 

Korean ExIm Bank. 

The news quickly spread in Korea and the Korean stock market swiftly responded. The Korean 

company's share price on the Seoul Stock Exchange soared to a record level of 11.800 won (USD 

10.2) per share, up from 3,400 before the release, as shown in Fig. 6.2. 

 
Fig. 6.2: C&K share price on the Seoul Stock Exchange between 2010 and 2011 (Si-soo 2011). 
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Public interest led to frenzied buying of the company's shares. Meanwhile, the shares of the 

company's directors were sold at much higher prices. As an illustration, Oh Deok-kyun, the Chairman 

of C&K International, thanks to such overestimation had earned himself an estimated USD 83 million 

by buying shares just before the announcement and selling them after stock prices increased. 

According to the Korean Times newspaper, the discoverer of this deposit had an unimpeachable 

reputation. Professor “Kim has conducted extensive research and exploration activities including his 

discovery of titanium deposits in Hadong, South Gyeongsang Province in 1997. He was cited as one of 

the “outstanding Scientists of 20th Century” by the International Biographical Center, Cambridge, 

United Kingdom, and has already been named for the 21st Century group" (Si-soo 2011). He thus lent 

greater credibility the report. While everything seemed to be moving forward for the project, on 

Monday September 19th, 2011, a parliamentary committee accused some members of the Korean 

government of deliberately overstating the true potential of the mine for political and financial 

benefit (Si-soo 2011). 

In the two cases presented above, there was complete solidarity between the shareholders. 

Nowhere was there any evidence of disapproval, rejection of speculative practices aimed at 

misleading stock-market entrepreneurs, generating large sums of money for shareholders, amounts 

which are totally tax-exempt in the country where the mining project is located. Similarly, no action 

has been taken against unscrupulous shareholders either by the other shareholders or the 

Cameroonian government, even though there is abundant evidence against the offenders. In Korea, 

for example, the company's chairman was able to elude justice for two years by taking refuge in 

Cameroon. But he was finally arrested in 2014 and sentenced to three years in jail and five on 

probation on the one hand while C&K was delisted in May 2015 on the other hand. On the 

Cameroonian side, all that is evident until now is the telling silence and complicity of the 

shareholders and, with them, the State of Cameroon. This suggests that the Cameroonian elites who 

have embarked on these operations effectively deployed their network to contain the government’s 

wrath, even though there was no apparent obstacle to the prosecution of the company, including 

known shareholders. The political blindfolding of the elite meant that the company faced no threat 

of legal trouble despite the violations. They even succeeded in keeping the governing system in 

Cameroon benevolent towards their protégés, the delinquent mining companies, no matter what 

they did. The same applies to the whole body of society, including local and international NGOs. 

Indeed, no NGOs have filed complaints against those companies for the false statements that have 

been issued so far. Surprisingly enough, the companies even kept their Mining Licenses without any 

change, and they later managed to hand them over to interested Chinese investors. 

 

6.1.1.3 ASM: increasing prices of administrative procedures 

This regalian role was played by the State through its representatives who were supposed to be 

serving the general interest. Curiously, it turns out that this service was diverted, i.e. this function 

was subverted and diverted for personal purposes or to satisfy the interests of a given class. These 

civil servants showed great solidarity among the class members. Even in this case, it was always 

individual agency that was exercised. To guard against potential blockages or sabotage by other 

actors involved in decision-making, implementation and monitoring, the actors piloting the 

mechanization process arranged for people to bend the rules for them and sometimes paid on a per-

task basis, or monthly by lump sum payment. In the field of mechanization of artisanal exploitation, 
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the hegemonic project of the elite used three main tactics to control or extract rents from this 

activity (Corkin 2013). Generally, these actions captured some opportunities and benefits provided 

by the ASM mechanization led by CAPAM. 

The first tactic consisted in the elites creating a conducive climate for their actions. Those voting and 

laws, enforcing laws, granting and monitoring licences needed the support of the whole system to 

function. Thus, in order to create more room for manoeuvre, the artisanal sub-sector operated under 

a special regime, that of administrative tolerance. As an example, no such small company would have 

been able to mechanise the artisanal mining sector under the legal regime in force without acquiring 

a small mine permit, none of which could be issued until August 2016. 

In the first place, the philosophy of class business was implemented thanks to administrative 

forbearance in allowing officials latitude to collect emoluments within the gold mining operations. 

These were collected at each control mission from various competent ministerial departments and 

were associated with the semi legality of Chinese operations (mining authorisations, personnel 

issues, residence permits for entrepreneurs and Chinese workers, etc.). Those attitudes may be 

interpreted as harassment and extortion of Chinese investors by corrupt national officials, but they 

seem to be a response to the preferred modus operandi of these entrepreneurs.  

Secondly, an automatic monthly payment system was set up for all the significant administrative 

players in decision-making over the mining and territorial control chain. This was cleverly put in place 

when the first foreign actors made their entry into ASM mechanization. In order to improve state 

control over the resource whose production was almost entirely in the hands of informal collectors, 

CAPAM organized the ASM into mining cooperatives to which it provided equipment in exchange for 

priority status in the purchase of gold produced. An additional step was taken by this institution by 

involving SMEs in this artisanal sector. Now these technical and financial partners, under the 

coordination of CAPAM, support the development of the activity both technically and financially. A 

document engaging the parties described the rights and duties of each stakeholder. For the foreign 

partner, these contributions added to other obligations are compensated by administrative 

procedures for obtaining the ASM authorisation as well as peaceful cooperation with riparian 

villages, as contacts with local residents and the administration were still under the control of 

Gicamines members conducting those procedures funded by the investor. 

Though this component at the local level is well formalized, State support was still needed to foster 

the proper functioning of the mechanism. That is why a financial ruse was found to arouse the 

interest of State agents. In addition to receiving part of this money on a monthly basis, these elites 

are also responsible for managing the funds received by other beneficiaries, particularly the 

populations as indicated in the table 6.1. 

Tab. 6.2: Breakdown of funds resulting from partnership contracts. 

Object Beneficiaries Committee composition Amount (€) 

Implementing 
visible impact 
Community 
projects  

Populations 

Ad-hoc management committee, whose 
president is the sub-divisional officer 
and the mayor, the vice-president and 
the members (the local site manager, 
traditional rulers and federation of 
Gicamines) 

1,524.5 

Supporting Gicamines Federal President of Gicamines and his 762.3 
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mining 
cooperatives  

team 

Overseeing ASM 
activities 

CAPAM Local site manager and its team 762.3 

Follow-up 
operations 

Monitoring 
committee 

CAPAM’s Coordinator, local site 
manager, sub-divisional officer, regional 
delegates in charge of mines and 
environment, divisional delegates of 
mines, environment, mayor, Brigade 
Company, local representative of the 
army, councillor, traditional rulers 
(district, Muslim, village) 

1524.5 

General 
supervision 

Supervisory 
Committee 

Director of Mines, Minister of Mines, 
Divisional officer of Lom and Djerem, 
Governor of the East region 

762.3 

Total   5,335.9 

Source: CAPAM archives, 2016 

This table adequately summarises the hold-up of sums of money intended for the riparian 

populations which are taken hostage by the elites who manage and control them, in addition to their 

own share. Riverside populations received almost a 30% share which is managed by the sub-

divisional officer and the mayor. Gicamines are part of the system put in place by CAPAM which 

additionally receive land and ad valorem taxes from the companies. CAPAM which was already 

receiving governmental funds for its work was also allocated a USD 868.1 monthly payment. Elite 

profit is highly guaranteed through the current income redistribution system and is therefore 

intended to stimulate the involvement and participation of civilian and military authorities alongside 

the administrative hierarchy concerned with mining operations. This approach allows for the 

detection of illegal brokers on the one hand and monitoring of local populations on the other hand 

with the administrative apparatus motivated by profits guaranteed them by effective control across 

the gold production and marketing chain. This clientelist mobilization has paid off as it has served to 

increase the share of gold channelled into the formal circuit administered by CAPAM, which was 

formerly controlled by a plethora of informal buyers swarming in the region. 

Another tactic of the hegemonic project of Cameroon’s elite in the mining sector was the acquisition 

of exploration permits. The research permit is one type of mining license issued in Cameroon and is 

valid for industrial mining. It gives its holder full rights to legally conduct geological surveys which can 

involve collection of samples, but not mining exploitation proper in the sector. It may be awarded to 

an individual or a legal entity. There are 145 titles with an initial validity period of three years, 

renewable not more than four times, for a maximum period of two years each on an area that does 

not exceed 1,000 square kilometres and was reduced to 500 km2 in the 2010 amendment. It gives 

the holder, among others, the right to occupy space, extract, remove and dispose of rocks, lands, soil 

or minerals in accordance with the approved program (Article 41/1). The law prohibits research 

arising from mining operations (Article 43). 

In addition, when an exploration or mining license is awarded within a perimeter containing an 

artisanal mining authorisation, the area of the artisanal mining authorization is not part of the license 

granted (Article 44/3). 
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The research permit is issued by order of the Minister of Mines, upon approval of the President of 

the Republic, to carry out investigations for the purpose of locating and evaluating mineral deposits 

and determining conditions for commercial exploration (Article 37 new). The holder of a research 

permit must begin research activities within the perimeter of the permit within a maximum period of 

nine months from the date of issuance of a mining license. In addition, according to the article 40/3, 

no artisanal exploitation license may be granted within a valid exploration license or mining license 

without the consent of the holder of said research or exploitation permit (Article 41/2 new). Yet, in 

the area of Betare-Oya, the map of research permits reveals almost complete occupation of the 

spaces likely to be mineralized. 

Judging by the clarity and transparency of the motives that led to the revision of the 2001 law, it 

emerges that the playing field was open for all entrepreneurs looking to get involved in Cameroon’s 

mining sector. The Explanatory Memorandum states, inter alia that the proposed amendments were 

aimed at 

"promoting and encouraging the exploration and mining of the mineral resources necessary 

for Cameroon’s socioeconomic development by opening the mining sector to free enterprise, 

clearly defining the role of each stakeholder in the sector and adopting a specific fiscal and 

customs regime in order to make the mining sector attractive, competitive and non-

discriminatory” (National Assembly 2010: 2). 

But looking at the status of entrepreneurs, the elites took the opportunity to position themselves 

decisively in potentially lucrative operations. They hold a prominent place in the new configuration of 

holders of mining titles. 

The elites mentioned here hail from various bodies (National Assembly, Mining administration, 

presidential family, senior army officers) that have, without exception, preferred to put their spouses 

or progeny ahead of everything else. Among the holders of exploration permits, at least 03 of the last 

Ministers of Mines were identified as owners of mining licenses while 03 other permits were owned 

by people with connections to the President’s family. 

Under these conditions, they set their hopes either on the acquisition of mining licenses (research 

permits and authorizations for artisanal exploitation), or on the opening and exploitation of gold 

projects by mechanised means. The research permits were used to take control of the spaces whose 

artisanal exploitation required negotiation with their holders. They have thus succeeded in 

infiltrating the ASM authorization award procedure by requiring large sums of money from potential 

applicants, without the slightest development work on their part. The technique consisted in 

obtaining an exploration permit from the mining administration in potentially rich areas by peddling 

their influence when necessary. Once the license was acquired with mining areas being blocked as a 

result, they could monitor the space covered by their permit, and sit back and wait to negotiate with 

any Chinese operators who may come to exploit the area. 
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Fig. 6.3: Mining licenses and owners in the Betare-Oya region, last updated in 2013 (Nguepjouo & 
Runge 2014). 

This map displays a strong concentration of permits which is rarely found anywhere else throughout 

Cameroon’s territory. Research permits in this zone, deemed to be useful for mineral surveys, only 
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serve as a smokescreen for their owners to engage in fragmenting their mining licenses that are later 

sold to mining operators engaged in mechanization in return for significant payments. The persons 

holding these licenses belong to the ruling class. They include but are not limited to former ministers 

of Mines (Ndokayo) or wife (Colomine), a nephew of the President of the Republic (Daboulé, Betare-

Oya Sud), one of his brothers-in-law (Lokoti) from his first marriage, an international lawyer 

(Yangamo, Bambouti) etc. 

Alongside exploration licenses, authorizations for artisanal exploitation were also coveted by 

Cameroonian elites. A few have been able to obtain ASM authorizations for a few unlicensed spaces. 

At least three owners of ASM titles were sons of senior army officers and other personalities from 

the National Assembly. Again taking advantage of their status, they obtained many authorizations 

that were then sold at high cost to real mining operators. 

The last tactic used was to go beyond transactions over mining licenses. In at least one of those 

cases, interest in mining was not limited to transactions in securities. They moved further into the 

actual operations, in one case mobilizing the equipment and personnel of the national gendarmerie 

for a mining operation intended to bring personal profits to the initiator. Besides this case, others 

made direct investments as well, using Chinese technology and work-force, funding the whole 

process from their own pockets. Very often, these projects were prepared and later sold to Chinese 

operators or developed in joint venture with Chinese entrepreneurs. 

As a result of these investments, the landscape of this locality has changed. Much money has been 

spent by investors to acquire space, get official papers, and exploit the gold mines. In the same way, 

new houses and other infrastructure have been built thanks to wages earned by local employees. 

 

6.1.2 Cameroonian private entrepreneurs in the mining sector 

Private entrepreneurs are recruited both at the national and local levels. The former are generally 

large capital holders while the latter are dynamic and resourceful miners who intend to use their 

energy and know-how to take advantage of the activity. These economic agents often work in 

synergy. They participated as administrative and political elites in the development of mechanised 

mining activity in the locality of Betare-Oya. They also applied for and obtained research permits, 

offered their services at various stages of the GVC, and mostly controlled the bulk of the 

commercialization of the gold produced. 

 

6.1.2.1 Mining titles as a channel for exerting agency 

The core business of the junior mining companies in Cameroon rests on the Cameroonian 

entrepreneurs whose involvement boosted activities in the sector. The first step is to incorporate a 

company (limited company, limited liability company, Establishment) with the aim of carrying out 

research and mining activities. The set up can be done either by Cameroonians when the project 

initiator has significant financial resources (one or more), or a mix of Cameroonians and foreign 

shareholders. In most cases, the formation of such an entity is based on mixed shareholding. Then, 

the contractor is awarded a proper exploration permit by the mining administration. After 

conducting some development activities on the permit and obtaining sufficiently credible 
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documentation on the company and its exploration activities, the company is sold to a more 

experienced buyer. In this case, the company is often listed on the stock exchange market and from 

that moment on, shareholders can raise large sums of money on the stock and financial markets 

through various tricks. In addition to these operations, based on the main asset, the mining license, 

this buyer improves the project while seeking to sell it partially or totally to the best bidder. The 

promoter raises sums that are taken out of the country where the mine is located, and in general the 

Cameroonian firm can still remain poor. At any rate, this is the Cameroonian experience in this field, 

especially in the first and most important operations in this direction. In mining companies set up by 

private Cameroonians, most of them have been sold to foreign investors. 

A Cameroonian pioneer who has invested in the mining business is Roger Bogne. During his stay in 

Cape Town, where he was a student, he was fascinated by the South African mining experience. He 

then explored the possibility of boosting the mining sector of his home country. He still needed to 

convince the government to support him. He tried several times, and eventually found a way into the 

Ministry of Mines, and signed a partnership with the Cameroonian Government through CAPAM on 

November 14, 2003 to improve their productivity and formalize the gold supply chain. He began by 

creating the Cameroon-South African Mining Company (CAMSA) in 2003 in partnership with South 

African mining companies and with the support of the South African government. In 2004, he went 

on to conquer the international financial community, which allowed him to mobilize new European 

investors around his ambition to develop the industrial exploitation of mineral resources in 

Cameroon (Bambou 2013). He continued by organizing a tour of the mining sector for a delegation of 

10 people composed of South Africans, Dutch, Danish and Australians (Nyuylime 2006). During the 

prospecting visit facilitated by CAPAM, the Betare-Oya sites caught the attention of the delegation, 

which led to the creation of Caminco (Cameroon Mining Company), a consortium of four mining 

companies including CAMSA (Cameroon/South African Mining joint venture) and another mining 

company belonging to Danish and South African experts, involved in gold mining activities in eastern 

Cameroon. It was during the same prospecting mission that the Australian citizens, Mr. David James 

Porter and his wife also became interested in the Mbalam iron ore project. 

Under Bogne’s leadership, a second delegation of 30 people followed the first one and revealed 

Cameroon’s mining bubble to the world. The main result of this phase was the discovery of 

Cameroon as an attractive destination for geologists, speculators and investors seeking to undertake 

mining activities. 

However his most outstanding success undoubtedly remains the Mbalam iron ore project. It was in 

that context that he first highlighted the operating processes used by private entrepreneurs involved 

in the Cameroonian mining sector presented above. Mr. Bogne created Cam Iron SA, a multi-

company joint-stock company whose registered capital on April 11, 2005 stood at USD 20,834 

million. The company's main activity was the extraction, marketing and export of iron and derived 

products. The shareholders were Mr. Porter David James and Mrs. Porter Diane Margaret, both 

Australian citizens, each holding 42.5% of the shares; Local Empowered Entity abbreviated "LEE" 

(05%) and Mr. Fosso Etienne (10%). It was headed by Mr. Porter who was the Chairman of the Board 

and Mr. Bogne Roger, the Company Chairman, who theoretically did not hold any shares in the 

company's capital. However, on closer observation, it can be noted that his shares are actually held 

by one of his brothers, Mr Fosso (République du Cameroun 2005). 

Tab. 6.3: Evolution of Cam Iron SA shareholding from its creation to its sale to Sundance 
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Shareholders From 11.04.2005 Until 14.02.2007 From 14.02.2007 

Porter D. J.  42.5 26.6 0 
Porter D. M. 42.5 24.4 0 
Fosso 10 5 0 
LEE 05 2 0 
Promet 0 19 0 
Pyros  0 9 0 
Rodgers G. C. 0 7.8 0 
Bonhold 0 5 0 
Akounou 0 1 0 
Sundance 0 0 90 
Hold Co. 0 0 10 

 100 100 100 

Compilations, 2016 

This shareholder distribution changed over time. On February 14, 2007, during Cam Iron’s 

Shareholder General Assembly for transferring shares to Sundance Resources Limited, an Australian 

listed company on the Australian Stock Exchange, new shareholders were participating alongside Mr 

Porter, Mrs Porter, Local Empowered Entity and Mr Fosso, who held only 26.6%, 24.4%, 2% and 5% 

respectively. The other 43% of the capital was shared among Promet Engineers Pty (19%), 

Etablissements Pyros (9%), Rodgers Gilbert Christopher (7.8%), Etablissements Bonhold Business 

(5%), and Akounou Serge Bernard (1%). These different distributions were equivalent to a cash 

payment of USD 400,000 and the issue of 295 million fully paid shares and 80,000,000 options 

exercisable at an issue price of 3.0 cents per share (SRL 2012). 

During the establishment of the company, as in the course of the company's shareholding 

transactions, the managing director represented Mr and Mrs Porter, Promet, Rodgers and Hold Co., a 

fact which confirms that he had a special relationship with these shareholders. While these first 

shareholders withdrew and gave way to Sundance, Bogne repositioned himself more firmly by 

creating a new entity called Hold Co. to continue benefiting from this asset. He led, among other 

things, in his capacity as Cam Iron's Managing Director, the process of divesting Cam Iron's shares to 

Sundance in 2007, and also seeking a partner to develop the project from 2011 onwards. In the first 

case, that of Sundance, Mr. Bogne remembers: 

"When we needed to find a partner to develop the project, we found a team of highly 

motivated, experienced and success-oriented people at Sundance" (Fankam 2011). 

This reflects the fact that the original intention was not to exploit this iron mine, especially since the 

need only arose later. A few months after the acquisition of Cam Iron, cognisant of the existence of 

the Nabeba deposit in the Congo, Sundance asked and obtained from the government that the 

Permit be extended to coincide with the border between Cameroon and the Republic of Congo under 

the terms of Decree No. 45 dated of May 22, 2007. It was also able to submit an application for a 

mining permit to the Ministry of Mines on 17 December 2009. Sundance invested and then proved 

the existence of the resource, the types of iron ore of the Mbalam deposit, their volume, the studies 

and certifications appropriate for trading on the stock exchange. In this regard, Sundance’s share 

price started trading from a low USD 0.22 in November 2010 and rose to a high of USD 0.53 in 

January 2011. From February 2011 to mid-July 2011, Sundance’s share price was on a downward 

trend, falling to USD 0.24 in June 2011 before closing at USD 0.32 on 15 July 2011, the last trading 
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day before the announcement of the Initial Offer from Hanlong (Africa) Mining Investment Limited, it 

traded at USD 0.40 per share under a scheme of arrangements (SRL 2012). 

Sundance also failed to implement this project because the process was halted by a plane crash in 

northern Congo in June 2010, which resulted in the tragic death of a delegation of Sundance 

shareholders. The need thus arose to find a buyer to take over the shares of Ken Talbot, the former 

chairman of the board of directors, a majority shareholder, who was under investigation for 

corruption charges after allegedly bribing the Queensland minister Gordon Nuttall (McKenzie et al 

2016). These shares were taken over in 2011 by Hanlong (Africa) Mining Investment Limited which 

was looking to subsequently take over all of Sundance shares in the project. On 27 April 2012, 

Sundance announced it had reached an agreement with the Cameroon Government on significant 

key terms underpinning the Mbalam Iron Ore Project Mining Convention, which would never be 

implemented. Hanlong (Africa) Mining Investment Limited had a direct interest of 14.2% with other 

Sichuan Hanlong Group Co. Limited holding the other 2.9% interest, and was therefore the 

Company’s largest shareholder with an interest of 17.1% up until the last shareholding reshufflings of 

2016 (SRL 2015, 2016). Roger also admitted that anyhow, "Sundance could not have made it alone" 

(Fankam 2011), because of its limited financial and technical capacities. 

Roger, along with his associate Asso'o, also exported this practice to the Congo, thanks to geological 

information made available by Mr. Porter, a shareholder and geologist at Sundance from 2006 on, 

regarding the existence of another iron deposit in Nabeba in northern Congo, located in the 

extension of the Mbalam deposit. The cumulative deposits straddling the border between Congo and 

Cameroon were, according to the Australian geologist, “a huge iron ore deposit of potentially 1 billion 

tonnes” (McKenzie et al 2016). He joined efforts with some Congolese personalities with ties to the 

powers that be in Brazzaville (Denis and Rodrigue Nguesso), to create a local business corporation in 

order to exploit this iron deposit. He had to manoeuvre fiercely to achieve these ends in September 

2007, as summed up in this excerpt of emails exchanged with the headquarters of the company in 

Perth: 

"The battle was rough […] but with the help and continuous support of our contacts and 

network in Congo, we finally won two licenses on a total perimeter of 2,000 Square km" 

(McKenzie et al 2016). 

Mr Bogne held shares in the Mbalam-Nabeba iron ore project of Sundance through Hold Co Sarl 

(10%) and 7% of shares in Congo Iron with the Congolese shareholders. In 2011, Cam Iron sold its 

stake to Congo Iron, and Bogne was dismissed as fired CEO of Cam Iron in June 2012, he filed a 

complaint for "attempted fraud" against his partner Sundance Resources before the Cameroonian 

courts (Business in Cameroon 2014). While the case was still pending before the public prosecutor's 

office, the Australian mining company, Sundance Resources, amicably settled its dispute with its 

former partner Hold Co Sarl. Sundance, which could not afford to go up against the one who had 

“played a major role in liaising with the riparian communities regarding the Project, which led 

to the signing of the Mining Convention with the Cameroon Government in November 2012 

[and therefore decided to issue] as part of the settlement, one million ordinary to the 

Sundance shares Cam Iron’s minority shareholder and the former Cam Iron CEO, Mr Roger 

Bogne” (SRL 2013: 1), 

which represented USD 1.3 million while thanking him for his contribution in the Project. 
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While the Mbalam iron project is his most remarkable achievement in terms of the twists and turns 

he took as part of his commitment to his mining endeavours, Mr Bogne has also participated in other 

juicy operations. This is notably the case of Uranex S.A., which he created in 2006 with the shares 

from the Australian company DP Prospecting Pty Ltd., the Cameroonian companies, La société 

Kapdjou and La société Esson, with Mr Tchakounte Djekam Mathurin. With a capital equivalent to 

USD 15,000, the corporation owned exclusive rights to three uranium exploration licenses (Nki, 

Monguele and Badekok) of nearly 3,000 square kilometers (Freudenthal 2016). After a few years of 

valorisation work on permits during the first year of the company's existence, he initiated talks with a 

firm listed on the Australian Stock Exchange (ASX), for the sale of 80% of Uranex's shares. On 

November 5, 2007, five individuals received a total of USD 5,099,934.21, which represented a 

37,900% return on their investment. On November 28, 2007, the transaction was approved by the 

incorporated Australian Resource Generation Limited’s shareholders and the settlement was 

completed on 29 January 2008. From those transactions, five individuals received a total of USD 

5,099,934.21, representing a 37,900% return on their initial investment. In the breakdown, USD 

11,514,950 went to Roger Bogne, USD 11,514,950 to Serge Mendomo & Associates, USD 4,457,400 

to Tchakounte Djekam Mathurin, USD 1,485,800 to Innocent Fetze Kamdem; and USD 742,900 to 

Gerard Mabia Lomie (ResGen 2008). Apart from Tchakounte Djekam Mathurin, the other 

beneficiaries were not identifiable in the 2006 statement of the company’s capital. They had also 

used the 'straw men' tactic to conceal their identity. Alongside Roger Bogne presented as a "serial 

entrepreneur" by an Australian newspaper, other known figures in Cameroon benefited from this 

transaction. Such was the case of Serge Edmond Asso'o Mendomo, the son of a well-known general 

(in the army from 1978 to at least 2011) and Gerard Mabia Lomie, a former parliamentarian for the 

ruling party, and Head of the Upper Nyong section of the Cameroon People's Democratic Movement 

and then Mayor of Lomié (1996 to 2011 at least). 

Mr Bogne was also involved in other projects such as Camina (Cameroon Mining Action) SA, which 

acquired three permits covering an area of approximately 2,970km². This company conducted 

exploration within the framework of the Ngovayang and Mayo Binka projects located in the South-

West region of Cameroon (Musa 2010). As with Cam Iron, shareholders of Camina sold their shares 

to another limited company incorporated and domiciled in Australia, the Legend Mining Limited on 

the September 4, 2009. In this transaction, Legend issued 50 million fully paid Legend shares to the 

Camina nominees and paid USD 134,827 to Camina for the right to carry out exploration of a 

minimum value of USD 0.79 million over a 12-month period. Legend acquired the right to a 90% 

interest in the Project via a 90% ownership of Camina. Apart from the symbolic shares of Roger 

(0.58%), Asso'o (1.36%) and some others holding shares in this company, Bogne and his associates 

still held a 10 percent stake in the project (LML 2010). This position allowed them to continue 

benefitting from the windfalls from the company that would potentially accrue to Camina., Legend in 

turn announced on 5 August 2014 the completion of the sale of its Cameroon’s Ngovayang Project in 

West Africa, which it sold to the subsidiary of the Indian steel giant, Jindal Steel and Power Ltd. for a 

total USD 13.88 million (LML 2016). 

Similarly, as mentioned above, Serge Asso'o participated alongside Bogne in transactions during the 

constitution of Cam Iron, Uranex, Congo Iron among others. He is an Army General’s son who studied 

in France and in the USA. Between 1996 and 2005, he was involved in the management of a family 

logging company which he eventually left following a dispute with the company’s real owner, his 

father. He then joined forces with a fellow countryman who was already involved in the 

Cameroonian mining sector for some time. This 2006 meeting coincided with a key moment in the 
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career of this entrepreneur who was transitioning from artisanal to industrial mining with the 

support of his foreign partners (Pontié 2014). They joined forces to continue the experiment that had 

begun a few months back with the creation of Cam Iron and the acquisition of exploration license 

N°92 on 28 September 2005. When he sold the shares to Sundance in 2007, he decided to assign his 

shares to Hold Co. In 2012, he succeeded Bogne as Cam Iron’s Managing Director. He was involved in 

most of the major projects led by Roger and also made substantial profits out of mining speculation. 

Unconnected with previous entrepreneurs, another Cameroonian, Guy Djouken, also used the 

mining sector as the backbone of his entrepreneurship. In 2014, he alone obtained up to 18 

exploration permits in Cameroon carried by 04 mainly Chinese companies (SLK, Cameroon Longsheng 

Cameroon Ltd., Premier Choose Mineral Resources Cameroon SA, Fametal Mining Resources 

Cameroon), in which he held at least part of the shares (ITIE 2015). He worked mainly in the 

mechanised exploitation of gold in eastern Cameroon, and to date has no industrial project of the 

size of Cam Iron. However, this was no less promising than reselling land to Chinese operators who 

were desperately seeking gold-rich sites to exploit. He also holds a managerial position in the football 

sector which he combines artfully with his other responsibilities. Moreover, his Chinese partners in 

the field of gold mining once approached him to request the participation of a Cameroonian team at 

the Shanghai International Tournament in 2015 (Wandji 2015). 

 

In summary, the mode of operation is the same and consists in setting up, alone or with the help of 

foreign contacts, a domestic mining company lacking the resources and capacity for mining 

development. This process is usually led by local private contractors with some knowledge of past 

geological works conducted by the UNDP, France or Canada. In the interests of discretion, these 

entrepreneurs who are senior officials and politicians make use of 'straw' men and women who serve 

as a front to hide the true identity of the firm's shareholders.. From then on, the mining company 

applies for one or more research permits from the Ministry in charge of mines. Some basic land 

clearing and mining surveys are undertaken by staff on a few spots covered by on the permit. 

Sometimes the company manipulates certain information about the asset (false 

statements/misreporting) to derive greater profits. This preliminary work is intended to inspire 

confidence and reassure potential operators or speculators of the company’s value. 

A first buyer, usually a novice businessman with no mining experience, buys the shares, the majority 

of the shares of the previous company. He is often, however, accustomed to transactions in the 

mining sector and is listed on a foreign stock exchange market. The company then carries out 

certification work on the deposit, obtains the certificate of environmental compliance, the mining 

agreement, the operating license and other administrative authorizations. These junior companies 

do a lot of stock market speculation while looking for a credible buyer to develop the project. They 

also draw large sums of money. For many reasons, each novice can resell his possessions to another 

novice, rather than to a mining company with an established reputation. 

The project thus matures and is also sold to the actual mining operators who will conduct the 

operation proper. For the time being, no project involving the kind of transactions described above 

has ever reached this final stage. 
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6.1.2.2 Service providers at various levels 

In the previous chapter, domestic entrepreneurs are presented as service providers to foreign private 

investors, including Chinese, in the mechanised exploitation of gold in Betare-Oya. In ASM, they are 

involved in geological research, acquisition of mining licences, translation and interpreting, 

administrative and fiscal facilitation, playing the role of community support officers, negotiation, etc. 

(cf. chapter five). 

In industrial mining, these entrepreneurs also provide services to these companies whether or not 

the said companies are created on their initiative. Their core business is the recruitment and 

management of human resources. For example, a logistics company set up by Roger Bogne is a 

Human Resources Program called Onyx Allied Services. The program provides human resources to 

various industries in Cameroon and Central African regions (RBF 2016). 

 

6.1.2.3 Trading Cameroon’s gold 

The GVC has an active participation of Cameroonians in all its segments. In the preparations 

segment, the development of CAPAM was decisive for greater involvement, while in the mining 

segment, very few were able to play a leading role as investors, but still served as employees at 

various levels. Finally, the last segment (Trade) is almost completely controlled by the Cameroonians, 

partly by CAPAM offices and partly by local gold traders networking with Dubai. CAPAM controls a 

marginal proportion of this production, a maximum of 20%, while the rest is in the hands of the 

traders. In both cases, this made it possible to capture an additional part of the financial resources 

generated by the mechanization of the ASM in the Betare-Oya region. 

Cameroonian Agency was expressed by commissioners or legal entities based in Cameroon, who 

carry out this activity based on an authorization to open a purchase office. The authorization is 

granted for a maximum of 60 days after the filing of the complete application for a renewable period 

of 4 years. Until 2011, this activity was mainly controlled by clandestine collectors. The artisanal 

miner sells his mining product to the commissioner who can resell or export it. It is recommended 

that the purchase office be established as close as possible to operating areas. These commissioners, 

who are also gold traders, are organized according to a pyramidal model, the base of which is made 

up of mobile collectors who wander around artisanal sites to buy gold on site. Once they collect the 

product, they put it at the disposal of their sedentary patrons who are generally influential native 

merchants and shop owners. These in turn are connected to gold buyers who sell on the 

international market and especially to Dubai. The higher up you are in the pyramid, the more 

financial resources you have for gold collection. They generally have similar profiles: they have 

inexhaustible financial resources, are Muslim, and know each other and together set the prices 

applied for the purchase of gold (Nguepjouo & Manyacka 2008). The distinguishing criterion among 

them is their financial clout. Whatever the quantity of gold, they can pool their efforts and buy it up 

in short order. 

In addition to the availability of financial resources, they have very strong networks that are well 

established on marketing channels both in Cameroon and abroad. This activity is conducive if it 

operates on the Muslim traders’ terms, but cannot be easily replicated by people outside their 

network. According to Garba, manager of the first Chinese company to settle down in Betare-Oya, 
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"Muslims have demonstrated legendary solidarity, and successfully shut us out. When we 

tried to legally commercialize gold, we faced serious problems with the local administration. 

The procedure was so long and costly that we did not make substantial profits. Cameroonian 

Muslims know how to get the gold out of the country without declaring it, or rather, while 

fulfilling only minimal administrative requirements. For them, it goes very quickly, but no one 

can tell you the secret of such tremendous success. In Dubai also, they already have their 

networks that make money available in advance for them to buy large quantities. Once this 

gold arrives at the airport, they come and collect it on the spot" (Personal Interview with Mr 

Garba 2016). 

 

Like Mr. Garba, there are many investors who share this view of the gold trade in the region. There is 

widespread suspicion of irregular practices surrounding these gold traders. They not only have the 

ability to sell easily abroad by avoiding all bottlenecks along the marketing chain, but they show great 

finesse locally, in stifling any competition. They are able to artificially inflate prices, thereby ensuring 

that any intruders trying to enter the business of collecting gold are ruined and forced to withdraw 

from "their" activity. According to Short & Radebe (2008) who studied the case of the GVC in South 

Africa, roughly 50% of the gross margin is shared in the mining segment of the gold value chain, 

including the preparation phase. Brokering, refining, manufacturing, wholesaling and retailing of end 

products account for the remaining 50%. Although the other stages of the chain are not developed in 

Cameroon by these processes, these traders are able to garner more income from brokering. 

Evaluating the money circulating in Cameroon’s GVC is a taboo topic; no player in this sector was 

willing to share this information during data collection. 

Another trick they use to take advantage of this activity is the practice of usury with operating 

companies. Chinese mining firms borrow money from these gold traders to invest in their projects 

under development, and resell their gold production to the lender, as previously agreed. This gives 

them double profit, first from the interest rates, and also by securing the gold supply. Several 

Chinese entrepreneurs experiencing cash flow difficulties use this financing system to stay in 

business. 

Besides those transactions controlled by real Cameroonian people, other virtual players are involved 

in the gold trade. Their means of action consists of scams and similar practices. Indeed, many 

websites offer gold from Cameroon for sale which in some cases turn out to be outright scams. The 

tactic consists in selling parcels of gold supposedly produced in Cameroon by mining craftsmen 

themselves, or a professional gold seller or a real business man on a website dedicated to the sale of 

gold. When the foreign customer shows interest in the transaction, he/she is then asked for upfront 

payments for the gold to be shipped. The money can be used to obtain official documentation such 

as the CEMAC permit, a letter of introduction to business to carry the gold direct to the buyer. For 

some significant transactions, the buyer is asked to provide proof of his ability to close the deal. With 

some variations from case to case, the names of buyers, proof of funds, passport copies, etc. are 

requested and eventually used to run scams on behalf of the client. Some go even further to pretend 

that they are on their way to the delivery point and then lie that they have been detained at an 

airport (Charles de Gaulle, Dubai) by custom authorities asking for a waiver request. They therefore 

take advantage of this to request a transfer of funds that would, according to them, help release the 

goods from customs. But this is still just a trick to extort money from the potential buyer. 
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In these scam operations, e-mailing is a crucial tool. Also fake claims of releasing gold inherited from 

a family member (father, uncle, etc.), are another tactic often used. The procedure is to get some 

money from the victim supposedly to secure the release of the gold. However, it is hard to identify 

the country of origin of these scammers, who in some cases may be operating from outside 

Cameroon. At best, the customer receives a parcel full of sand, while the scammers earn substantial 

sums of money through these manoeuvers (Milbourn 2016). 

They have been able to protect the gold trade using various tricks, to the point where even foreign 

investors find it difficult to enter the playing field. They have built an apparently impervious network 

by deploying various collectors. They are thus able to eliminate all the competition. Those tactics 

have helped to further increase the sources of windfalls that Cameroonians capture as part of the 

financial resources generated in the preparation and mining steps. 

 

6.1.3 Local communities asserting their ambition to benefit from ASM 

On one hand, local communities struggle with an economic activity that is blossoming from what was 

formerly their property. In fact, these customary areas were previously used to host traditional 

activities such as fishing, hunting, agriculture, gold panning, etc. which have fed, clothed and 

provided shelter to many generations of people in the Lom and Djerem division. These communities 

have assembled knowledge and know-how over time, thus achieving a mastery of the space from 

which they derive a large part of their livelihood. On the other hand, when the same space is coveted 

by investors, this inevitably results in shortfalls for these populations. Moreover, when the 

development of mining activity is carried out haphazardly, as is often the case, it generates an 

additional negative impact on the environment and their lives. Thus, among other manifestations, 

rivers and other water sources are disrupted and rendered temporarily unfit for human use, 

excavated and pothole-filled land on which activity cannot flourish in the short and medium term. 

It is in such a context marked by their historic familiarity with the mining of gold resources and 

competition for access and control of these resources that these populations must survive, not to 

mention the constraints the elite are likely to place on them. Civil society organisations bear a very 

modest share of the burden in the local people’s struggle either to resist the looting of their 

resources, or to draw some benefits from mechanised mining windfalls. 

 

6.1.3.1  Civil society organisations in the realm of Asian involvement 

From a general standpoint, the Cameroonian civil society is a young twenty-year old movement 

established thanks to the laws enshrining freedom of association that were passed in the 90s. Its 

challenges include lack of capacity to handle emerging issues and a dearth of autonomous financial 

resources. Therefore it relies on the Western world to address its environmental and other broader 

concerns. There are several areas of interest including natural resource management issues such as 

mining. In this regard, it should be noted that the surge in mining and particularly solid mining 

activity dates back to a decade, while the three decades of hydrocarbons exploitation took place in a 

climate of total omerta. As stated by Éla, 
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"Under the Ahidjo regime, one had to turn a blind eye to “black gold" whose non-bank 

accounts were a State secret. Only "green gold" was allowed to come to the country’s 

attention” (1990: 68). 

Things did not improve much after his departure from office in the mid-80s. Speaking of Cameroon’s 

oil sector on national television, a former director of the national oil company maintained the 

rhetoric that the subject was too complex for the ordinary Cameroonian to grasp. He therefore 

reported only to the Head of State, with whom he shared the exclusive ability to understand these 

issues (Fonkem 2014). 

The first mining initiatives date back to the late 90s during the development of the Chad-Cameroon 

pipeline project for the transportation of oil from the Komé onshore oilfields in Chad to Kribi, on the 

Atlantic coast. The Centre for Environment and Development was established (RIC 1998) and three 

other civil society organizations followed (World Bank 2006) with the aim of conducting advocacy, 

according to Mitchell (2010), to give better consideration to affected communities and their 

environment in digging and burying of underground tanks. 

In 2005, while keeping their distance from mining sites, a new wave emanating from an international 

campaign led by a coalition called ‘Publish What You Pay’ added 6 new national organizations to the 

previous group (PWYP 2016), which led to the set-up of the first Cameroonian coalition. With a view 

to adopting a national EITI committee, the PWYP appointed its representatives who were tasked, 

among others, with auditing payment statements issued by mining companies and comparing them 

with revenue figures from State records in a bid to increase transparency in the sector. Various 

activities are also being conducted around significant mining projects pending their effective launch. 

Most of these activities are limited to the central government in Yaoundé. However, on the one 

hand, civil society remains voiceless regarding the phenomenon of the Chinese presence in 

Cameroon, and especially on the issue of gold mining in Cameroon, while on the other hand some of 

them have teamed up with Chinese civil society to improve their mutual understanding and 

interventions. In this regard, the preferred mode of action of these organizations is complacency. 

This approach is similar to the methods observed in other African countries such as Angola, Ghana 

and Nigeria by Mohan & Lampert: 

“In the context of opportunities and threats raised by China’s entry into Africa, civil society 

action is often – but not exclusively –about protecting the privileged class of the African petty 

bourgeoisie, while the segments of the State that benefit from (and so fight for) Chinese 

investment are often part of a highly select elite” (2013: 5). 

The reason may lie in the fact that Chinese actors do not react in the same way as Western 

companies to NGO reports and campaigns, but may also be tied to the fact that small-scale mining, 

such as the one practiced in Betare-Oya, is of little interest to most ordinary people, and less still to 

those working for the government. Yet when each of the small projects is taken together, the result 

is impressive and comparable to industrial mining. In such a context, local populations are therefore 

left to themselves, each of its constituents using any means at their disposal to try and either stop 

projects that are likely to impoverish them, or advance their interests by trying to gain as much as 

possible. They must resort to grabbing the fallouts from the exploitation of their traditional land, 

bearing in mind that they must manoeuvre both against foreign entrepreneurs and the government 
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that oversees their actions. Without any refinement in the actions they take, they cannot hope to 

achieve any success in their undertakings. 

 

6.1.3.2  Barriers created by the politico-administrative elite 

Domestic players are not a homogeneous category because they are affected by particular socio-

environmental constraints which are sometimes further exacerbated by disparities in their individual 

resources and capabilities. However, they do not all belong to the ruling class. Thus they must show 

tremendous sophistication and skill to make their divergent and sometimes "dissenting" voices 

heard, and/or by carrying out dissenting actions in order to make their own interests prevail. The 

riparian communities are in fact caught in cross fire, between the politico-administrative elite with 

aspirations diverging almost systematically from theirs on the one hand and, on the other hand, 

national or foreign investors whose desire for profit is usually at odds with their need for well-being, 

especially when State regulation is weak. 

In the first case, the politico-administrative elite is made up of both indigenous cadres of the mining 

Lom and Djerem department working or not in the region, and State personnel appointed to work in 

these  gold-rich zones. For natives of the region, they behave as though they are obliged to keep 

their "brothers" docile and aligned behind the policy of the ruling system, even when it runs counter 

to the deepest aspirations of these populations. Using a hegemonic approach, they consider 

themselves high enough on the social ladder to better understand what is best for their clan, division 

or region of origin. Thus these "elders" closely monitor the conduct of their social "juniors" as well as 

their possible impact on the region and intervene by various means as soon as a crisis is likely to 

break out or when it emerges against all expectations. This state of permanent surveillance does not 

always enjoy unanimous support, at least not from of the youths who feel forgotten by these elites. 

And to corroborate this perception, a young scalded geologist from the country gives his vexed 

opinion on the issue: 

"...the rural youth are first hand witnesses of this activity that has been abandoned by the 

administrative elite originating from the gold-rich areas, and also by the political elite who 

advocate for peace even though the population pines away in misery with wealth under its 

feet. As often said, Cameroon is a country of peace, we must not strike!" (Personal interview 

with Guy Zaoro 2016). 

This statement highlights the odd conflict between the interests of the ruling class and those of the 

majority of the population in the area. While the "elders" manage to cope with the inertia of the 

environment, the "established order" of the dominant system, the social juniors seem to aspire to 

explore other horizons. 

In the same vein, the indigenous elite’s control of these localities is another mode of intervention 

which is more formal, and takes place during meetings and other highlights of local and national 

political life. They return to their localities of origin – on their own initiative or at the behest of the 

ruling party – in order to placate the electorate whose votes they hope to win for themselves or their 

loved ones, and bearing in mind that the work at grass-roots level can sometimes be rewarded by an 

appointment or any other promotion by an administrative decision. This positioning in the political 

pool enables the bureaucratic bourgeoisie to demonstrate the effectiveness of their interventions, 
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their leadership capacities, their work in mobilizing the electorate on the one hand and their militant 

fervour on the other hand, as well as their unreserved adherence to the party’s ideals. This display 

can help activists preserve positions of power that are already theirs or which they hope to gain by 

capturing the attention and trust of the great helmsman and thereby qualify for appointment to a 

position in his government. 

Alongside this group of natives of the region, there is a more official category made up of local 

authorities assigned by the State for purposes of territorial administration. These authorities seem to 

be uncompromising in enforcing law and order. Their job is to firmly execute the orders of the 

Jacobin-like central State. Thus, they do not bother to ensure that peace prevails in their area of 

command. Repression can be resorted to unscrupulously and at any time, since the top priority is to 

ensure that law and order is maintained. In such a context, any expression of protest is severely 

punished. That is why the "authoritarian principle" that seems to underlie the functioning of the 

postcolonial State (Mbembé 1988: 127-152) sits well with officials who interpret any dissent as a 

threat to their own political and administrative survival. In fact, open challenges draw unwanted 

attention to the locality and, to its administrators in particular for their failure to avert the onset of 

social unrest, thus revealing their incompetence. Such situations may sometimes lead to the 

exclusion of these administrators who are deemed incompetent from the chain of command. 

In such a setting where there is an overlap between pressure exerted by the political staff from this 

administrative district and the brute force embodied by the administrative authority in the mining 

area, social demands – even the most legitimate ones – will hardly be openly expressed. They will 

therefore become a rather rare occurrence, which will be used only as last resort, even at the risk of 

enduring the inevitable lashes of the ruling class. On the other hand, in order to survive while 

defending its own interests, other more diffused modes of expression of resistance from the 

dominated classes will be used to escape the oppression of the political-administrative bourgeoisie, 

but also to capture their share of the manna given to them by the local geology on which mining 

entrepreneurs are ready to invest. 

 

6.1.3.3  The instrumentalization of local culture in exerting Cameroonian Agency 

There is indeed a social engineering that is active in societies struggling to formulate individual or 

collective responses to Asian mining investments and activities on the ground. The former is not 

disembodied in so far as it is well integrated into the proper historical background of these societies, 

which it takes into account when drawing up modalities of disapproval of foreign investors. 

African societies are accustomed to struggling to escape oppressive authoritarian control which is 

very often of external origin. Since the days of the slave trade, they have used several means to 

demonstrate their rejection of domination by instigating revolts that continued into the post-colonial 

State in the form of boycotts, strike action, eluding the authorities, rebellion, etc. The repressive 

measures that followed their open actions have convinced them of the wisdom of resorting to 

„diffuse resistance", thus avoiding the principle of "open conflict". Therefore records of the struggle 

borrowed from the practices that Éla (1990: 160-180) called "counter-knowledge", "strategies of the 

poor" and "the art of trivializing power". These are parabola, a provocative play on words, song, 

refusal to participate, calculated participation, etc. 
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In this context, the action of apparently dominated people is decisive as illustrated by the case study 

of the peasantry in Tanzania (Hyden 1980). According to Mbembé (2001: 104), the actions of local 

people need to be understood appropriately, because it can take various forms such as deceit, bias, 

tricks to escape control or heavy domination of public authority as demonstrated in postcolonial 

societies, especially in cases of disagreement on the desirability of foreign investment in a given 

country or the implementing modalities thereof. In that case, people resort to a set of cultural 

repertoires and powerfully evocative concepts such as resistance, accommodation, disengagement, 

refusal to be captured, and mutual “zombification” of both the dominant and the supposedly 

dominated”. 

In the mining domain, instances of violent reactions are rare, especially in a context where the State 

does not tolerate noisy acts of defiance towards order and discipline (Bayart 1993: 257), which these 

populations finally internalised in their modes of expression. In fact, they could betray the 

feverishness and vulnerability of a political system that insists on imposing discipline, thus controlling 

the country and all sectors of economic life, which undermine its hegemonic project that competes 

with the economic interests of local groups. Having learned well that any deviation would be harshly 

repressed, local people invent "modes of protest that cannot attract the attention of official 

authorities" (Éla 1990: 159), and now use trickery, the full understanding of which is only obtained by 

revisiting "mundaneness" and ordinary life. 

Mechanised mining is reminiscent of another time in history when gold resources in East Cameroon 

were mined in disregard for local residents' expectations and the fact that the people participated in 

the undertaking without any fair compensation. It was rather designed outside the country, 

implemented by metropolitan operators in an authoritarian manner in order to satisfy needs that 

were different from those of the mining region. It generated profits which were hard to evaluate, 

and the people were conscripted into forced labour for which they paid with their sweat and blood. 

At the end of these operations at the dawn of independence, these populations resumed the 

revenge started by their predecessors, settling the land left by their first miners – and new sites that 

they themselves had opened up – with crowds of people including foreigners with capital, but also 

productive and commercial know-how. 

All State efforts to legalize the subsector over the past forty years have ended in a string of failures. 

In the last two decades, the creation of CAPAM has served as a good illustration of the ability of local 

actors to subvert the agenda of State authorities for this sector. Thus, once it became operational,  

CAPAM undertook to organize craftsmen into mining cooperatives "Common Initiative Groups for 

Artisan Miners" known as Gicamines, to which various forms of support were provided (mining 

equipment, inputs, marketing aid). This project conducted within an authoritarian framework and 

which in its maturation phase, was even envisaged as way of transforming the craftsman into a 

mining contractor working in accordance with the legal texts governing this activity, did not however 

succeed. 

As Éla (1990) has noted, when it comes to peasant responses in Africa’s agricultural sector in the face 

of the hegemonic project of the post-colonial State, the modes of local dissent were manifold. They 

sometimes took the form of calculated or interested adhesion, sometimes that of duplicity in 

collaboration with State services, and even that of the avoidance of measures to subject them to 

supervision. In the first case, co-operators comply with CAPAM requirements to become members of 

Gicamine, which provided access to various facilities including equipment, financial down payments 
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on the sale of the next production, guarantees of sale. All this apparent discipline was destined not to 

unnecessarily deprive itself of the redistribution of the resources of the State, which CAPAM 

promised to undertake. In the second case, that of duplicity, the craftsmen who had thus 

contractually committed to channel the product of their work through the formal circuit with 

CAPAM, did not embarrass themselves by selling them on parallel marketing circuits which they were 

supposed to have withdrawn from. The last response was avoidance whereby "clandestine" artisans 

retreated to remote locations not yet covered by CAPAM, thus avoiding payment of the individual 

prospector’s card and other State organisational initiatives therefore, simply escaping State control. 

All this had the effect of compelling the State to reconsider its approach and it soon bounced back by 

opening itself up to technical-financial partnerships with foreign entrepreneurs especially Koreans at 

first, before extending to include other foreign investors in subsequent years. This other initiative led 

to the gradual end of traditional mining crafts in selected areas, for the benefit of mechanised mining 

enterprises. The reaction from locals on the ground was swift. It followed the movement set in 

motion by the State at the same time as it contradicted it. In the first case, several local residents 

cooperated by applying for and obtaining formal artisanal authorizations, but then tried to profit 

from them either by transferring them to national and foreign partners against substantial payment, 

or by developing mining joint ventures with the mining licences representing their stake in the capital 

of the co-enterprise, thereby short-circuiting the State organ which had by then become lethargic. 

For a few local actors, these transactions in ASM authorizations were a particularly effective way of 

profiting from the mining operations, and they did so on an ongoing basis, disregarding legal 

provisions which did not provide the option of obtaining up to 4 artisanal authorizations per 

contractor. Their genius in circumventing the law made it possible to possess dozens of mining 

licences, quite legally, which were then auctioned to mining contractors. 

Secondly, mining handicrafts changed to adapt to the mechanised exploitation activity of companies, 

and are now also operating on the margins of a given mining pit under exploitation. In fact, 

craftsmen work alongside companies, taking advantage of the work done by the hydraulic shovel in 

picking up layers of  gravel either at the bottom or on the edges of an open pit that they then only 

need to wash in order to recover gold. This form of artisanal mining is called 'Nguéré' and is only 

tolerated by some mining investors because they consider it a form of in-kind compensation of given 

to the residents living or working in the surroundings of mechanised mining operations. Moreover, 

with the impoverishment of the flats, these populations have also found a new way of operating, by 

refinishing the gravel that the companies have already washed, without needing to invest huge 

resources, they manage to recover the remains of gold that escaped the washing plants of  the 

mechanised operators. This other mode of exploitation which was recently invented by the 

neighbouring populations is locally known as 'Mboutou'. It appears therefore that the populations 

constantly seek solutions to take advantage of the gold coveted by foreigners and, by so doing, 

engage in stiff competition with the latter. 

 

As discussed above, Cameroonian agents have astutely advanced their own interests, what resulted 

in their control of the sector. Foreign investors’ presence across the GVC has been hugely 

constrained and reduced to its simplest form. As the figure 6.4 reveals, the foreign direct 

intervention is limited to the production segments (Mining: Extraction and Washing),  and to a lesser 

degree to the trade of gold at the local level. 
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Fig. 6.4: Stages in the Gold Mining Process (ASM) 

As a consequence, foreign mining operators are mostly financiers along the Cameroon’s GVC. The 

segments they actually controlled were limited to providing capital and inputs and undertaking 

extraction and associated washing processes. Few Cameroonians were active, even at those stages 

where foreign investors were restricted. The agency of Cameroonians was performed in all segments 

of gold mining processes thanks to their capacity for initiative and inventiveness. 

 

6.2 Challenges of Asian mining investments 

For various reasons, Cameroon-China interactions in the mining sector are not always peaceful and 

cordial. The actors involved in this relationship try to make their interests prevail, often to the 

detriment of other competing players. Thus, for the Cameroonian side, modes of interaction 

mentioned above (anticipation of investments, support for the Chinese partner, subtle extraction of 

some benefits through a multitude of tactics) are sometimes complemented by an approach that 

rather favours ostentation or even the spectacular, sometimes with the aim of impressing its 

counterpart. This process of open and/or physical constraint occurs either because the above 

outlined options have been exhausted without achieving their goal, or out of a simple desire of to 

broaden the range of possibilities for action in order to increase possibilities for gain. Thus, this use 

of the language of brute force, whether legitimate or not, has the advantage and the disadvantage of 

being easily seen and heard simultaneously by the adverse parties (investor and administrative 

authority) and consequently eliciting a certain reaction on their part. Sometimes the answer is either 

repression or eradication, sometimes satisfaction of local demand. However, without making any 

value judgment, it appears that the Cameroonian side – and probably not only – resorted to various 

means to uphold its interests over those of Chinese operators. In the following lines, this section 

strives to discuss the gradual challenges posed by locals to Chinese investments. It first develops the 

conflictual nature of the quest for interest, followed by the ways and means used by Cameroonians 

in dealing with their partners. Moreover, cases of open manifestations of violence as a means of 

expression, ownership and repair will be reviewed before looking at the fate of local demands and 

aspirations which are so often curbed, compromised or contained by local administrative and 

military authorities. 
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6.2.1 Conflicting political-ecological interests at play 

Since the slavery period, African societies have consistently shown their rejection of domination by 

means of revolts that attest to their historicity (Éla 1990: 179). Even today, this rejection or 

opposition of the authorities’ guidelines and objectives, refusal, reluctance are some of the forms of 

illegality, translated into various facets of political-ecological conflictuality. These manifestations are 

still visible in Cameroon’s mechanised gold mining sector. 

Escaping authoritarian State control 

At the level of the poor rural populations, this ecosystem represents a nurturing mother providing 

most of their needs. All their customary activities are based, today as in the past, on the 

environmental support they have always relied on. Be it subsistence farming, angling and net fishing, 

traditional hunting, extensive livestock farming and seasonal artisanal mining, any prospect for these 

populations can only be envisioned with respect to their ancestral lands. Thus, when an activity such 

as gold mining takes up almost all the areas from which they derive their livelihoods, this can become 

a cause for concern for these populations. Especially when this occurs without any form of 

compensation being offered such as employment opportunities to support their families; or even 

vocational training alternatives, in mechanics, welding and electricity on heavy vehicles, as well as 

driving of heavy equipment such as hydraulic shovels and bulldozers. In such a context, the 

deployment of investors can quickly turn into – in their eyes – a genuine threat to their development, 

and even their survival. 

Mining produces various impacts on the living environment of local populations. For example, the 

exploitation of gold deposits requires removal of the vegetation cover, destruction and dismantling 

of soils in the search for precious metal, which will still involve disturbing the subsoil, diverting or 

even blocking the river’s course. In such cases, they have the choice between suffering and dying in 

silence or rather taking action to ensure their survival or merely expressing their distress as 

energetically as possible, hoping for more humaneness on the part of the active operator over their 

historical assets. Taking into account the developments presented earlier in the section on the elite, 

which shows that these populations are caught between a rock and a hard place, this choice is not in 

the least bit an easy one, especially as the spaces most often used are rivers flanks considered as 

swampy areas. Indeed, marshes belong to the State which is the sole regulator of their access and 

use. 

For the government, the choice is clear. It chooses to allocate spaces to mining. Thus, authorities of 

the Ministry of Mines and their decentralised services, the regional mining delegation in charge of 

granting artisanal mining permits, have never considered it necessary to consult local residents, 

although they are the customarily entitled beneficiaries. From their offices in Bertoua, they issue 

ASM authorisations on the exploitable plots with no regard for the populations, who claim any rights 

to those lands. In the same way, research permits granted by the Ministry of Mines at the level of the 

central government, are rarely held by natives of the region, and yet they prevent local residents 

from obtaining artisanal authorisations given the necessary prior consent that must be obtained from 

the owner. Moreover, some powerful politicians and military personnel take their partners and hold 

them in custody using an impressive number of soldiers, to the point of frustrating villagers whose 

written or verbal claims cannot be followed up to any effect. Similarly, the authorities they find on 

the spot are also reduced to impotence and silence. 
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Aware of the fact that the State will not give them any expected response to their demands, these 

people take the risk of expressing their dissent. As analysed by Conde & Le Billon: 

”Both progressive and conservative governments have not only generally demonstrated a 

pro-industry bias, but have also shown a growing intolerance to social resistance against 

extractive projects through increasing use of repressive measures, the criminalisation of 

protest and the prosecution of leaders in resistance movements” (2017:11). 

Resistance includes two basic elements namely, opposition to existing power relations, and its 

consecutive translation into action, be it verbal, cognitive or physical. Resistance can be visible and 

overt or invisible and covert, often then part of everyday socio-environmental resistance (Conde & Le 

Billon 2017). So, before taking spectacular action, these people play tricks on the administrative 

authority, but realize that the concerns of these authorities are far from their own interests. Thus, 

attempts to have their rights restored seldom prosper, as a riparian articulates: 

"Sometimes the sub-divisional officer gives preference to his personal relationship with 

mining investors when local demands are communicated to the local authority. They often 

bribe him, and instead of defending the interests of his constituents, he uses the pretext of a 

legal vacuum in the Cameroonian mining code which does not make provision for the 

residents" (Personal interview with Guy Zaoro 2016). 

However in extreme situations, violent responses to China's presence in mining sector have definitely 

taken place. Verbal violence is one of the responses which comes in the form of different kinds of 

insults, verbal abuse, etc. (Etahoben 2014). They have also been forced to go beyond this verbal 

abuse at least five times. This also entailed residents as well as employees in mining companies to 

make their voices heard in a rather noisy way in the region. Actions took several forms. Initially, 

without directly pointing at Chinese operators, they consisted in blocking the public thoroughfare 

(the main connection between Betare-Oya and the national road) and slashing tires, preceded or 

followed by popular protest marches in the city. In a second stage, other actions directly targeted 

Chinese operators whose equipment was vandalized and in another case some Chinese miners 

beaten. They were saved only by escaping to other neighbouring localities (Kindzeka 2016). 

In most cases, these actions were quickly infiltrated by security forces to disperse demonstrators, 

apprehend leaders and restore public order. However, these five demonstrations prompted C&K 

Mining to rehabilitate the Betare-Oya canton chiefdom. Another Korean company, AK Mining, has 

built a school and a church in Kongolo and a non-functional orphanage in Betare-Oya which are 

examples of the benefits of open expressions of anger by local communities. In terms of 

achievements, it also appears in these cases that the dramatic actions of the local populations 

enabled them to gain more attention and especially to grab a share of the financial flows circulating 

in the region. 

 

6.2.2 Forcing operators to adapt to and acknowledge local interests 

The register of moral obligation was also explored by locals seeking to advance their interests in the 

gold mining context in the Betare-Oya region. The approach was to present certain elements of 

culture as being sacred, and requesting that the investor simply to accommodate their sacredness if 

he wants to maintain harmony in the area according to local customs. This creates or maintains 
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conditions conducive to the success of the activities to be conducted by the entrepreneurs. It should 

be noted that even in cases where this requirement is not enshrined in the law governing mining, the 

practice of sacrifices has become mandatory in the region, so that no company can start its activities 

in the village, without the local residents being called upon to offer sacrifices on its behalf. 

This ancestral practice is common in purely artisanal mining sites where it is not unusual to find an 

altar dedicated to sacrifices and other rites which these artisans practise (Nguepjouo & Manyacka 

2008). Indeed, it is inscribed in the mind of the mining craftsman that the success of his activity 

depends, at least in part, on the harmony he maintains with the forces of nature, because gold is 

strongly linked to the invisible forces that can be unleashed and turn evil if they are not appeased 

with the appropriate rituals (Keita 2001). Thus mining craftsmanship does not consist primarily in 

finding a promising vein, although it is the ultimate object of the quest, but first of all entails 

guaranteeing spiritual protection which would spare the goldsmith from accidents, injuries, sudden 

and/or sudden deaths. This is what obtained in Siékorolé in Mali, where the "sacrifice of roosters" 

helped avert accidents due to the collapse of galleries (Panella 2007). Elsewhere, in the ancient 

Kedougou Circle in Senegal, it was not enough to offer sacrifices, it was especially important to wait 

for feedback from the gold controlling spirits on whether the sacrifices had been accepted. They 

could demand sacrifices as many times as necessary to get them satisfied (Belan 1946: 10-11). It is so 

sacred that it is not always executed by the craftsman himself, because in certain places, a social 

caste is in charge of it. In these cases, the ritual sacrifice officers take the place of the craftsmen in 

offering sacrifices intended to assure spiritual protection for the goldsmiths against evil spirits, 

vectors of accidents, and other unfortunate incidents on mining fields. 

Sacrifices also aim to improve the chances of success, to define or condition the productivity of a 

place. They are practiced sometimes on the main land prior to the launch of extraction activities, 

sometimes on an altar permanently erected on the site including pieces of silver, cigarette, eggs, 

perfumes, tree of peace, etc. (Nguepjouo & Manyacka 2008). They are intended to avoid 

impoverishment, drying-up, and leakage of the ore throughout the duration of the craftsman work. 

They are proportional, of course, to the applicant’s financial status but also to the quantities the 

artisan expects to harvest. The larger the expected quantity, the greater will be the sacrifice as 

Foumena & Bamenjo (2013) pointed out in the case of diamond crafts in East Cameroon. 

This practice is not new nor is it limited to this part of the world. Indeed, the practice of offering 

sacrifices is well known in mining fields across Africa and ranges from the most benign to the most 

horrible forms. Sacrifices come into play when the mining artisan believes his knowledge and 

strength are not sufficient on their own to help him secure the wealth he hopes to obtain. Luck, 

although a determinant factor in the discovery of gold, is deemed too random a parameter to rely on 

in ensuring that the craftsman who does not sacrifice will still end up being a lucky discoverer of a 

vein, or at the very least, nuggets of gold. Thus they feel the need to explore the possibilities offered 

by the parallel invisible worlds of their ancestors (‘second world’) and of spirits (‘third world’) 

according to the Katangese cosmogony (Cuvelier 2011). 

In Central Africa, the practice is observed in many mining communities. As has been noted in both 

Cameroon and the Central African Republic, the victim used in the sacrifice is a source of happiness 

and is generally taken from the livestock. Thus livestock are critically important for the ritual 

sacrifices offered to the gods of gold and diamonds. Sacrifices can take place before or during each 

phase of activity, but frequently, they precede the first act of digging and almost inevitably occur 
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before the gravel is washed and sometimes after a particularly fruitful harvest. This chronology can 

be disrupted and modified with additional steps in response for instance to a dream a craftsman may 

have had, in which he is requested to present a sacrifice for successful extraction or in response to 

unfortunate events. 

Similarly, in West Africa, notably Guinea, in addition to sacrifices demanded for the opening of a 

mining site, another larger purification ritual with guns of gold, was mandatory for the discovery of 

any nugget whose weight exceeded one kilogram (Balandier 1948: 540). The situation in the Anyi-

Ndeye in Cote d'Ivoire compelled the gold-digger to leave the site where the first sacrifice had led to 

a substantial harvest of gold only after having once again offered a cow as a sacrifice (Perrot 1978: 

110-111). 

The previous examples all show that the practice is ancient and very common in Africa, but also that 

it is taken very seriously. It is well anchored socially and even considered as knowledge that has been 

transmitted from generation to generation. On the same site, several and different sacrifices can be 

made depending on the phase of operations in progress, and even more for the diamond in CAR, 

where sacrifices are also offered by women and children participating in the work (Schure et al. 

2011). While mostly animal are used in the sacrifices, some gold-miners do not seem content with 

that. They even resort using the body parts of their loved ones and also albinos whose sacrifices are 

believed to increase the production of their mine pit and thus the wealth and power of mining 

craftsmen in Tanzania. They can go even further to demand human sacrifices as a prerequisite for 

fruitful mining production. In these cases, they must sacrifice “their own fertility, kill one or more of 

their blood relatives, o spend all their money at once or spend it all on alcohol and prostitutes. When 

they fail to meet these conditions, they risk death or madness” (Bryceson et al. 2010). For Comaroff & 

Comaroff, individuals engaged in what they call the “occult economies" in postcolonial Africa do not 

indulge in it by choice, but rather because they are constrained “to conclude a kind of Faustian 

contract with the evil forces guiding them in their quest for power and wealth” (1999: 294). 

 

In any event, it is recognized that the practice of sacrifices is part and parcel of the exercise of mining 

activity by local craftsmen and contractors. This cultural agency is made possible through a kind of 

resistance and exercise of power through beliefs and rites Thus, whatever the mode chosen, it is 

expected to yield higher productivity but has a capacity for being a nuisance, especially that of 

mystically causing death. Thus, although it is commonly accepted that, in order to succeed in this 

activity, recourse to sacrifice or even witchcraft is common, as discussed above, the practice of 

sacrifice as it is now done in the mechanised gold mining zones in the subdivision goes largely 

beyond this constraint. Indeed, these traditional considerations are inoperative in the context of 

mechanization calling for new players outside the local culture, disconnected from this concern 

about sacrifice and solely focused on a rationalized exploitation of these resources. However, these 

investors comply with the requirement (di Balme & Lanzano 2013), even though the populations are 

not at all accountable for the outcome of their mechanised activity. 

This is therefore the moral constraint that forces investors to consider the requirements of 

respecting local customs as a prerequisite for any activity on the site. This is the case in West Africa, 

where companies are obliged to submit to the principle of sacrifice (Panella 2007) in order to gain 

the acceptance of the miners and guarantee their safety during work. 



6. Cameroonian reactions to the Chinese presence in the mining sector     190 

In the case of Betare-Oya, as far as the practice of sacrifices is concerned, it is often the case that the 

representatives of the company when interacting with the traditional/customary authorities cover 

the cost of material and financial requirements. For this purpose, local residents receive sums varying 

between USD 521 and USD 3,472, and sometimes in addition, the food (rice, salt, oil, etc.) and the 

cattle for the sacrifice. This booty is generally distributed among the owners and entitled 

beneficiaries. Thus the money is divided between the chief of the site, the clan that holds customary 

ownership of the land and local elders. Much of the food is prepared and distributed to villagers 

while some of it is distributed in its raw form. 

However, this activity is not everywhere considered as part of folklore. Any neglect of sacrifice, 

excessive greed, or failure to observe rules of the mine can unleash the vengeance of local spirits 

(Panella 2007, Nguepjouo & Manyacka 2008). In effect, some contractors have been victims of their 

insubordination in work sites with cases of accidents and other sad incidents according to the local 

belief widely shared by the local residents. 

The local deities controlling the gold are called "Nanalor" or "Sorkolor". To win their favour, the 

artisanal miner must offer them sacrifices locally called "Sadaka". Making sacrifices is very much a 

part of the lives of the inhabitants of these localities. To reconcile with oneself, or with society, 

recourse is often made to various rites. This is the case of orphanhood and widowhood rites, or those 

carried following rape or an accident, etc. For the purely artisanal activity conducted by the mining 

craftsmen, sacrifices can be made and vary from one location to another, and even from one 

operator to another. Items used in these sacrifices include money, pig, beef, eggs, candles, palm oil, 

etc. The sacrifices are made either before the first strike of the pickaxe on the newly opened site or 

before the washing of gravel. However, it can also be done spontaneously in response to obstacles or 

difficulties on the site (drought, accident). It should be noted that the locals are not the only ones to 

do so, the Koreans and the Chinese also do just as much. As for the amounts disbursed by investors 

for the sacrifices made by the craftsmen, they vary from USD521 to USD 3, 472. 

If, therefore, the principle of sacrifice is posited as a source of increased production and protection, it 

must be noted that this does not work for operators who do not always believe in it, and only submit 

to it as an investment intended to guarantee peace with traditional owners of an area. This plasticity 

of the mind of the local actors allows them to divert a traditional folkloric practice in the context of 

the semi-mechanised exploitation into a major source of cash receipts, which they now receive as a 

right, from firms operating in their localities. This disguising of an overused practice generates 

considerable financial inflows that holders of customary land rights often redistribute to the other 

siblings or to the hamlet or even the village. Nevertheless, these residents have been able to 

capitalize on a defining cultural trait, not regulated by law, which they have converted into a window 

of opportunity to increase their extraction of mining rent. There are doubts about the actual conduct 

of sacrifices in some cases, but operators routinely perform this duty once customary landowners are 

identified. 

Some have also developed a trick of opening rough fields downstream of the working zone of 

Chinese enterprises. Indeed, once the space is allocated or in the process of being allocated to the 

future operator, a few village inhabitants undertake, at a good distance from the area to be 

exploited, to rapidly occupy certain portions of this space by clearing the area and planting cassava 

cuttings. Thus, when the miner approaches the cultivation zone, he is obliged either to negotiate 

with the peasant or face a complaint which, as in the former case, will lead to the payment of some 
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financial compensation. This ploy has often been used by several residents. Although it has 

generated fewer resources than in the case of sacrifices, it remains an obvious source of financial 

inflows to which more than 60% of the areas now exploited have been subjected. More than 2/3 of 

projects have had to deal with this ruse used by local residents, which has nevertheless enabled 

them to capture a significant proportion of financial flows circulating in the region. (For example, it is 

the operator’s obligation to compensate the local residents claiming some rights to areas acquired 

for mining exploitation, but especially that of sacrifices, a ritual conducted prior to any exploitation of 

customary land). 

The residents have also outwitted mining operators offering them the opportunity to work in their 

mining pit for a little money, not just by steadily earning money but more by using their position to 

mount fraudulent schemes. Thus, when incidents such as accidents, death, various injuries, etc. 

occurred during their work, the contractor was forced to take care for them medically or provide 

funeral expenses, sometimes accompanied by pecuniary penalties imposed by judicial institutions. 

Moreover, some began to simulate the same incidents with the medical certificates they obtained, 

and they would then complain about the alleged damage. This enabled them to obtain damages 

from mining operators, thereby also capturing a share of the cash generated from the exploitation of 

their feeder flats, along the Lom River. 

As can be seen from these modes of operation, local communities are astutely challenging 

government orientations aimed at excluding or at least sidelining them from the fallouts of gold 

mining activity. 

 

6.2.3 Robbing resources and murdering people 

The local responses to the Chinese presence in the artisanal mining sector in East Cameroon were 

not only entailed anticipation and support (5.1 and 5.2), avoidance or even trickery and cunning 

(6.1.1) as already explored above. They have also sometimes been violent and even fatal to some of 

the Chinese nationals involved in mining. In most of the cases, these victims were easy prey for some 

local opportunists and bandits. Some of the local authorities do not hesitate to resort to violence 

during spectacular operations involving robbery, abduction, armed robbery and plain executions. 

It should be noted at the outset that the phenomenon of aggression, robbery, hold-up is well known 

in Cameroon (Nga Ndongo 2016)2, and even more so in the East region before the arrival of foreign 

mining investors, especially Asians. The most notorious cases often cost the lives of a few people. 

Even today, there are recurrent reports of kidnappings in this mining region, which do not necessarily 

have a direct link to the extractive activity. As the majority of cases are reported by the media, this is 

a phenomenon which the communities have come – autonomously – to accept. Thus the 

Bororo/Fulani shepherds of the region are routinely kidnapped by assailants who are often identified 

as coming from the neighbouring Central African Republic source)3. Usually payment of a financial 

ransom is demanded in exchange for the release of the hostages. This is one local example of 

payment of sums demanded by the kidnappers to find a relative or family member. However, there is 

another modality that occurs when the kidnapping is recent and there is clear evidence of the hiding 

                                                           
2
 The sociology of this phenomenon is studied by Nga Ndongo in the case of Yaoundé. 

3
 For the 08 Fulani shepherds, refer to CamerounWeb (2015) and Camerpost (2015). 
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place of the hostage. Often the bandits are hunted down until the release of the said hostages is 

secured (Xinhua 2015) a few times with valuable help from the local authorities (Olinga 2016)4. 

More specifically, gold mining in Africa is usually associated with the idea of strife. In the case of 

attacks against mining operations underway in the region, the coincidence with the period of 

intensified semi-mechanised gold mining in the department is quite striking, precisely between 2012 

and 2015. This period was characterized by the massive influx of Chinese entrepreneurs who spread 

all over the riversides likely to contain the ore. In addition, these attacks usually targeted Asian 

investors targeted with an obvious preference for Chinese-born citizens.. Of all the cases reported by 

the local and international media, only one involved a Korean company (C&K Mining), where only 

gold – 08 kg – was carried away by the attackers without causing damage to the physical integrity of 

workers and employers. 

On the other hand, in the same year four other gold theft operations were perpetrated against 

Chinese firms. During the last attack in 2013, especially that of 29-30 December in the Mindou Sarl 

company, some hooded robbers made off with loot comprising mobile phones, suitcases, passports, 

cash, and a work week’s worth of gold output. Visibly unhappy with such a small catch, they 

subjected the Chinese they found on the spot to a memorable beating, which left one person 

seriously wounded. Then the following year, the level of violence has escalated. In another attack 

targeting the facilities of the Guo-Long Mining company on the night of 23 to 24 January 2014 in 

Bangbel, the Chinese-born manager of the mining site, was mortally wounded by the weapon of one 

of the bandits, who were wielding machetes and home-made guns. The thugs who broke into this 

mining company collected liquid cash and cell phones, in addition to gold. In another site in Goyo, a 

Chinese man in his thirties working for the Chincam Company met with the same fate. Attackers 

came into the company’s headquarters at night and were able to neutralize employees as they slept. 

The latter having tried to put up some resistance against the 07-member gang, were shot in cold 

blood on 03.11.2014, and then the group quietly proceeded to complete the burglary of this unit. 

Cameroonians are also killed during these attacks, acting either as defenders of the company or as 

assailants. Where they were responsible for the safety of men and property within Chinese 

enterprises, these security professionals were the primary target whom thieves sought to take down 

in order to gain access to the object of their quest (security guard's weapon, mobile phones, money, 

gold, etc.). Thus a gendarme working at the Chinese society of Mborguene lost his life in a 

confrontation with assailants. But in some other cases, it was the victim (mining company) who 

proved to stronger in his response by successfully repelling the assailants or at times even killing 

some of them. This is what happened in Bangbel where two of the burglars were fatally shot on 

20.07.2015 during an encounter with the company’s armed guard. 

Robbers can also be less violent, acting without harming human life. This is what happens when, the 

victim is more cooperative during the attack. For example, a robbery in a Chinese production unit in 

Kombo Koro resulted in the abduction of the Chinese owner who was later held hostage and 

abandoned in his car some distance away from the scene of the attack, even though the booty 

collected by the robbers was not very impressive (1.4 M and mobile phones). 

It should also be noted that burglars are often natives of the region as in the case of Goyo, Bangbel, 

and probably Mborguene. Employees familiar with the mining business operations often tip off their 

                                                           
4
 Administrative support facilitates the pursuit of kidnappers. 
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accomplices who can then intervene with the right timing and reap considerable booty.  The 

attempts are not always all successful, and through backtracking investigations, it appears that they 

are not only acts of opportunistic bandits, but are often well-prepared operations. 

In the opinion of one of our informants who had investigated most of these cases, an officer of the 

gendarmerie serving in the town of Betare, at least thirty such attacks have been recorded in the 

district in the last few years. In the beginning, the burglars were always successful. This phenomenon 

emerged because companies were reluctant to increase their operating expenses by hiring 

professional armed guards. But once the burglaries became rampant, mining operators resorted to 

small detachments of gendarmes at first, but also sought and obtained firearms authorizations in 

order to tighten security. 

A few findings have emerged from the burglary cases above. They were usually nocturnal attacks 

carried out against isolated mining companies whose base camp and mining sites are located at least 

40 km from Betare-Oya city. Added to this, access is difficult due to the poor condition of the road. 

These are the properties of Chinese entrepreneurs, guarded or not by units of the Cameroonian army 

depending on whether or not they have requested such security services. Finally, the administrative 

and military authorities in the region have always reacted by verbal declarations or pursuit of bandits 

that have sometimes resulted in the capture of gangsters who are more or less feared in the region. 

In their publication on Chinese migrants and Africa's development, Mohan et al. speak of the Chinese 

nationals as a target of local burglars. They say: “Chinese people are specifically targeted as a visible 

‘foreign’ community that is often viewed as being wealthy” (Mohan et al. 2014:104). Similarly, in the 

mining region of Betare-Oya, a very similar phenomenon is observed. Indeed, Chinese have a 

reputation for moving cash wherever they go. They use it to buy spaces, pay their staff salaries and 

cover the operating costs of their business. The ease with which they spend money seems to stem 

from the Chinese belief that money can buy everything, especially in the Cameroonian context which 

is considered highly corrupt. According to several sources, they do not use banking services. They 

recapitalise themselves, after investing in the gold production, by reselling the gold produced on the 

local market. In addition to that, they are also known for being adventurous, as they do not shrink 

before any obstacle and are strongly convinced that by working hard, they can push limits of the 

impossible. These observations may sound like stereotypes, but they still provide a good explanation 

for the tenacity demonstrated by the Chinese in the mining sector, notably in the face of adversity 

and armed robbery, lack of security, fear, criminal threats that may even come from Cameroonian 

populations. 

These abuses committed to capture a portion of mining in the region have not always been 

successful, the assailants were sometimes apprehended and interrogating them helped uncover 

criminal networks, namely high-ranking army and major politicians established outside the mining 

region in Cameroon, and as well in Central African Republic. Despite the immoral nature of their 

approach, it is nonetheless clear that these bandits were out to make a fortune from the mining 

bubble of the artisanal mining sector in the region, and some were even successful. 

They participate in their own way through their violent acts and thefts in the capture of financial and 

material flows which result from the exploitation of local resources. While just a marginal proportion 

of the local population subscribes to this approach, it is nevertheless one of the strategies the 

populations have implemented as part of their response to the Chinese presence in the artisanal 

mining sector. 
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In light of all the cases of violence and assaults presented above, it is clear that the explosion of the 

semi-artisanal mining sector is an opportunity which some locals are not prepared to leave solely in 

the hands of foreign investors, especially those of Chinese investors. They resort to brutality, which is 

obviously illegal, to get their share of the profits. These tactics are not as spontaneous as one might 

have thought; they are well planned and implemented as well. In this chapter, Cameroonian agents 

have demonstrated both their ability for refined behaviour and brute force to advance their interests 

by deploying various tactics. The elites conceal their participation in the capital of mining companies, 

and do not hesitate to manipulate or conceal information in order to make the most out of their 

participation in company capital. They also make optimal use of the advantages offered by the 

context of administrative tolerance in which mechanised mining operations take place. As for private 

entrepreneurs, they took the mining sector in hand by setting up and selling small mining companies 

in Cameroon to foreign junior investors, engaging in stock market speculation and through various 

remunerated services offered to foreign investors. The people also played their part by making some 

of their cultural specificities instrumental for additional profits, but also by displaying their discontent 

ostentatiously to force the mining stakeholders to pay more attention to them and their interests. 

The next chapter seeks to give meaning to the results presented in the previous chapters by 

contextualising results from this research within the broader framework of Chinese-African 

encounters. 
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7 Contextualising this research within the broader Sino-African encounters 

 

This chapter provides a critical analysis regarding the concept of African Agency as discussed in 

preceding chapters and sets out to challenge certain popular beliefs about the relations between 

China and Africa in general, and Cameroon in particular. It starts with a characterization of the 

Cameroonian Agency before discussing some conventional wisdom in the context of cooperation 

between China and Cameroon. To this end, the narrative of a mutually beneficial relationship is put 

into perspective in the specific context of mining in Cameroon. 

 

7.1 Specificities of Cameroonian Agency 

Over time the mining sector came to be construed as a taboo subject, controlled and managed by a 

few elites, resulting in loss of public and even civil society interest in the issue (Fonkem 2014). 

Following reforms in the legal and institutional framework, more civil servants gained access to 

information, and a larger number became involved in various processes, leading to the progressive 

democratization of participation in the mining sector, and fostering the entrance of more local 

players. As already discussed above, civil servants and other political elites, the private sector and 

local populations have forced their way into the mining sector. This section characterizes this 

participation through its most outstanding specificities by covering them one after another. It looks 

at individualistic, opportunistic, astute and risk-prone characteristics. 

 

7.1.1 Individualism often re-calibrated as community charity 

The state and elites embodying the individualism do not seem to serve the interests of people they 

are supposed to represent, instead they are agents who use their socio-professional status for their 

own benefit and that of their relatives, and sometimes do so to the direct detriment of government 

objectives and the interests of other social actors (entrepreneurs/local populations). Those 

individualistic tendencies were observed both in the LSM and ASM. 

The LSM subsector though has historically functioned under the cloak of secrecy, with the political 

and administrative elites needing to be discreet about their involvement, particularly by concealing 

their ownership of company shares, they used and still using their influence to advance the activities 

of the mining firm in which they secretly have a stake. They can be described as “caste 

businessmen”, who have lost the ability to distinguish between public and private property, or to 

discern when to engage in individualistic struggles or in the pursuit of the general good. It highlights 

the driving force behind local players’ action: individualism. When State agents became increasingly 

present in the area; they were primarily concerned with immediate gains, and behaved as though 

they were answerable to no-one. The officials were thereby taking advantage of the fact that 

exploitation on the field was either little known or neglected by the central administration. The local 

actors, despite this new State presence, maintained their participation thanks to the civil servants’ 

lack of commitment to the interests of the State or the general public (See chapter six). In the same 

way, the elites promoted their class interests with well-calculated class solidarity (See chapter six). 

The aim has never been to enforce the law, but to use offenses committed by Chinese investors as a 
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source of personal income. The missions conducted by various officials often served this main 

purpose. The only recorded objection by the Divisional Delegate of Mines that ended up penalising 

several recalcitrant mining companies led to her being bullied by hierarchy. A request for an 

interview that was submitted to her, followed by a visit to her office in Bertoua on 20 April 2015 

went unanswered for the same reason. The administrative tolerance that prevailed allowed state 

employees to extract financial resources from investors without restrictions, and thus increased the 

profits reaped by these elites (See chapter six). 

The ASM subsector benefited from a particularly favourable context marked by the absence of the 

State in the remote rural areas of eastern Cameroon. The remoteness described by Conde & Le Billon 

(2017), favoured this community-driven participation, which was emancipated from both the state 

and mining companies because the management system in place marginalized local residents. 

“Yet, if these isolated areas are populated, the communities might experience a lack of 

government presence and services making them develop their own governance structures. 

This can result in the defence of what local communities consider as their ’territory’, as well as 

in more direct negotiations with the mining companies” (Conde & Le Billon 2017: 5). 

In the east Cameroon, traditional governance structures have prevailed in the allocation of mining 

authorisations as well as in the daily management of the sector. In that regard, the residents freely 

initiated actions in order to safeguard their individual interests, usually in disregard for the law on 

the one hand and on the other hand to the detriment of foreign mining contractors. The promotion 

of personal interests reached extremes rarely observed in other sectors of Cameroon's economic life. 

Profits were harvested through multiple and sometimes conflicting actors (state and non-state) 

rarely working to preserve state interests, and instead, usually to promote their individualistic 

interests. 

The private sector on its own has also tended to use the mining sector to enrich itself in collaboration 

with foreign partners while the state coffers were hardly capturing profits. Creating entities, 

acquiring permits, and speculating on the stock exchange or in dealings with new acquirers, all these 

endeavours have served to advance their individual interests. More than a dozen years later, none of 

these projects have advanced to actual exploitation on the ground, yet some Cameroonian 

entrepreneurs have egoistically earned significant profits from various transactions undertaken in 

LSM. Given that section 6.1.2 has been devoted to their various practices in the ASM, they are part of 

the same individualistic process that is designed to serve private interests to the detriment of any 

other stakeholder in the mining sector. This pervasive propensity for individualism reflects the 

inefficiency and weakness of the monitoring and control system established in the sector by the 

government. 

Besides the individualistic specificity of African agents’ actions, three other major characteristics can 

help to further characterize African Agency as expressed in Cameroon’s mining sector and discussed 

above. 

 

7.1.2 Opportunistic engagement 

The concept of opportunism in the field of economic institutions of capitalism was studied by 

Williamson (1998) defines opportunism as “self-interest sought with guile”. This approach highlights 
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both the pursuit of individual interests at the expense of the other party, and how it operates. In an 

analysis of situations, Jap et al. (2013) presents the occurrence of opportunistic behaviour as 

circumstantial especially when the rapport between two parties is strong. This includes the use of 

morally malleable reasoning, which does not involve only pejorative considerations: “It can take 

several forms, such as exaggerating one's difficulties, withholding efforts, distorting or disguising the 

truth, and even outright lying” (Kang & Jindal 2015: 735). Given the sensitive nature of business 

relationships, such opportunistic behaviour can have significant long-term negative consequences on 

the sector or with the collaboration of foreign investors with local entrepreneurs. 

The administrative elites established a favourable framework for investments to be redeployed in the 

sector. Consequently, the private sector took advantage of such favourable context to get actively 

involved in initiatives to entice the Chinese business world, through the creation of mining 

enterprises and the speculation that followed. Local populations also tried to take advantage of 

opportunities arising from favourable government measures and often even from the lack thereof, or 

from the arrival of foreign investors who represented a potential source of gain (See chapters five 

and six). It is an agency that does not specifically target either a specific investor, or even the 

foreigner, but it pursues the invested resources or those to be potentially invested, seizes the 

opportunity and strives to seize it. It does not matter that the action may be detrimental to foreign 

investors or even local actors (See chapter six). However, the opportunities for gain in the sector 

come mainly from those who hold the capital or often the government which is perceived as a 

competitor in the struggle to lay hold of opportunities. It is generally to their detriment that the 

African Agency is expressed in forms that are as creative as they are intriguing. 

More frequently, the Agency is activated by a potential source of opportunity, but expresses itself 

differently following the stature of a given actor. It rarely happens as a pioneer and precursor in the 

context of interactions involving at least two players. For instance, the State was virtually forced to 

reform the extractive sector by the BWI. While reforming, it seized the opportunity to revive its 

mining sector, as well as promoting state agents interests. It did not specifically target Asian players 

from the outset, but the reforms attracted some of them alongside American and Australian 

operators, the first to show interest in the country's mineral resources. Moreover, thanks to the 

latest reforms undertaken with the new mining code of December 2016, some of positions formerly 

abandoned in the legislative framework of the early 2000s following the processes promoted by the 

IMF and the World Bank, and particularly in the productive sectors, were partially reinstated, with 

the entry of the State into the shareholding structure of mining companies (See chapter six). 

In the ASM subsector, the gains made before the Korean period were obvious, but were obtained in 

co-operation with the Westerners (equipment, technology, etc.). This African-Western collaboration 

in the industrial mining sector was first deployed to the detriment of the host country before the tide 

turned towards China as is currently the case. The expression of autonomous African Agency rid of its 

hang-ups, is clearer in the ASM. For each actor, it implies a trilogy of anticipation, accompaniment 

and confrontation which has already been amply covered in the previous chapters. By contrast, this 

autonomous initiative is often blurred by partnerships whose boundaries are difficult to delineate. 

Finally, the sense of feeling a potential, capturing opportunities, extracting rents have motivated the 

opportunistic involvement of local players, be it for the government, private sector or riverine 

communities. 
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7.1.3 Risky involvement 

According to the Weberian conception of the State, "Staat ist diejenige menschliche Gemeinschaft, 

welche innerhalb eines bestimmten Gebietes das Monopol legitimer physischer Gewaltsamkeit für 

sich mit Erfolg beansprucht – a State if and insofar as its administrative staff successfully upholds a 

claim to the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force" (Weber 1919: 36). In Cameroon, the 

State makes almost abusive use of the monopoly of legitimate physical restraint in order to impose 

the order that suits some of its agents. The weak populations generally protest with their bare hands 

face the State widely used authoritarian approach in dealing with social differences, and the public 

might is expressed in all its splendour. Certain popular demonstrations have remained legendary in 

the history of the emancipation of the Cameroonian people (See chapter six). If the episode of the 

popular armed struggles during the period of independence is unique because of the use of firearms 

by nationalists, the State with the support of the French colonizers responded in a particularly violent 

and cruel manner by, among other practices, decimating whole villages with napalm (Deltombe et al. 

2016). This is a constant way for the State in dealing with its people, and thus, the wave of 

democratization during the so-called “fiery years – années de braise” of the early 1990s was 

vigorously and bloodily stamped out by the government (Ngayap 1999). Nowadays the Anglophone 

crisis in Cameroon has been met with an excessive use of force by the military (Amnesty 

International 2016, Okie 2016). This means that the repression of dissent is well known to social 

actors in Cameroon and the personal cost of dissent is extremely high. 

However, this risky environment did not prevent individuals or groups from expressing their 

disagreement. The demands were sometimes perilous for activists venturing to ‘disturb’ the social 

order established by the public authorities. The range of sanctions incurred by demonstrators 

includes death, imprisonment, beatings, and fines. In the ASM sub-sector, demonstrations are 

extremely rare. Apart from the popular protests in 2011 that resulted in the blocking of access roads 

in Betare-Oya, the security apparatus has monitored them in order to contain possible outbursts 

without the usual repressive violence that stifles the expression of local discontent (See chapter six). 

This unusual resort to confrontation with mining companies is exceptional in the Cameroonian 

context and could be explained by the dual fact that on the one hand in this case, the locality was not 

the subject of much media attention in 2011 which usually makes the government aggressive, and on 

the other hand, the challenge was not clearly intended to oppose any government injunction, rather, 

targeted activities of mining companies operating in the region. The populations seem to prefer 

more sophisticated ways of imposing the consideration of their interests in various mining projects in 

Cameroon, as presented in chapters five and six. 

This effective governmental response by the constraint exerted contrasts with its indulgent reaction 

regarding the managerial excesses orchestrated by the oligarchy in place. the State does not always 

use a heavy hand when it comes to punishing corrupt managers. In the event of a conviction of 

misconduct, the elite member of society may be relieved of his functions and the attendant 

privileges, which can very often result in a loss of social status (See chapter six). Initiated in 2006, 

under pressure from international donors and public opinion, the "Operation Épervier" is a vast 

judicial operation aimed at fighting corruption among public and para-statal employees in Cameroon. 

The risk is therefore significant and requires the elites engaging in such illegal practices to fully gauge 

their level of vulnerability towards the government. For while some are punished very severely, 

others, despite the severity of their offenses, enjoy continuous social and professional promotion. In 

any case, in the industrial sub-sector where there are cases of abuses involving some State agents, no 
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action has been taken so far to punish any elite for such breaches. On the contrary, these agents are 

treated with complacency. While some Mining ministers have lost their positions because of their 

reprehensible practices (WikiLeaks 2010), they were almost immediately appointed to other 

positions, albeit often with reduced privileges (See chapter six). However, it can be redoubtable if it 

wishes to repress acts of poor governance of some of its agents, by placing a permanent threat on 

some of his unscrupulous agents involved in the management of the sector. 

The private sector is also subject to this authoritarian state control. The State monitors and regulates 

financial flows from outside. These flows include financing on the one hand and/or on the other 

hand, partnerships with foreign mining promoters, which also entail some obstacles to the conduct 

of their business. This vision of State control over company capital is consistent with Bayart‘s analysis 

expressed as follows: 

"[…] there is no wealth or authority which does not depend on the State leadership and which 

is exclusively within the purview of the private sector. […] Wealth and power can only be 

obtained and used under presidential guardianship" (1993: 229). 

It means the state monitors the building of wealth by the private sector. If it had wanted to, it could 

have limited the financial gains of domestic private entrepreneurs in operations mounted alone or 

with foreign partners in the mining sector. Moreover, the private sector feels entitled to preferential 

treatment over and above foreigners. These special facilities should include, among other things, tax 

relief, priority assignment of mineralized sites, banking facilities, provision of large operating 

equipment on advantageous terms etc. Though such mechanisms, the state apparatus monitors the 

accession to fortune, the participation of private operators can therefore be facilitated by the way 

the government positions itself regarding a given private entrepreneur, which supports the risky 

nature of mining investment in such a context. Foreign private investors are the most vulnerable as 

far as risk is concerned because they face pressure from the government as well as from the local 

people. 

Though controlled by the government, local actors do not nevertheless collude with the established 

order. They do not hesitate either to attack or distance themselves symbolically from the 

authoritarian control of the State and those who embody it. In this regard, however, this opposition 

does not often reflect a genuine desire for change. Indeed, everyone seeks only to make the most 

out of each opportunity, at a good distance or by taking advantage of existing possibilities, without 

fundamentally questioning the rentier system in place. 

 

7.1.4 Clever participation 

Given the previously presented characteristics (individualistic, opportunistic and risky), their effective 

implementation calls for some talent, the ability to develop tricks to advance their interests. This is a 

requirement for the expression of this African Agency since the hypothetical gains usually derived 

from exacting benefits from other actors (investor, government). In a study undertaken by Conde & 

Le Billon (2017) on community resistance to mining projects, the lack of confidence in the ability of 

other actors to guarantee the general interest from the design and execution stage of extractive 

projects to the allocation and use of mining revenues, compels these local and national actors to 
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organize themselves collectively or individually to defend their interests on their own. Conde & Le 

Billon state: 

“There is frequent distrust towards the mining company, but also towards the state as 

guarantor of environmental standards and appropriate revenue distribution, with local elites 

’capturing’ opportunities and instrumenting conflicts for their own benefits, as well as 

external expertise and hard to understand science-based findings. […] Although we focus here 

on the distrust felt by the communities, distrust is a relational, multi-faceted and trans-

sectorial factor also involving the state and extractive industry, including perceptions and 

actions of prior governments and companies (2017: 8). 

However, the African Agency presented here is distinguished at least by its subtlety compared to 

Latin America’s popular initiatives which were done in the open and often involved violence (See 

chapters four and five). Potentially, these larval forms of African Agency could possibly be an 

intermediate step towards a more violent expression of African Agency during subsequent phases of 

industrial mining proper, if the conflictuality reveals more potential for African agents. 

Beyond the gains actually made by these Cameroonian actors, it is their original operating methods 

featuring strong commitment of local forces demonstrated the local potential for inventiveness, 

originality and refinement. Instead of becoming violent, local entrepreneurs organised themselves as 

service providers to foreign investors by easing their access to mining authorisations. They 

negotiated and obtained permissions from local populations against financial payments, and on top 

of that, they added their own financial margins. In this way, these local actors took advantage of a 

process that did not integrate them, and benefited from the exploitation of Betare-Oya’s gold. The 

same dynamics have been observed in the local populations who have used the elements of their 

culture to demand consideration on the one hand, and on the other hand, those rituals were carried 

out by them personally. Thus, for example, the practice of ritual sacrifice was imposed on the 

operators before any opening of the site. Yet the practice is neither statutory nor decisive for a 

successful mechanised mining operation. Though it has not resulted in reviving their culture, it 

increased their shares of respect and consideration received from the foreign players. 

 

7.2 Chinese vulnerability put to the test – China's fate as relates to African Agency 

Late coming actors, the Chinese were nonetheless instrumental to the recent dynamism of the 

mining sector in Cameroon. In the first phase of their involvement, they toppled Korean supremacy 

over mechanised mining operations in the east of the country since 2006. In a second phase, they 

took over almost the entire mining operations, including those held by western investors. However, 

in the process, local actors gradually arose and challenged this dominant position in various ways, 

pushing some to bankruptcy. In contrast to their relative success recorded in the ASM subsector, 

forays by Chinese private investors into the industrial sub-sector were a relative fiasco, probably 

because the Chinese government did not back the Hanlong privateers engaged in the transactions. 

However, even the partial purchase of Sundance capital benefited Cameroonians as well as 

Australians, with both being holders of a fraction of the company’s capital. In the SOE involvement, 

local entrepreneurs found very few possibilities to extract rent or profit, as had been the case with 

SinosteelCam and JXTC. 
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Despite their setbacks in Cameroon's mining sector, the Chinese are still central players in the 

sector’s FDI system, even though it is supported by State and non-state actors. Chinese diplomatic 

commitment to support Cameroon’s economy is demonstrated through various agreements signed 

with the local government, including those of 2015 totalling USD 94.5 billion to finance the 

construction of various infrastructures (Weng et al. 2017). A similar scheme has been used by China 

in some African countries to develop infrastructure in exchange for the right to exploit the recipient 

countries’ mineral resources. The latter mechanism, known as the Commodity-backed Finance or 

Resource Financed Infrastructure (RFI), can play a role in Large Scale Mining where Chinese SOEs are 

involved. But until 2013, Cameroon was not on the list of beneficiary countries, although this 

phenomenon accounts for 56% of the total financing granted to the African continent and distributed 

among Angola, Congo-Brazzaville, the DRC, Equatorial Guinea, Ghana, Sudan, and Ethiopia 

(Bräutigam & Gallagher 2014). 

In the mechanised small-scale mining sector dominated by private SMEs, such deals cannot be 

negotiated. Nevertheless this reflects China's desire to continue playing a key role in the future 

development of the Cameroonian economy. Despite this gradual increase in Chinese interest and 

participation in Cameroon’s mining sector, Chinese power has been tested and even clearly 

undermined in the increasingly mechanised artisanal sub-sector. In light of the end result presented 

in the previous section, the bankruptcy of investors on the one hand and the gains obtained on the 

other hand by the Cameroonian side, the very image of China needs to be put back in the right 

perspective. 

Thanks to Cameroonian Agency, Chinese claims on Cameroon’s mining sector have been reduced to 

more modest proportions. The avalanche of Chinese entrepreneurs that has been witnessed over the 

last five years in the Betare-Oya region tends to give way to a smaller number of more cautious 

investors, often living in precarious conditions. Though the final impoundment of the Lom Pangar 

dam reduced mining possibilities, many who left the country and returned to China did so because of 

bankruptcy (See chapter 4). Moreover, the primary veins have still not been exploited and can be 

regarded as serious prospects for mining operators. Yet no Chinese – or anyone else for that matter – 

has for the moment really conquered the deposits contained in the hills overlooking the Betare-Oya 

city. Some of those who escaped bankruptcy have moved to areas not affected by the dam, either to 

the south (Batouri) or to the north (Meiganga), and are not experiencing the spectacular success of 

the first Chinese mining operations in Betare-Oya. In most cases, as far as these entrepreneurs are 

concerned, these regions are mainly stepping stones towards the mining sites of neighbouring 

countries such as Congo Brazzaville and the Central African Republic. Their mining practices, though 

competitive, at least in view of the triumph they had over previous operators, were nevertheless 

forced to take on new forms. They were not substantial enough to sustain mechanised mining or 

ensure the continuation of their venture into the mechanised ASM sector. On the other hand, in the 

LSM, though results are still not visible, Chinese State-owned enterprises still control iron ore and 

cobalt-nickel mining projects. Consequently, their financial and political benefits have been reduced 

or even eliminated because the local actors’ power has played out to their detriment. From different 

regulatory initiatives that were intended to modernize the mining sector, state and non-state actors 

conquered foreign investors, and namely Chinese nationals to involve in Cameroon. Once they 

arrived they were accompanied in setting up their business as well as their management. Alongside 

the peaceful seduction and support to foreign entrepreneurs, other local reactions included 

resistance, violence in order to express their agency usually intended to capture a portion of financial 

windfalls involved in the mining development (See chapter six). As a result, the image of Chinese 
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power has been seriously challenged by African agents who have repeatedly and in many ways 

destabilized Chinese entrepreneurs and others (accompaniment, tricks, and financial loans from local 

gold traders) on the one hand while on the other hand, expressions of local agency in the mining 

sector have flourished in the region, enabling several Cameroonian nationals to reap substantial 

financial resources from their initiatives. Similar to the notion of Chinese power, this study has also 

brought the notion of mutually beneficial cooperation into perspective. 

 

7.3 Challenging the narrative of mutually beneficial interactions 

A mutually beneficial relationship implies each party derives profits that are more or less accredited 

and protected by the other party. This presupposes to configure a framework where everyone is 

fighting for its own benefits without worrying about those of the other party. This means a priori that 

the parties should agree on what is due each party, and how each actor should work to win while 

respecting the other's share. This is the regalian role of the state which can negotiate a framework 

for mutually beneficial exchanges with another partner state. In essence, private actors who do not 

have a forum for dialogue on these issues would hardly consider sharing benefits as they are neither 

assessed nor subject to any sharing agreement. 

Furthermore, mutually beneficial relations do not mean fairness in profit-sharing, but rather an 

agreement on the distribution of profits, a search for consensus on the form of inequality sought. 

Basically, any relationship can be mutually beneficial if parties have agreed and this is not specific to 

Africa's relations with China. The co-operation agreements, however unbalanced they may be, are 

consensually agreed upon. Due to negotiating skills of the actors involved, parties could reach an 

unfair agreement in their discussions, which will nevertheless be mutually beneficial. 

The diplomatic discourse developed by the Chinese government portraying Chinese-African relations 

as mutually beneficial through the Five Principles is one of the major pillars in the China’s foreign 

policy. They include mutual respect for territorial integrity and sovereignty; mutual non-aggression; 

mutual non-interference in internal affairs; equality and mutual benefit; and peaceful co-existence 

and were expounded during the first National People’s Congress in September 1949 and then again 

in the proclamation ceremony of the founding of the PRC the following month. Though it has been 

suggested that the five principles had partly originated from the five principles of the Indonesian 

state (Grimal 1978), this set of principles governs relations between China and partner states. China’s 

government sets as a principle “equality and mutual benefit” in international cooperation, including 

with African states that scholars examined. The Sino-African win-win relations in the context of the 

reorientation of China’s policy towards Africa have given priority to economic cooperation. 

Discussing policy and challenges involved in the cooperation between China and Africa, Li dwelt on 

the notion of mutual benefit in Africa’s relationship with China in the following terms: 

 “The rich natural resources of Africa help satisfy China’s increasing demand for raw materials 

and energy. Conversely, Chinese energy investment in Africa is often accompanied by aid for 

infrastructure, which helps to attract more foreign investment in Africa. […] Mutual benefit is 

also reflected in such areas as fair trade and debt reduction […]. Technical assistance and 

cooperation in science and technology with Africa is an area that has largely been refused by 

Western countries but is now a rapidly expanding part of Sino-African relations (2007: 78-79). 
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The philosophy of Chinese diplomacy in Africa is founded on win-win relations, where the needs of 

each partner are reciprocally satisfied through the intervention of the other partner. Bodomo argued 

further for a related notion, that of Africa-China asymmetrical relations in favour of China, which he 

found to be “a largely exaggerated notion”. He asserts that: “It is however mainly from the point of 

view of issues of economic leverage that the relationship is seen as far more asymmetric in favour of 

China […] this purported asymmetry is rather exaggerated” (2009: 172). 

According to Bodomo (2009), this relationship is balanced and serves, albeit not perfectly, the 

interests of both parties involved in co-operative ties. However, though the general framework of 

Sino-African relations is described as mutual beneficial, the mining sector at least in Cameroon’s 

experience has proven to be strongly competitive with each stakeholder striving to advance its 

interests and usually without any negotiations between parties. Each partner should freely access 

and increase its shares of profit, even to the detriment of the other part. This structure is more 

compatible with the reality of daily Chinese-Cameroonian relations, and especially in the mining 

sector (‘zero-sum game’). From that perspective, Cameroonians have successfully reaped profits, and 

where possible, to the detriment of Chinese. The private interests of Cameroonian stakeholders, 

including the elite and private entrepreneurs, have most often been put forward, at the expense of 

other actors (riparian communities and the state) on the one hand, and on the other hand, foreign 

investors, especially Chinese investors. The competition led to various local initiatives to capture part 

of the mining windfalls in the industrial mining subsector. While these transactions have helped 

some Cameroonians earn large sums of money, experience, networks, the mines have ended up not 

being exploited. The possibilities of making these mineral reserves profitable remain intact. 

In the ASM, though the State could have generated much more revenue, the silver lining is the fact 

that government officials at least gained experience and improved the legal framework of mining in 

Cameroon. The main losses are probably in terms of credibility of local intermediaries, which is not 

specific to this country. The configuration in which state agents served their interests to the 

detriment of the general interest have always been at odds with those whose interests are linked to 

the general interest. In addition, local entrepreneurs and riparian communities were not involved in 

a relationship intended to guarantee Chinese gains. Like the other actors, everyone was looking out 

for their own interests, without any regard for the interests of others, including other Cameroonian 

actors. 

The rhetoric of mutually beneficial relations do not fully operate in the Cameroon’s mining sector. As 

discussed above, it should include a clear distribution of gains which takes into account the interests 

of the other partner in the sense that each party acts in a way that ensures that the other party’s 

right to a fair share of the profits from the project. In Cameroon’s mining sector, this is far from being 

the case (See chapters four, five and six). 

 

7.4 The indolent Chinese response to Cameroonian Agency 

In response to the above discussed Cameroonian Agency in the mining sector, foreign investors have 

shown a surprising wait-and-see attitude. Indeed, given the multifaceted deployment of actions by 

the Cameroonian agents developed in chapters five and six, the expected response from these 

investors of checking some of these local practices has been slow to come to light, where they do not 

simply withdraw, leave, and even abandon the sector. Cameroonian actions tend to be openly aimed 
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at obstructing the development of their activities, especially when it takes irregular or even illegal 

forms in the mechanised exploitation of alluvial gold along the Lom flats. Despite the damage they 

have suffered at the hands of Cameroonian agents, they have not offered any appropriate response. 

They are neither offensive nor defensive. 

The local actors succeeded without facing opposition from complacent foreign investors who even 

have difficulty evoking the subject with people outside their community. According to one of the first 

interviews conducted with Mr. Yang in April 2015, everything seemed to be going pretty well with 

the Cameroonians, including the administration. This propensity for silence was common among 

several Chinese operators encountered during the field campaigns in the Betare-Oya mining region. 

None wanted to appear even slightly critical of the country and its leaders. By contrast, in July 2016, 

because of the improvement in relations that have deepened in the meantime, thanks to the 

intermediation of one of their Cameroonian interpreters, Mr. Yang became much more talkative, and 

his rhetoric has changed greatly, airing a few complaints about the hindrances to the full 

development of his activities. He added that these practices did not target only him, but that the 

other Chinese had expressed similar grievances against Cameroonian civil servants. These complaints 

included fiscal harassment, extortion of money by various other means by officials, violence and 

murder perpetrated by local residents, poor preparation of areas to be extracted by the mining 

administration, the precarious nature of property rights over the mining titles on which they work 

(Personal Interview with Mr. Yang 2016). 

For example, a Chinese offensive, which could have been to demand compliance with the law 

governing the activity (mining), which is binding on all actors including local populations and 

Cameroonian officials, was apparently not considered by these key players in this activity. In 

addition, they never use Chinese diplomatic channels to pressure the Cameroon government to 

obtain preferential treatment – or at least – fair treatment of counterpart investors. Instead, in the 

best case they prefer to redeploy their operations elsewhere in Cameroon or in the Central African 

sub-region such as in Congo Brazzaville, Gabon and the Central African Republic. In the worst cases, 

they may return ruined to their home country. These actors apply speed and seriousness to their 

exploitation work, and did not request the support of either their embassy or the Cameroonian 

government. In the abovementioned interview, Mr. Yang confessed that he did not inform the 

Chinese Embassy in Yaoundé, with which he does not maintain contact. Similarly, no action has yet 

been taken by the Chinese entrepreneurs to sensitize the Cameroonian government on the need to 

enforce the mining law and to allow investors to carry on business without facing repeated pressure 

from certain agents of the Cameroonian administration. This does not mean China and Cameroon 

were interacting on an equal footing. They seem not have fully used the possibilities available to 

them as shown in Section 7.4. The Asian actors are relatively peaceable, remaining unresponsive to 

the deployment of the Cameroonian arsenal (See chapter 5 and 6). 

 

7.5 The complexity of Cameroonian Agency 

The Asian presence in Cameroon’s mining sector constituted for Cameroon an alternative to the 

former offer from cooperation with the Western world on the one hand, and for the soaring Asian 

economy despite challenges associated with their development, additional sources of resource 

provision on the other. This Asian quest for minerals encountered African needs for socio-economic 

development through the exploitation of its mineral potential. In cooperation agreements or funding 
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arrangements with African countries, the Chinese has established a relationship which is not 

prescriptive, but generally leaves room for self-determination of African states, to the point where 

the latitude is even left to the recipient country to later make decisions on the project to be 

implemented (Bräutigam 2011, Tsounkeu 2011). This flexibility, the modular nature of the 

relationship, makes some African nations more inclined to cooperate with them. Though it could be 

portrayed as an approach that helps officials to orient resources according to their real needs, it 

could be concurrently judged as conducive to mismanagement on the part of African leaders in socio-

economic contexts that are rife with corruption and embezzlement. 

Cameroonian agents have deployed a variety of actions to conquer and support these investors in 

the mining sector, but also to increase the spin-offs that the presence of foreign investors could be 

able to generate. These local actors (proxies and elites, private entrepreneurs, and local population) 

have tried to engage this presence in such a way as to benefit from it by resorting to various active 

and passive strategies. These expressions of local agency offer a confuse picture revealing 

contradictions between state initiatives and state agents, the interests of officials versus those of 

private entrepreneurs, which also conflict with those of local populations. 

Government set up the regulatory framework, and civil servants were in charge of enforcing it. Yet 

some of them disregarded the law and promoted their own interests. In the industrial mining 

subsector for instance, they made private arrangements with foreign investors to the detriment of 

the State. They were awarded research permits to better intervene in the mechanised exploitation of 

gold in the Betare-Oya region. The principle of liberalization, which sought to stimulate the abundant 

participation of investors, was thus short-circuited by this initiative of politicians, who had become 

real issuers of mining authorizations by giving access to portions of land for commercial purposes. In 

the same vein, they showed solidarity among themselves in collecting and distributing kickbacks in 

the mining sector, setting up a real "class business" in following up on the regulations enacted by the 

National Assembly whose implementation they were responsible for monitoring. However, in order 

to succeed in limited cases, civil servants distributed some kickbacks to the players who are likely to 

disrupt or block the achievement of the goal. This was the foundation of the class solidarity of the 

political and administrative elites, and cannot be regarded as a search for the general interest. This 

means that the political and administrative elites promoted their interests often to the detriment of 

the State, and the general interest, which can be considered as a counter-agency. 

Despite the entrepreneurial skills demonstrated by the public sector did not prevent private 

entrepreneurs from developing their own initiatives. They took permits they were convinced from 

the outset to only be used for speculation. They undertook a few valuation works and sold them to 

mining companies with well-established reputations, drawing colossal profits from them in the 

process. Similarly, as some civil servants did, some of these permits were fully located in gold rich 

zones (Betare-Oya, Meiganga, Ngoura, Batouri, etc.) and were sold at high prices to Chinese 

operators who in turn carried out the actual operations. Furthermore they provided several services 

across the GVC to foreign investors to help the Asian mining businesses succeed. 

Local people in expressing their agency impacted the course of investors’ activities in different ways 

by slowing down or completely halting the works, and securing social and economic benefits for 

recipient communities. Those interventions conflicted with one another, because of the self-centred 

nature of their actions. 
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As such, Cameroonian Agency is not legible, at least within the classical schemes of coherence; it is 

more like an indescribable mess. A clue that helps in understanding African Agency in the mining 

sector is the active and ongoing pursuit of self-interest. All stakeholders are positioned solely to serve 

their own interests, including state agents supposed to safeguard the general interest. At the 

symbolical level, some local actors interpreted those manifestations of Cameroonian Agency as a 

revenge taken by African people against former colonial powers that historically defeated their fore-

fathers. The arrival of Asians therefore provided a way of making up for years of humiliation. 

Nevertheless, to preserve their success, some African players would rather deal with Asians than 

Western investors, because they seem easier to manipulate and to be prevailed upon. Meanwhile 

when it comes to satisfying their own deepest aspirations, Asians are not yet fitting the bill. This 

propensity of locals to promote and safeguard self-interest by efficiently controlling the sector is a 

key characteristic of Cameroonian Agency. 

 

The combination of those concepts provided a sound conceptual basis for the analyses undertaken in 

this PhD research work. Analysing African Agency using the theory of Political Ecology, has helped 

among other things, to take into account the different dimensions of the concept (multiscale 

analysis) from actions undertaken by Cameroonian agents abroad, and especially in China to allure 

mining investors, to those decided and carried out by the local populations to shape the foreign 

investors’ plans and extract individual profits, as well as actions implemented by national actors in 

creating a framework conducive to the protection of local interests in the mining sector. It has 

revealed many situations where different stakeholders with different paradigms (and value 

perspectives), in spite of their unequal powers, succeeded in shaping the situation to the advantage 

of those who were initially perceived as being weaker. Yet the exercise of their agency allowed them 

to make the difference in this unbalanced relationship, while revealing a previously unseen side of 

these local actors. In addition, the historical perspective has set the framework from the beginning of 

this research, but then, has enriched the global picture of African Agency as expressed in the mining 

sector. Political ecology theory has therefore been a search for a broader perspective, a compromise 

among different knowledge categories and approaches that related scales and gave meaning to the 

corresponding actors’ participation in interactions. As a result, the combination of methods and 

knowledge, including those from other disciplines, in constructing chains of explanation, helped form 

theories. 
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8 Summary and Conclusion 

 

The purpose of this chapter is three-fold, which is respectively to outline the main findings of this 

thesis, identify the shortcomings of investigations conducted as part of this work, and in a final 

section, propose some avenues worth exploring in future research. 

 

8.1 Summary 

The African continent is regularly portrayed as an indolent space with a well-known reputation as a 

chaotic continent. Viewed as lacking vision, means and capacities, Africa is perceived at best as a 

place that is marked by a permanent status quo, stagnation, or in worst case scenarios, as a declining 

continent. Various references to the continent are synonymous with famine, poverty, war, etc. Such 

portrayals are all the more intriguing given that the continent is known for its abundant natural 

resources, such as timber, oil, natural gas, minerals, etc., whose reserves are, moreover, not well 

known both by the African people and their leaders. As a result, there is still much progress to be 

made in tapping into the resources in order to improve the daily lives of African citizens. 

In such a context dominated by infantile carelessness throughout the continent, the interventions of 

actors from outside the continent are the only hopes of bringing some vitality to this continent which 

is cloaked in "la grande nuit – the great darkness" (Mbembé 2013). Thus during the main sequences 

of recent history, representing different forms of Western penetration and activity on the African 

continent (slavery, imperialism, colonization), all the Western world’s contributions have obviously 

not sufficed to boost Africa and take it out of its never ending childhood. It has remained just as 

passive and apathetic today as it was yesterday. 

The attraction of Asian actors to the continent is even more recent. And consistent with its 

abovementioned indolence, Africa is seen as an easy and defenceless prey for the Korean, Japanese, 

Indian, Malaysian, or Chinese conquerors. In the latter case, the insatiable appetite for natural 

resources whose reserves are being rapidly depleted is the cornerstone of their foreign aid policy. 

This led China to colonize the continent, showing a preference for Pariah Regimes which held no 

appeal for the West, by sending an army of workers to extract those resources (Lum et al. 2009), in 

defiance of all national and international regulations and based on completely opaque contracts. 

Although the concept of African Agency was rapidly developed in several African countries, the aim 

of this study was more specific to Cameroon’s mining sector in which different entrepreneurs from 

abroad got involved over time. The thesis investigates whether indigenous citizens took part in any 

way in the development of mining projects in the country. Thus, the work assesses and analyses 

actions and reactions initiated and undertaken by local people in the context of China’s presence 

within Cameroon’s mining sector to promote and advance their interests over those of foreign 

investors. In addition, the author has no knowledge of any other study investigating African Agency 

in the mining sector as a whole in Cameroon. 

In conducting this study, a multi-method research framework was developed including a series of 

methods used to collect data and analyse concepts of African Agency associated Political Ecology as 

they developed within Cameroon’s mining sector. Specifically, those methods comprised quantitative 
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research when it came to collecting data using a positivist and empirical approach constructed by 

deducing evidence from statistical data collected by means of the 167 questionnaire surveys 

administered to local inhabitants and workers randomly selected on mining sites and in riparian 

communities. The questionnaires helped to capture Cameroonians' perceptions of the recent 

phenomenon of the gradual but significant influx of international actors and precisely Chinese 

players in the mining sector on the one hand, and on the other hand, observational data was 

collected across the GVC as developed in the Betare-Oya region. As a complement to the former 

technique, qualitative methods helped to study and deepen understanding of human behaviour and 

the social world in a holistic perspective through individual interviews, focus groups, and direct 

observations on the ground. In addition, the spatial analysis method based on the land use 

classification technique served to detect changes to land use/land cover that have been brought on 

by mechanised mining activities undertaken in this region. The sequencing of data collected and their 

processing from a ground theory perspective led to the formulation and specification of Cameroon’s 

Ecological Agency theory. 

One of the earliest steps of this work consisted in a literature review and in placing the African 

Agency concept in a broader context. It then led to the state of the art, specifications about research 

content of the work and the main theories undergirding this thesis. Before examining developments 

that emerged during the last decade, a historical perspective was provided to the topic in order to 

show how African societies started mining operations and how they dealt with foreign partners 

interested in their mining resources. The aim was to show that while Western imperialism presented 

a challenge for the sector, it did not erase local participation, even despite the constraints associated 

with such involvement. 

Alongside the background information to the African Agency, further contextual data on recent and 

current players (Westerners, Africans and Asians) and investments in Cameroon’s mining sector, 

including in the ASM subsector and LSM, are presented. The GVC tool has been used to scrutinize 

each segment of the gold value chain operated by mechanical means in the Betare-Oya region and 

companies’ practices were compared along the chain. They appeared to be quite similar. Local 

stakeholders’ perceptions of the prevalence of Asians in ASM elicited a mix of positive and negative 

opinions. According to the survey, while the impacts on the local economy are considered to be 

particularly positive, the impacts on men and their environment are viewed as rather negative. This 

mixed perception is further reinforced by the officials' view that the operation was globally positive. 

They downplayed negative aspects by relativizing the environmental issues as being easy to fix, and 

highlighted the tangible social and economic contributions brought to the region. This view was 

shared by local entrepreneurs who have participated alongside the Asian investors in mechanised 

mining. By contrast, for entrepreneurs who felt that there was unfair competition from the Asians, 

this operation was deemed to have had harsh consequences owing to the fact the environment was 

ransacked as the resources were extracted, and the residents were permanently impoverished. 

Likewise, the local communities which were not able to derive some benefit from this arrival of 

Asians in their region aligned themselves with the stance of the latter private entrepreneurs. 

In addition to these impressions provided by different Cameroonian stakeholders in the mechanised 

mining sector, environmental impacts were gauged, and also various facets of Cameroonian 

participation in the mining sector in general were identified, categorized and analysed. This fuelled a 

discussion regarding certain commonly accepted notions in the case study of the Chinese presence in 

Africa such as the win-win rhetoric, Chinese domination, etc., some of which proved to be 
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inoperative in Cameroon’s case. Moreover, in the next concluding section, findings are compared 

with the assumptions formulated in the conceptual part of the thesis. 

 

8.2 Conclusion 

The conclusion takes those perceptions as the general framework where overall research outcomes 

are to be inserted, but it goes beyond those perceptions, stressing the answers provided to the 

research assumptions. In this section key messages are formulated and conclusions with respect to 

the research question are drawn, namely the recent Asian presence within Cameroon’s mining sector 

that contributed to the modernisation of mining processes, and the expressions of agency exercised 

by the elites, private entrepreneurs and local people to advance their diverse interests over and 

above those of foreign investors. 

 

Asia’s critical role in Cameroon’s mining sector 

The relative modernization and even the actual exploitation of gold involving more or less legally 

international players was driven by Asian investors. Koreans under CAPAM’s leadership pioneered 

this movement, bringing a moribund activity to life, on the margins of legality thanks to their 

considerable investment in terms of capital, professional mining equipment, know-how and even 

qualified personnel. However, they did not control the entire production chain because of 

contingencies imposed by the Cameroonian side. The arrival of the Chinese from late 2012 helped 

bring new dynamism to the sector, making it denser and more intense. 

The arrival of large numbers of Chinese from 2012 onwards in the ASM ushered in intensive 

mechanization with related technologies and techniques as a result of the pioneer status of 

mechanised mining undertaken by C&K and CAMINCO. Some local actors were able to learn a new 

discipline from this intensification of mining extraction, and more broadly a working culture of 

efficiency. However, the Cameroonian side were not mere admirers of the work of foreign investors, 

let alone act simply as sponges soaking up Korean and Chinese best mining practices. Rather, it 

positioned itself as a key player in wooing, in turn supporting and at other times resisting some 

foreign interventions. The diverse manifestations of this positioning were guided by the desire to 

promote their own interests. This was prompted and relatively well framed by the Cameroonian side 

(State, private, middlemen and local residents). 

In the Large Scale Mining arena, a trend towards resurrecting the industrial mining sector was also 

visible. The Nkamouna projects of Geovic, Mbalam of Sundance, Mobilong of C&K recorded the 

respective holdings of Chinese companies and entrepreneurs such as JXTC, Hanlong, and a billionaire 

from Singapore. This emergence of Chinese companies and individuals taking over all or part of the 

capital of Western or Korean companies aroused new interest in Cameroon’s mining sector. By 

contrast, the Mamelles project of the Chinese multinational Sinosteel has not changed hands, 

despite all the transactions that have occurred with other projects in the sector. Sinosteel’s project 

has remained Chinese-owned from 2008 to date. Despite this crucial role played by Asians in the 

exploitation of Betare-Oya’s gold, Cameroonians have been able to position themselves in various 

ways along the GVC to advance their own interests. 
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Officials develop the framework but also engage individually in the mineral sector 

In Cameroon’s mining sector, the 1964 Law and the institutions that governed the mining sector until 

the new mining era inaugurated at the turn of the century were replaced by a globally business-

friendly environment. Evolving from a situation where there was a virtual absence of investors, 

Cameroon gradually witnessed the arrival of Geovic in 2003 and others that later followed. In 

Geovic’s case, its Cameroonian shareholders working in association with the US investor managed to 

earn a lot of money through the manoeuvres described in Chapter six. These politicians did not even 

hesitate to assist the Americans in manipulating the local government. In addition to owning shares, 

the four Cameroonians collected additional money through services they provided to Geovic. Among 

other things, even when obvious violations were committed, they protected the company from State 

sanctions against themselves or the company. The company was then transferred to the Chinese 

JXTC without the terms of the transaction being released to the public. However, these agents 

gradually accumulated profits thanks to this collaboration with the American investor. Officials had 

invested in setting up a legal and institutional framework conducive to the development of the 

mining sector and maintained diplomatic ties with countries whose investors could potentially be 

interested in the sector. Besides this State role, the administrative and political elites individually 

moved to acquire shares in the foreign mining companies of the industrial sub-sector in exchange for 

providing political protection and support in various processes which were likely to be complicated, 

especially those involving dealings with the government or local communities. The Cameroonian 

players who intervened in the sub-sector were essentially small size entrepreneurs involved in pre-

industrial exploitation of the mineral resources. 

Similarly, In the ASM, the agents were even shrewder. African Agency has expressed itself more 

decisively with the proliferation of foreign investors. Although the government through CAPAM 

succeeded in changing the course of action of the AFKO mining company, AFKO joined a 

governmental initiative in the ASM subsector, followed by a hundred others, including more than 2/3 

of Chinese citizens. The investors, who followed AFKO which later became known as C&K Mining, 

took advantage of this context. Civil servants have succeeded in altering the trajectory of investors by 

imposing their interests or, more subtly, extracting benefits that none of these foreign entrepreneurs 

were prepared to concede. The elites, through the tactics of acquiring research permits which is part 

and parcel of the exploitation license award process, have become the real powers behind the 

issuing of ASM authorizations and therefore acted as enablers of mechanised small-scale mining. 

Some elite entrepreneurs acquired SM authorizations which they resold to foreign investors, or in a 

few cases, operated in joint venture with Chinese investors. They also earned a lot of money from 

these operations. Moreover, some of these sites proved to be unproductive, which was a total loss 

for the foreign investor. In the same connection, administrative and political elites were 

compensated for services provided in the process of awarding the mining or operating license itself. 

Thanks to this approach, they not only controlled license acquisition, but also made substantial 

amounts of money. In addition, they were allocated exploration licenses and authorizations for 

artisanal exploitation which were used as a tool for control and profit-making in the mining sector. 

Furthermore, the state organized the sector and levied taxes in accordance with the provisions of the 

law. Alongside the continuous increase in the costs of the artisanal exploitation permit award 

process,  other officials have taken advantage of the context of administrative forbearance in order 
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to more or less collect financial benefits within the gold mining operations coupled with an 

automatic monthly payment system, with such money unduly paid by foreign investors ending up 

lining private pockets. These included officials from Ministries in charge of security, labour, 

environment, water, etc. who went down to the sites of mining project to control Chinese-born 

personnel, some of whom did not always have a valid residence permit. In addition, the hiring of 

Cameroonian staff did not always comply with the Labour Code. Similarly, the actual mining was 

done by deviating the rivers from their course without prior administrative authorizations or, the 

mining spaces were not rehabilitated after operations. 

In conclusion, the Lom Pangar project served as a pretext for Cameroon’s government to accelerate 

ASM in the Betare-Oya region. It attracted foreign investors and encouraged the mechanization of 

former ASM activities that resulted in the disbursement of capital and the introduction of technology 

never before seen either in the region or elsewhere in Cameroon. This gave rise to a sub-economy 

that impacted the host societies, which did not merely sit by and passively accept these 

transformations, but rather took action in different ways. Having taken advantage of this movement, 

the government stopped the rescue of Betare-Oya gold which risked being flooded and expelled 

mining operators from the dam area. Alongside the agency spearheaded by the administrative and 

political elites, private sector activity was also exemplified by autonomous actions to promote their 

own interests in the mining sector. Public and private agents have deployed their genius in shaping 

the mining sector as a whole and getting a share of the mining revenue generated by the 

mechanization of operations. 

 

Private entrepreneurs stimulated and influenced the implementation of foreign projects 

While the case of Geovic highlighted the role of state actors (elite) in the mining sector of Cameroon, 

that of CamIron put the spotlight on private actors who were in the business of building and 

developing companies, and then partially selling them and making huge sums of money in the 

process. The share of capital they retained has allowed them to continue receiving financial benefits 

in future transactions on mining projects. CamIron’s experience was replicated with several 

companies, namely Uranex, Caminex, etc., with comparable results for the private sector, which kept 

significant shares of the investments in the industrial mining sector. Local private entrepreneurs 

were mostly accompanying Chinese investors who were partly enticed by various initiatives. In 

addition to the framework established by the State Agency, businessmen set out to woo China and 

its business sector. In the industrial mining subsector, those private initiatives helped attract foreign 

investors including high profile financiers to Cameroon where they acquired mining licenses to 

conduct mineral exploration work. The private sector also took out research permits that they 

summarily valued before partly reselling them to the many junior mining companies which showed 

strong interest in the mining sector and speculated on it in partnership with certain local 

entrepreneurs. They supported some foreign investors in Cameroon, but they equally managed to 

export their knowledge to the Congolese mining sector in cooperation with foreign financiers to 

advance their interests. 

Similarly, their agency was visible in the ASM subsector where several Asian mining investors were 

courted and invited to the Betare-Oya mining region. The combined effect of those uncoordinated 

initiatives resulted in a mining bubble with the sudden arrival of almost 100 foreign investors owning 

capital, technology and machinery for exploiting gold mining deposits in the East Cameroon. Some of 
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these local entrepreneurs placed themselves at the disposal of these investors either as employees, 

including in the role of managers, or as service providers throughout the GVC. It is even thanks to 

these decisive contributions that exploitation was made possible. Still others chose to form 

partnerships with these foreign investors, either as holders of mining licenses or authorizations for 

artisanal exploitation, and as such, needed the technical and/or financial support of the Chinese in 

particular, or as political and social supporters with the necessary skills to help them along in the 

smooth conduct of their business. 

Despite changes occurring in the sector, Cameroonian traders have not surrendered even a sliver of 

the purchasing operations. They struggled to maintain control of the marketing of gold produced in 

and beyond the region, thus recovering the profit margins devolved to the marketing segment in the 

GVC. They bought virtually all the gold produced in the region and sold it on international markets. 

Several Chinese companies have tried to penetrate this segment, and although legally allowed, they 

failed to conduct profitable operations and quickly halted their attempts to enter that area. Some of 

those local traders went on conquering other gold mining subsectors, and also raising the capital 

needed to invest in mining operations. In that regard, they even made a habit of pre-financing 

foreign entrepreneurs and buying back all of their output. These manifestations of agency by the 

traders allowed them to lock into a lucrative field over which they hold a virtual monopoly and are 

reaping the resulting profits. 

 

Riparian populations exercised agency 

Another Non-state Agency was expressed by the local populations, either through their collaboration 

or their resistance according to their personal interests. These populations used a legal provision 

requiring compensation from those exploiting farmlands .i.e. mining contractors, before the start of 

any activity. These contractors were also forced by the residents to pay compensation several times, 

on the pretext that the rightful beneficiaries had not yet received payment and threatened to file 

complaints or boycott the investor’s work. Under these conditions, they were generally appeased by 

financial packages or renewed payment of compensation. In the same way, the populations also 

received money for traditional practices, ritual sacrifices, which were also common in artisanal 

mining, although not prescribed by law. The local populations succeeded in imposing it as mandatory 

practice and establishing it as a pre-requisite to any exploitation operations in the mining region. This 

allowed them to gain additional resources in this operating environment. Moreover, some have been 

cunning enough to charge several times for the cost of the sacrificial ritual. Hence they manifested 

their agency by forcing the operators to respect the law on compensation, but went beyond legal 

requirements by making use of certain aspects of their cultures to draw greater benefits from the 

mining activity, and these tricks allowed them to increase their opportunities for profits. 

In addition to this popular and peaceful agency, these populations resorted to other more conflictual 

or even violent expressions of their agency. For instance, assaults, armed robbery, abduction and 

other similar practices undertaken against foreign mining operators described in chapter 6, allowed 

them to advance their interests while compelling these operators to allow them room to function 

and provide additional revenue as well. 
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Final statements 

A variety of actions undertaken by Cameroonians have materialized in the mining sector, despite the 

presence of foreign investors determined to grow their investments and derive profits from them. 

These actions initially took the form of anticipation of these investments, including reframing the 

mining sector with the support of international financial institutions during the period of structural 

adjustment at the end of the last century, but also entailed diplomatic and business initiatives to 

attract FDI. This has resulted in growing interest of mining entrepreneurs in both the industrial and 

artisanal sub-sectors. 

The arrival of foreign investors meant that the surrounding society needed to adapt to that presence. 

Actions carried out for this purpose have been taking place concurrently with the deployment of 

these investments in the mining sector, including the provision of various services, mediation 

between investors and Cameroonians (administration, staff, local people). Other initiatives 

influenced by the nature of the balance of power were cleverly used to advance their interests. The 

elites have been deployed to set up an attractive regulatory framework, maintain healthy diplomatic 

relations with potential investor countries, launch the Lom Pangar project and monitor the 

development of mechanised mining within and around Betare-Oya. As for the private sector, it has 

positioned itself as the primary force enticing foreign mining entrepreneurs to come into the sector 

as well as the determinant partner helping foreign mining businesses to settle down, once they 

launch operations. The local populations did not stay out of the action. They implemented different 

sorts of agency through tactics such as subtly creating conflict as a means of preserving their 

interests or imposing the sacredness of their culture on foreign investors as well as using violent 

behaviour to compel operators to adapt to and acknowledge local interests. They did not even shrink 

from the prospect of violence that has sometimes caused deaths as long as it enabled them to 

achieve their ends. 

In light of the foregoing, both in the industrial mining and small scale mining sectors, Cameroonian 

agents, the administrative and political elite, private entrepreneurs and local populations imposed a 

balance of power on the mining investors for their own advantage through various forms of 

participation. Thus, Cameroonian Agency in the mining sector has sometimes taken the form of 

anticipation, sometimes that of providing support, and resistance as well, and always serves their 

individual or seldom communal interests. However, this does not mean that these players have all 

won in the same way, let alone that all affected Cameroonians have developed plans and actions that 

have allowed them to benefit, or even that those who have benefited from the mining windfalls have 

made sustainable use of it. However, the multifaceted reality of African Agency indicates that various 

local actors have been able to advance their interests thanks to the multiple tactics deployed to 

compel entrepreneurs to share part of the profits arising from the activity and sometimes even the 

principal capital of the company. This has in extreme cases led some operators to bankruptcy or 

forced them to relocate to other countries where operating conditions might be more convenient. 

And contrary to the rhetoric which depicts Africa as a passive entity with an amorphous people, 

exogenous actors involved in mining investment in Cameroon have been challenged by Cameroonian 

forces and forced to share the mine with the local authorities. The alleged passive and indolent 

attitude of Africa has been replaced by active involvement in various segments of the extractive 

industry value chain and agency properly exercised in various ways, with obvious benefits not only to 

the mining region but also to the national economy. 
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Thanks to this work, another side of Chinese-African cooperation has been unveiled, which puts the 

picture of the all-powerful Chinese in exchanges with Africa into perspective. It highlights several 

instances in which African Agency is the driving factor for the engagement of African actors and even 

reveals in some cases the vulnerability of China which is not perceived as the sole master of the 

game. Certainly it is quite a chaotic but coherent perspective if one keeps the reading grid suggested 

above. In addition, this perspective adds to the conventional discourse on political, socio-economic 

and cultural dynamics at local level by providing a more balanced picture of China’s presence in 

Africa. Cameroonian Agency in the mining sector is discreet, low key, and lacks strong coordinating 

and organizational foundations, and appears to be chaotic and disorderly. This complexity, while 

difficult to sort out, nevertheless obeys the constant drive to seek out opportunities to capture 

mining windfalls. The agency exerted has many egocentric and opportunistic connotations, 

sometimes, mutually conflicting, especially when it comes to reaping the benefits of some rare 

collective efforts. These financial spin-offs have also been squandered in some cases, with people 

feeling confident that they will live forever in abundance thanks to the mechanised exploitation of 

gold deposits in their region. Lessons learned where they exist, have not yet been capitalized upon in 

improving on the methods used in the other localities where the activity is currently taking place. 

Opportunistic thinking continues to prevail (stronger, more cunning, more socially pervasive ...). 

However, as Mamdani stated 

“It is one thing to argue that nothing short of death can extinguish human initiative and 

creativity […] but quite another to see in every gesture evidence of historical initiative…it is 

only when abstracted from structural constraints that agency appears to be lacking in 

historical specificity…” (1996: 10-11). 

Thus, Cameroonian Agency has neither been practiced by everyone nor with equal commitment. 

Although Cameroonians have acted and gained the upper-hand over foreign investors, especially the 

Chinese, the fact remains that it was not a far reaching movement (women, old people ... did not 

especially benefit from it). It still remains a smokescreen because the most vulnerable segments of 

society are kept on the margins of these patterns of wealth accumulation, due to the mechanisms of 

acquisition and redistribution of essentially elite and unequal resources. Their success in these 

confrontations has largely translated into improved individual and communal living conditions. Real 

estate was the primary destination of these profits, though they were also invested in the local 

economy (trade, rolling stock, electrical appliances ...). 

 

8.3 Limitations 

This thesis provides new insights into the topic of Cameroonian Agency in one of the Central African 

countries and is restricted to Cameroon’s mining sector. The framework of analysis is narrow 

constrained and therefore could not easily give room for generalisation of Cameroonians’ capacity to 

exercise agency in a broader sense. The sectoral approach (mining) which was chosen for this study, 

though helping to delve deeper into the concept of agency, concurrently reduces the spectrum of 

application of the notion to the mining sector. A more all-encompassing research effort should 

embrace other fields of investment where foreign entrepreneurs are active in order to paint a 

comprehensive picture of Cameroonian Agency with respect to foreign actors, especially Chinese 

investors. These limitations are particularly noticeable in the following three main issues: 
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- Chinese entrepreneurs play a significant role in trade, health, agriculture, forestry, 

infrastructure, etc. which are not covered in this research work (Nguepjouo 2017). These 

sectors of investment are similar to the mining sector where Chinese private and state 

operators are engaged and confronted with the realities of Cameroon, and especially with 

local people who try to exert their agency in the context of Chinese investments. While the 

forestry and agricultural sectors are even closer to mining investments because they involve 

the exploitation of natural resources, the others (trade, health and infrastructure) remain as 

cost effective as the former, even though their achievements are aimed at improving living 

conditions in the recipient country. 

- Because of financial and time constraints, research was limited to solid mining, even though 

hydrocarbons are a growing area of interest for Chinese operators. Their involvement in 

Cameroon’s hydrocarbons includes both offshore and onshore oil exploration, 11 exploration 

blocks and 42 producing fields, refining where SONARA awarded contracts to some Chinese 

companies as well as in the downstream industries of Cameroon’s oil sector. Though it is a 

recent phenomenon dating back to 2009, it is gradually gaining ground. Furthermore, even in 

the solid mining sector, and precisely with regards to the ASM, the small-scale mining 

research case study was concentrated around and within the Betare-Oya region, even 

though additional experiences were developed across the country (East, South, Adamaoua 

and North regions). 

- In the mining sector, most of the African countries in which China operates have a special 

relationship with the government of China, and have negotiated special agreements 

(Commodity-backed Finance or Resource Financed Infrastructure) through which 

investments in other sectors such as infrastructure, social amenities… are traded for the 

exploitation of natural resources. In those cases (Sudan, Angola, Congo Brazzaville…), the 

place held by the Chinese State in the economy as a whole is a dominant one because of the 

full dependence on China which simultaneously controls sectors which are not originally 

linked. Instead, in Cameroon’s case, the State is almost absent, as medium or small scale 

private entrepreneurs engage in Cameroon either with very discreet diplomatic supervision 

of their government or entirely without it. This was essentially the case in the ASM where 

there were almost a hundred Chinese promoters with no backing from the Chinese 

government through funding or governmental shares in mining companies’ capital. It could 

be postulated that the diplomatic presence of China’s government might in some way affect 

the amplitude of local agency exerted. In such a scenario, the recipient state would bear a 

greater responsibility to provide a business environment that guarantees some level of 

profitability for foreign investments, and in particular, they would be compelled to monitor 

the actions of local residents and even state agents who conduct their actions without strict 

supervision. On the contrary, in the industrial sub-sector, in view of the colossal resources to 

be mobilized, the Chinese state has become more present with SinosteelCam and JXTC, 

alongside private entrepreneurs like Hanlong. 

 

8.4 Further Research 

Despite the detailed analysis related to African Agency and Political Ecology provided in this thesis on 

Cameroon’s mining sector, many questions remain, and might be explored in further research. A few 

of them are mentioned here. Using Cameroon as an African country to illustrate AA in Africa does not 
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suffice to replicate the experience of a given African country in others, given the wide range of 

political, anthropological, sociological differences between African countries. Therefore, though 

research was conducted on Cameroon’s case, it can hardly be generalised to other African countries 

or the whole continent. Additional studies on the same topic may be carried out in other resource-

rich African countries either to support or refute the findings of this research. 
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9 Zusammenfassung und Schlussfolgerung 

 

Ziel dieses Kapitels ist es, die wichtigsten Ergebnisse zusammenzufassen, die Schwierigkeiten bei der 

Ausarbeitung dieser Arbeit aufzuzeigen und Ideen und Ziele zukünftiger Untersuchungen 

vorzustellen. 

 

9.1 Zusammenfassung 

Afrika wird regelmäßig träge oder als chaotischer Kontinent dargestellt. In Hinsicht auf fehlende 

Visionen, Mittel und Fähigkeiten wird Afrika bestenfalls als Kontinent mit einem dauerhaften Status-

Quo oder mit Stagnation wahrgenommen und in worst-case-Szenarios als gefallener Kontinent. 

Zahlreiche Berichte von diesem Kontinent zeigen Hungersnöten, Armut, Krieg, etc. Diese 

Schilderungen sind umso erstaunlicher, da dieser Kontinent für seinen Reichtum an natürlichen 

Ressourcen wie Holz, Öl, Gas, Mineralien, usw. bekannt ist, und dessen Reserven darüber hinaus 

weder der afrikanischen Bevölkerung noch ihren politischen Machthabern bekannt sind. Daraus 

resultiert, dass noch viel in die Untersuchung der Ressourcen investiert werden muss, um den Alltag 

der afrikanischen Bevölkerung zu verbessern. 

In diesem Kontext, der durch eine nahezu kindliche Achtlosigkeit bestimmt ist, ist die Einbindung 

ausländischer Akteure die einzige Hoffnung, um dem Kontinent – verhüllt in „Großer Dunkelheit“ 

(Mbembé 2013) etwas Vitalität zu bringen. Afrika war während der jüngeren Geschichte durch 

verschiedene Formen westlicher Einmischungen und Aktivitäten gekennzeichnet (Sklaverei, 

Imperialismus, Kolonisation), jedoch hat keine dazu geführt, Afrika voranzubringen und aus der nie 

endenden Kindheit herauszuholen. Der Kontinent ist heute genauso passiv und apathisch wie er 

gestern war. 

Der Reiz asiatischer Akteure auf Afrika ist sehr aktuell. Und entsprechend der oben erwähnten 

Trägheit, wird der Kontinent als einfache und schutzlose Beute für koreanische, japanische, indische, 

malaysische oder chinesische Eroberer wahrgenommen. Für die Letztgenannten ist der ungesättigte 

Appetit nach natürlichen Ressourcen, deren Reserven sich schnell erschöpfen, der Eckpfeiler ihrer 

ausländischen Entwicklungspolitik. Dies führt zu einer Kolonialisierung des Kontinents durch China 

mit einer Präferenz für Schurkenstaaten, die für den Westen unattraktiv sind, indem sie Armeen von 

Arbeitern aussenden, um die Ressourcen abzubauen (Lum et al. 2009), in Missachtung aller 

nationalen und internationalen Regulierungen und basierend auf undurchsichtigen Verträgen. 

Obwohl sich das Konzept der “African Agency” in vielen afrikanischen Ländern entwickelt hat, ist das 

Ziel dieser Untersuchung nur auf Kameruns Minensektor ausgerichtet, in den verschiedene 

ausländische Unternehmen bereits über einen längeren Zeitraum eingebunden sind. In der 

Doktorarbeit wird untersucht, ob die indigene Bevölkerung in irgendeiner Weise Anteil an der 

Entwicklung von Bergbauprojekten in ihrem Land hat. Es werden Aktionen und Reaktionen der 

lokalen Bevölkerung im Kontext von Chinas Präsenz in Kameruns Minensektor bewertet und 

analysiert, um ihre Interessen über die der ausländischen Investoren zu stellen. Außerdem ist dem 

Autor keine weitere Studie bekannt, in der „African Agency“ im Minensektor als Ganzes in Kamerun 

behandelt wird. 
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Bei der Durchführung dieser Studie wurde ein Untersuchungskonzept entwickelt, in dem zahlreiche 

Methoden ineinander greifen hinsichtlich der Datenerfassung und Konzeptanalyse der African 

Agency, verknüpft mit der politischen Ökologie, die für den kamerunischen Minensektor entwickelt 

wurde. Durch einen positivistisch-empirischen Ansatz wurden Daten aus 167 Fragebögen abgeleitet, 

die von der lokalen Bevölkerung und zufällig ausgewählten Arbeitern in Minengebieten und 

angrenzenden Kommunen ausgefüllt wurden. Dazu wurden vorrangig Methoden zur Analyse 

quantitativer Daten eingesetzt. Zum einen wurden mit den Fragebögen die Erwartungen an das 

Phänomen eines sukzessiven aber deutlichen Einflusses durch internationale Akteure bzw. Chinas im 

Minensektor erfasst, zum anderen wurden Beobachtungsdaten entlang der Gold-

Wertschöpfungskette (GVC), wie sie für die Betare-Oya-Region entwickelt wurde, gesammelt. 

Ergänzend zur dieser Technik halfen qualitative Methoden, das Verständnis über das menschliche 

Verhalten und der sozialen Welt aus einer ganzheitlichen Perspektive durch individuelle Interviews, 

Fokusgruppen und direkte Beobachtungen im Gelände zu untersuchen und verstehen. Außerdem hat 

die räumliche Analyse anhand einer Landnutzungsklassifizierung dazu beigetragen, Änderungen in 

der Landnutzung und Landbedeckung zu identifizieren, die durch mechanisch unterstützten Bergbau 

in der Region aufgetreten sind. Der Ablauf von Datenerhebung und ihrer Verarbeitung aus einer 

basis-theoretischen Perspektive führten zur Entwicklung der für Kamerun spezifischen „Ecological 

Agency“-Theorie. 

Einer der ersten Schritte dieser Arbeit bestand in einer Literaturrecherche, die unter anderem das 

African Agency-Konzept in den größeren Zusammenhang stellte. Dies führte zum Forschungsstand, 

der Festlegung des genauen Forschungsinhalts und der Haupttheorien zur Untermauerung der 

Doktorarbeit. Bevor die Entwicklungen der letzten Dekade untersucht wurden, bietet eine 

Einführung in die historische Perspektive einen Einblick darauf, wie afrikanische Gesellschaften mit 

dem Bergbau begannen und wie sie mit fremden Partnern umgegangen sind, die an den Ressourcen 

interessiert waren. Ziel war es zu zeigen, dass trotz der Herausforderungen durch den westlichen 

Imperialismus auf dem Sektor, dieser die lokale Beteiligung nicht verhinderte, auch hinsichtlich der 

Einschränkungen, die mit einer solchen Beteiligung verbunden waren. 

Neben den Hintergrundinformationen zur African Agency wurden weitere Daten im Kontext aktueller 

Akteure (westliche, afrikanische und asiatische) und Investitionen in Kameruns Bergbausektor, 

darunter auch im ASM- und LSM-Sektor, vorgestellt. Das GVC-Werkzeug wurde verwendet, um jedes 

Segment der Gold-Wertschöpfungskette, die mit mechanischen Mitteln in der Betare-Oya-Region 

betrieben wurde, zu untersuchen und Unternehmenspraktiken entlang dieser Kette zu vergleichen. 

Sie scheinen recht ähnlich zu sein. Die Wahrnehmung der lokalen Stakeholder von der asiatischen 

Vorherrschaft im ASM-Bereich löste eine Mischung aus positiven und negativen Meinungen aus. 

Entsprechend der Umfrage galten die Auswirkungen auf die lokale Wirtschaft als besonders positiv, 

die auf die Menschen und ihre Umwelt eher negativ. Diese gemischte Wahrnehmung wird durch die 

Sicht der Beamten weiter verstärkt, die diese Aktivitäten global als positiv hervorhebt. Sie 

vertuschten negative Aspekte durch die Relativierung der Umweltprobleme, die rasch eingegrenzt 

werden könnten, und betonten die positiven und greifbaren sozialen und wirtschaftlichen Beiträge 

für die Region. Diese Ansicht wurde von den Unternehmern geteilt, die neben asiatischen Investoren 

im mechanisierten Bergbau arbeiten. Im Gegensatz dazu sahen die Unternehmer, die die asiatische 

Präsenz als einen gewissen unlauteren Wettbewerb wahrnahmen, diese Zustände als klare 

Konsequenz der Plünderung im Umfeld des Ressourcenabbaus. Die Anwohner verarmten dauerhaft. 

Diese Haltung übernahmen die örtlichen Gemeinschaften, die nicht von den asiatischen Aktivitäten 

in ihrer Region profitiert hatten. 
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Zusätzlich zu diesen Eindrücken verschiedener kamerunischer Stakeholder im mechanisierten 

Bergbausektor, wurden die Umweltauswirkungen gemessen und auch verschiedene Facetten der 

kamerunischen Partizipation am Bergbau im Allgemeinen identifiziert, kategorisiert und analysiert. 

Dies führte zu einer Diskussion zu bestimmten, allgemein akzeptierten Begriffen der Fallstudie zur 

chinesischen Präsenz in Afrika wie die „Win-Win Rhetorik“, die chinesische Herrschaft usw., von 

denen einige im Fall Kameruns nicht genutzt werden. In den Schlussfolgerungen werden die 

Ergebnisse mit den im konzeptionellen Teil der Arbeit formulierten Annahmen verglichen. 

 

9.2 Schlussfolgerung 

Die Schlussfolgerung nimmt diese Wahrnehmung als den allgemeinen Rahmen an, in dem die 

Ergebnisse der Gesamtforschung eingefügt werden sollen, aber sie gehen über diese 

Wahrnehmungen hinaus und betonen die Antworten auf die Forschungsannahmen. In diesem 

Abschnitt werden wichtige Aspekten formuliert und Schlussfolgerungen in Bezug auf die 

Forschungsfrage gezogen, nämlich die jüngste asiatische Präsenz in Kameruns Bergbau, die zur 

Modernisierung der Bergbauprozesse und der Ausdrücke der von den Eliten, Privatunternehmern 

und Menschen vor Ort, um ihre vielfältigen Interessen über die von ausländischen Investoren 

voranzutreiben. 

 

Asiens kritische Rolle in Kameruns Bergbau 

Die relative Modernisierung und der tatsächliche Gold-Abbau mit mehr oder weniger rechtlich 

anerkannten internationalen Akteuren wurden von asiatischen Investoren initiiert. Unter der 

Führung von CAPAM haben die Koreaner diese Bewegung vorangetrieben. Dank ihrer erheblichen 

Investitionen in Bezug auf Kapital, professioneller Bergbauausrüstung, Expertise und sogar 

qualifiziertem Personal belebten sie eine morbide Aktivität am Rande der Legalität. Allerdings 

kontrollieren sie nicht die gesamte Produktionskette aufgrund von Haftungsverhältnissen, die ihnen 

von der kamerunischen Seite auferlegt wurden. Die Ankunft der Chinesen ab Ende 2012 hat dazu 

beigetragen, dem Sektor eine neue Dynamik zu bringen, so dass der Wettbewerb wieder dichter und 

intensiver wurde. 

Die Ankunft zahlreicher Chinesen ab 2012 im ASM-Bereich führte zu einer intensiven Mechanisierung 

mit Technologien und Techniken, die bereits von C&K und CAMINCO als Pionieren des 

mechanisierten Bergbaus verwendet wurden. Einige lokale Akteure konnten aus dieser 

Intensivierung des Abbaus lernen, dieser neuen Disziplin, oder breiter gedacht: dieser effektiven 

Arbeitskultur. Allerdings verehrte die kamerunische Seite nicht nur die Arbeit ausländischer 

Investoren, geschweige denn, dass sie als Schwämme agierten, die die besten koreanischen und 

chinesischen Bergbautechniken aufsaugten. Vielmehr positionierte sie sich als wichtiger Akteur, der 

unterstützt und anderen ausländischen Interventionen widersteht. Die vielfältigen Ausprägungen 

dieser Positionierungen wurden von dem Wunsch geleitet, ihre eigenen Interessen zu fördern. Es 

wurde relativ gut von der kamerunischen Seite (Staat, Privat-, Zwischenhändlern- und lokaler 

Bevölkerung) umgesetzt. 

Auch bei großangelegten Minenprojekten war dieser Trend zum Wiedererwachen des industriellen 

Bergbausektors sichtbar. Die Nkamouna-Projekte von Geovic, Mbalam of Sundance, Mobilong von 
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C&K verzeichneten entsprechende Beteiligungen durch chinesische Unternehmen und Unternehmer 

wie JXTC, Hanlong und einem Milliardär aus Singapur. Das Auftauchen chinesischer Unternehmen 

und Einzelpersonen, die das ganze oder Teile des Kapitals der westlichen oder koreanischen 

Unternehmen übernahmen, erregten neues Interesse an Kameruns Bergbau. Im Gegensatz dazu 

blieb das Mamelles-Projekt des chinesischen multinationalen Sinosteels unverändert, trotz aller 

Transaktionen, die bei anderen Projekten dieses Sektors aufgetreten sind. Das Projekt von Sinosteel 

ist seit 2008 ein chinesisches Projekt. Trotz dieser entscheidenden Rolle der Asiaten beim Abbau des 

Goldes in Betare-Oya, konnten sich Kameruner auf verschiedene Arten entlang der GVC 

positionieren, um ihre eigenen Interessen voranzutreiben. 

 

Funktionäre entwickeln den Rahmen, bringen sich aber auch individuell im Bergbausektor ein 

In Kameruns Bergbau-Sektor wurde das Gesetz von 1964 und die Institutionen, denen der 

Bergbausektor bis zur neuen Bergbau-Ära zur Jahrhundertwende unterlag, durch ein international-

wirtschaftsfreundliches System ersetzt. Nach dem Fehlen von Investoren erlebte Kamerun im Jahr 

2003 allmählich eine Veränderung durch die Ankunft von Geovic und anderer Firmen, die später 

folgten. Im Fall von Geovic gelang es den kamerunischen Aktionären in Zusammenarbeit mit einem 

US-Investor durch verschiedene Handlungen (vgl. Kapitel 6) viel Geld zu verdienen. Die Politiker 

zögerten nicht einmal, den Amerikanern bei der Beeinflussung der lokalen Regierung zu helfen. Im 

Rahmen der Beteiligung verdienten vier Kameruner zusätzliches Geld durch Dienstleistungen, die sie 

Geovic anboten. Auch wenn klare Gesetzesverstöße begangen wurden, schützten sie das 

Unternehmen vor staatlichen Sanktionen gegen sie und das Unternehmen. Die Firma wurde dann auf 

die chinesische JXTC übertragen, ohne dass die Bedingungen der Übernahme veröffentlicht wurden. 

Jedoch erhielten sie Gewinne durch die Zusammenarbeit mit dem amerikanischen Investor. Beamte 

hatten in die Einrichtung eines rechtlichen und institutionellen Rahmens investiert, der die 

Entwicklung des Bergbausektors fördert und diplomatische Beziehungen zu Ländern aufrechterhält, 

deren Investoren sich möglicherweise für den Sektor interessieren könnten. Neben dieser staatlichen 

Rolle haben sich die administrativen und politischen Funktionäre individuell Anteile an den 

ausländischen Bergbauunternehmen des industriellen Teilsektors gesichert, und im Gegenzug den 

politischen Schutz und die Unterstützung in verschiedenen Prozessen gewährleistet, wie 

Verhandlungen mit der Regierung oder der lokalen Bevölkerung. Die kamerunischen Akteure dieses 

Teilsektors waren im Wesentlichen kleine Unternehmer, die an der vorindustriellen Ausbeutung der 

Bodenschätze beteiligt waren. 

Im ASM-Bereich waren die Akteure noch klüger. Die African Agency zeigte sich durch die Verbreitung 

ausländischer Investoren. Obwohl die Regierung durch CAPAM das Handeln des AFKO-

Bergbauunternehmens veränderte, trat AFKO neben hunderten anderer einer Regierungsinitiative im 

ASM-Teilsektor bei, unter ihnen mehr als 2/3 chinesischer Bürger. Die Investoren, die sich später zu 

C&K Mining formierten, folgten AFKO und nutzten diesen Kontext zu Ihrem Vorteil. Den Beamten 

gelang es, die Ziele der Investoren zu verändern, indem sie ihnen geldwerte Vorteile versprachen, 

deren Erhalt keiner der ausländischen Unternehmer bereit war, zuzugeben. Die Funktionäre dienten 

als Vermittler bei der Erteilung von ASM-Berechtigungen, da sie Forschungsgenehmigungen 

erwarben, die zentraler Bestandteil des Vergabeprozesses von Bergbaulizenzen sind. Einige 

Unternehmer haben viel Geld verdient, indem sie SM-Zulassungen erwarben, die sie an ausländische 

Investoren weiterverkauften oder in einigen Fällen mit chinesischen Investoren 
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zusammenarbeiteten. Einige dieser Standorte erwiesen sich als rohstoffarm, was für den 

ausländischen Investor einem Totalverlust entsprach. In diesem Rahmen wurden auch die 

administrativen und politischen Funktionäre für die Vergabe der Bergbaulizenzen oder der für die 

Betriebsgenehmigungen erbrachten Dienstleistungen entschädigt. Durch diese Vorgehensweise 

haben sie nicht nur den Lizenzerwerb kontrolliert, sondern auch viel Geld damit verdient. Darüber 

hinaus wurden ihnen Abbaulizenzen und -zulassungen für den artisanalen Abbau erteilt, die als 

Kontrollinstrument und für die Profitabilität im Bergbau genutzt wurden. 

Darüber hinaus organisierte der Staat den ASM-Sektor und erhöhte die gesetzlich vorgeschriebenen 

Steuern. Neben der kontinuierlichen Kostenerhöhung für Genehmigungen zum artisanalen Bergbau, 

haben sich andere Beamte durch „administrative Unterlassung“ mehr oder weniger finanzielle 

Vorteile durch den Goldbergbau verschafft, indem sie durch ein automatisches monatliches 

Zahlungssystem begünstigt wurden, das von ausländischen Investoren unrechtmäßig finanziert 

wurde. Dazu gehörten Beamte von Ministerien, die für Sicherheit, Arbeit, Umwelt, Wasser usw. 

zuständig waren. Sie gingen an die Bergbaustandorte, um chinesisches Personal zu kontrollieren, von 

dem einige nicht immer eine gültige Aufenthaltsgenehmigung hatten. Darüber hinaus verstoßen sie 

gegen Arbeitsgesetze und Rechte, wenn es um die Einstellung kamerunischer Mitarbeiter ging. 

Ebenso wurde der Bergbau durch Umlegung von Flüssen ermöglicht, ohne vorherige 

Verwaltungsgenehmigungen einzuholen, oder die Bergbauareale wurden nach dem Abbau nicht 

rehabilitiert. 

Zusammenfassend diente das Lom Pangar-Projekt der kamerunischen Regierung als Vorwand, ASM 

in der Region Betare-Oya zu beschleunigen. Es zog ausländische Investoren an und führte zur 

Mechanisierung ehemaliger ASM-Standorte, zur Auszahlung von Kapital und der Einführung von 

Technologien, die vorher in Kamerun unbekannt waren. Dies führte zu einer Nebenbeschäftigung der 

ortsansässigen Bevölkerung, die sich diese Veränderungen auf unterschiedliche Weise nutzbar 

machten. Nachdem die Regierung diese Bewegung initiiert hatte, stoppte sie die Rettung vom 

Betare-Oya-Gold, das drohte, überschwemmt zu werden. Die Bergarbeiter aus dem Dammbereich 

wurden dadurch vertrieben. Neben der Agency, die von den administrativen und politischen 

Funktionären geleitet wird, wurden auch die Aktivitäten im privaten Sektor veranschaulicht, die 

durch autonome Maßnahmen zur Förderung ihrer eigenen Interessen im Bergbau gekennzeichnet 

sind. Öffentliche und private Akteure haben ihre Expertise bei der Entwicklung des Bergbausektors 

eingebracht und einen Teil der durch die Mechanisierung erzielten Erlöse erhalten. 

 

Privatunternehmer belebten und beeinflussten die Umsetzung ausländischer Projekte 

Während der Fall von Geovic die Rolle der staatlichen Akteure (Funktionäre) im Bergbau-Sektor 

Kameruns hervorhebt, stellte der von CamIron die privaten Akteure in den Mittelpunkt, die im 

Geschäft des Aufbaus und der Entwicklung von Unternehmen waren, um diese dann teilweise 

gewinnbringend zu verkaufen. Der Anteil ihres erwirtschafteten Kapitals hat es ihnen ermöglicht, 

weiterhin finanzielle Vorteile bei zukünftigen Transaktionen bei Bergbauprojekten zu erhalten. Viele 

Firmen wie Uranex, Caminex usw. haben sich CamIron´s Erfahrung abgeguckt, um im privaten Sektor 

ähnliche Ergebnisse zu erzielen. Dies führte zu erheblichen Investitionen in den industriellen 

Bergbau. Lokale Privatunternehmer begleiteten vor allem chinesische Investoren, die von 

verschiedenen Initiativen angelockt wurden. Im industriellen Bergbau haben diese privaten Akteure 

dazu beigetragen, ausländische Investoren und reiche Finanziers nach Kamerun zu holen, wo sie 
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Bergbaulizenzen für den Abbau und Export erworben haben. Der private Sektor beantragte auch 

wertvolle Forschungsgenehmigungen, bevor sie diese teilweise an Junior-Bergbauunternehmen 

weiterverkauften. Diese zeigten ein problematisches Interesse am Bergbau-Sektor, indem sie in 

Partnerschaft mit lokalen Unternehmern spekulierten. Sie begleiteten ausländische Investoren in 

Kamerun, aber durch ihre Kenntnisse gelang es ihnen auch gemeinsam mit ausländischen Finanziers 

Fuß im kongolesischen Bergbau zu fassen. 

Ebenso war ihre Agency im ASM-Teilsektor sichtbar, in dem mehrere asiatische Bergbau-Investoren 

gefeiert und in die Bergbau-Region Betare-Oya eingeladen wurden. Diese unkoordinierte Initiative 

führte zu einer „Minenblase“ mit der Ankunft von fast 100 ausländischen Investoren, die Kapital, 

Technologie und Maschinen für die Ausbeutung von Goldvorkommen im Ostkamerun besaßen. 

Einige dieser lokalen Unternehmer stellten die Anleger entweder als Angestellte, auch in der Rolle 

von Managern, oder als Dienstleister in der gesamten Gold-Wertschöpfungskette ein. Aufgrund 

dieser Aktivitäten wurde der Abbau ermöglicht. Immer mehr Unternehmer beschlossen, 

Partnerschaften mit ausländischen Investoren zu bilden, entweder als Inhaber von Bergbaulizenzen 

oder Genehmigungen für den artisanalen Abbau. Als solche brauchten sie die technische und/oder 

finanzielle Unterstützung besonders der Chinesen oder auch als politische und soziale Unterstützer 

mit den nötigen Fähigkeiten, um sie in der reibungslosen Durchführung ihrer Geschäfte zu betreuen. 

Trotz Veränderungen in der Branche, haben kamerunische Händler nicht einmal einen Teil ihrer 

Handelsaktivitäten eingestellt. Sie kämpften um die Kontrolle der Vermarktung des Goldes, das 

außerhalb der Region abgebaut wurde, und erhöhten damit ihre Gewinnspannen als Teil des 

Marketingsegments in der Gold-Wertschöpfungskette. Sie kauften auch praktisch das ganze Gold, 

das in der Region produziert wurde, und verkauften es auf internationalen Märkten weiter. Mehrere 

chinesische Unternehmen versuchten, in dieses Segment einzudringen, und, obwohl gesetzlich 

erlaubt, waren sie nicht in der Lage, rentable Profite zu erwirtschaften. Sie beendeten sehr schnell 

ihre Versuche, in diesem Bereich Fuß zu fassen. Einige der lokalen Händler versuchten in andere 

Goldminen-Teilsektoren einzudringen, einschließlich der Anhebung des Kapitals, das erforderlich 

wurde, um im Bergbau zu investieren. In dieser Hinsicht haben sie es sich zur Gewohnheit gemacht, 

ausländische Unternehmer vorzufinanzieren und anschließend ihre Produktion zurückzukaufen. 

Diese Ausprägung der Agency durch die Händler erlaubte ihnen, sich in ein lukratives Feld 

einzukaufen, in dem sie ein virtuelles Monopol halten und die daraus resultierenden Gewinne 

erzielten konnten. 

 

Anwohner nutzen die Agency 

Eine andere nichtstaatliche Agency sind die örtlichen Bevölkerungsgruppen, die entweder durch ihre 

Zusammenarbeit oder ihren Widerstand aktiv sind, jeweils nach ihren persönlichen Interessen. Die 

Bevölkerung nutzt eine gesetzliche Bestimmung, die eine Entschädigung für jedes Ackerland von den 

Bergbauunternehmern vor Beginn jeder Tätigkeit fordert. Die Investoren wurden auch von den 

Bewohnern gezwungen, eine Entschädigung mehrmals zu zahlen, unter dem Vorwand, dass die 

rechtmäßig Begünstigten noch keine Zahlung erhalten hatten. Sie drohten, Beschwerde einzulegen 

oder die Arbeit des Investors zu boykottieren. Unter diesen Bedingungen wurden sie im Allgemeinen 

durch Finanzpakete oder eine erneute Entschädigung beschwichtigt. In gleicher Weise erhielten die 

Anwohner auch Geld für traditionelle Aktivitäten und kulturelle Rituale, die auch im artisanalen 

Bergbau üblich sind, obwohl es nicht gesetzlich vorgeschrieben war. Ihnen gelang es, diese 
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obligatorisch zu machen und sie als Voraussetzung für jeden Abbau in der Bergbauregion zu 

etablieren. Dadurch konnten sie in diesem Betriebsumfeld zusätzliche Einnahmen generieren. 

Darüber hinaus sind einige intelligent genug, um mehrere Male die Kosten des Opferrituals 

einzufordern. Sie zeigten ihre Agency, indem sie die Betreiber zwangen, das Gesetz über die 

Entschädigung zu respektieren, auch wenn es über die gesetzlichen Anforderungen hinausgeht, 

indem sie einige Aspekte ihrer Kultur für größere Vorteile aus dem Bergbau nutzten. Diese Tricks 

erlaubten ihnen, ihre Chancen auf Gewinne zu erhöhen. 

Neben diesen populären und friedlichen Aktivitäten griffen die Anwohner teilweise auch auf konflikt- 

oder sogar gewalttätige Aktivitäten ihrer Agency zurück. Zum Beispiel wurden Angriffe, bewaffneter 

Raub, Entführungen und ähnliche Praktiken gegen ausländische Bergbauunternehmen (vgl. Kapitel 6) 

durchgeführt. 

 

Schlussbetrachtung 

Eine Vielzahl von Maßnahmen, die von Kamerunern unternommen wurden, sind im Bergbausektor 

trotz der Anwesenheit ausländischer gewinnorientierter Investoren aufgetreten. 

Diese Maßnahmen wurden zunächst in Erwartung von Investitionen unternommen, darunter auch 

die Umgestaltung des Bergbausektors mit Unterstützung internationaler Finanzinstitutionen 

während der strukturellen Anpassung am Ende des letzten Jahrhunderts, aber auch mit 

diplomatischen und unternehmerischen Initiativen, um ausländische Direktinvestitionen anzuziehen. 

Dies hat zu einem wachsenden Interesse der Bergbauunternehmer in den industriellen und 

artisanalen Teilsektoren geführt. 

Die Ankunft ausländischer Investoren bedeutete, dass die ortsansässige Bevölkerung sich an sie 

anpassen musste. Die zu diesem Zweck durchgeführten Maßnahmen wurden gleichzeitig mit dem 

Einsatz von Investitionen im Bergbau, einschließlich der Bereitstellung verschiedener 

Dienstleistungen und der Vermittlung zwischen Investoren und Kamerunern (Verwaltung, Personal, 

Einheimische) durchgeführt. Andere Initiativen basierend auf dem Gleichgewicht der Macht, wurden 

geschickt eingesetzt, um persönliche Interessen zu fördern. Funktionäre wurden eingesetzt, um 

einen attraktiven regulatorischen Rahmen zu schaffen, gute diplomatische Beziehungen mit 

potenziellen Ländern für Investitionen aufzubauen, das Lom Pangar-Projekt zu beginnen und die 

Entwicklung des mechanisierten Bergbaus innerhalb und um Betare-Oya zu überwachen. Der private 

Sektor hat sich als die primäre Kraft etabliert, um ausländische Bergbau-Unternehmer in den Sektor 

zu locken, sowie als mögliche Partner, um die ausländischen Bergbau-Unternehmen zu begleiten, 

sobald sie ihre Aktivitäten beginnen. Auch die örtliche Bevölkerung wurde berücksichtigt. Sie 

entwickelten verschiedene Arten von Agencies wie z. B. subtile Konflikte mit den Bergarbeitern oder 

kulturelle Aspekte als Handlungsinstrument, um ihre Interessen zu bewahren. Auch durch 

gewalttätiges Verhalten haben sie die Betreiber dazu gezwungen, sich an die lokalen Interessen 

anzupassen und von ihnen Kenntnis zu nehmen. Sie schrecken nicht einmal vor Gewalt zurück, die 

manchmal Todesfälle verursacht hat, solange sie es ihnen ermöglicht, ihre Ziele zu erreichen. 

Angesichts dieser Aspekte erhielten die kamerunischen Akteure, die Verwaltungs- und politischen 

Funktionäre, die privaten Unternehmer und die örtliche Bevölkerung sowohl im Bergbau als auch in 

den Bergbaubetrieben die Möglichkeit, die Investoren durch verschiedene Formen der Beteiligung zu 
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ihrem eigenen Vorteil zu formen. So ist die Agency des Bergbaus in Kamerun seit jeher durch 

Erwartung, manchmal auch durch Unterstützung und Widerstand geprägt, und dient immer ihren 

individuellen oder speziellen kommunalen Interessen. Allerdings bedeutet dies nicht, dass die 

Akteure alle auf die gleiche Weise gewonnen haben, ganz zu schweigen davon, dass alle betroffenen 

Kameruner Handlungen entwickelten, von denen sie profitieren konnten. Auch diejenigen, die von 

dem Glücksfall des Bergbaus profitieren konnten, haben dadurch einen nachhaltigen Nutzen. 

Allerdings zeigen die vielfältigen Realitäten der AA (African Agency), dass verschiedene lokale 

Akteure in der Lage waren, ihre Interessen dank unterschiedlicher Ansätze durchzusetzen, indem sie 

die Unternehmer zur Teilhabe an ihren Gewinnen drängten und manchmal sogar an ihrem 

Hauptkapital. Dies hat im Extremfall einige Betreiber in den Konkurs geführt oder sie gezwungen, 

ihre Aktivitäten in andere Länder zu verlagern, in denen die Betriebsbedingungen einfacher sind. Im 

Gegensatz zu der Rhetorik, die Afrika als passive Einheit mit einem uneinheitlichen Volk darstellt, 

wurden ausländische Akteure, die an Bergbau-Investitionen in Kamerun beteiligt sind, von 

kamerunischen Streitkräften gezwungen, die Mine mit den örtlichen Behörden zu teilen. Die 

angeblich ungeordnete und träge Haltung Afrikas wurde durch echte Beteiligung in verschiedenen 

Segmenten der Wertschöpfungskette der Rohstoffindustrie und ihrer Agency auf verschiedene Weise 

ersetzt, mit offensichtlichen Vorteilen nicht nur für die Bergbau-Region, sondern auch für die 

Volkswirtschaft. 

Dank dieser Arbeit wurde eine andere Seite der chinesisch-afrikanischen Kooperation vorgestellt, die 

das Bild der allmächtigen Chinesen im Austausch mit Afrika ins richtige Bild stellt. Es hebt mehrere 

Fälle hervor, in denen die AA der treibende Faktor für die afrikanischen Akteure ist und sogar in 

einigen Fällen die Anfälligkeit Chinas offenbart, die nicht als einzige das Spiel beherrschen. Es ist eine 

ziemlich chaotische, aber kohärente Perspektive, wenn man sich an die genannte Lesart hält. 

Darüber hinaus fügt diese Perspektive dem konventionellen Diskurs zur politischen, 

sozioökonomischen und kulturellen Dynamik auf lokaler Ebene ein ausgewogeneres Bild der Präsenz 

Chinas in Afrika hinzu. Kamerun´s Agency im Bergbau ist diskret und von geringer Tragweite, es 

fehlen ihre starken koordinierenden und organisatorischen Grundlagen und sie scheint chaotisch und 

ungeordnet zu sein. Diese Komplexität ist zwar schwierig zu entwirren, gehorcht aber dem Antrieb, 

ständig und opportunistisch nach unerwarteten Geschenken im Bergbau zu suchen. Die Agency hat 

viele egozentrische und opportunistische Assoziationen, manchmal gegenseitig widersprüchlich, vor 

allem, wenn es darum geht, Vorteile aus einigen seltenen kollektiven Bemühungen zu erhalten. Die 

finanziellen Nebeneffekte wurden auch in einigen Fällen verschwendet, wobei die Leute 

zuversichtlich sind, dass sie dank dem mechanisierten Abbau von Goldvorkommen in ihrer Region für 

immer in Hülle und Fülle leben werden. Die Lehren daraus, wo sie denn existieren, wurden noch 

nicht in anderen Bergbauregionen zur Verbesserung angewendet. Opportunistisches Denken scheint 

sich zu erhalten (stärker, schlauer, sozial verbreiteter…). 

Allerdings, wie Mamdani sagte: 

"It is one thing to argue that nothing short of death can extinguish human initiative and 

creativity […] but quite another to see in every gesture evidence of historical initiative…it is 

only when abstracted from structural constraints that agency appears to be lacking in 

historical specificity…” (1996: 10-11). 

So wurde Kameruns Agency weder von allen noch mit gleichem Engagement praktiziert. Obwohl 

Kameruner gehandelt und sich oft gegen ausländische Investoren gestellt haben, vor allem gegen die 
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Chinesen, bleibt hervorzuheben, dass es keine tiefgründige Bewegung war (Frauen und alte Leute 

haben nicht besonders davon profitiert). Es bleibt immer noch undurchsichtig, da die anfälligsten 

Schichten am Rande dieser Art der „Geldvermehrung“ gehalten werden aufgrund der 

Erwerbsmechanismen und der Umverteilung ungleicher Ressourcen, die im Wesentlichen durch die 

Funktionäre stattfindet. Ihr Erfolg in diesen Auseinandersetzungen wurde weitgehend in verbesserte 

individuelle und kommunale Lebensbedingungen umgewandelt. Es wurde primär in Immobilien aber 

auch in die lokale Wirtschaft investiert (Handel, Fahrzeuge, Elektrogeräte ...). 

 

9.3 Einschränkungen 

Diese Dissertation gibt neue Einblicke in die Thematik kamerunischer Agencys. Sie befasst sich 

ausschließlich mit einem zentralafrikanischen Land und beschränkt sich auf den Bergbau von 

Kamerun. Der Rahmen für die vorliegende Analyse ist eingeschränkt. Daher ist es nur bedingt 

möglich allgemeine Aussagen über die Leistungsfähigkeit der kamerunischen Agenturen auf andere 

Regionen zu übertragen. Der sektorale Ansatz (Bergbau), der für diese Studie gewählt wurde, trägt 

dazu bei, tiefer in das Konzept der Agencies einzutauchen, vermindert jedoch zugleich sein 

Anwendungsspektrum. Um ein umfassendes Bild der kamerunischen Agencies zu erhalten, sind 

umfassendere Forschungsarbeiten nötig, die weitere Investitionsfelder berücksichtigen, in denen 

ausländische Unternehmer, vor allem chinesischen Investoren, aktiv sind. Diese Einschränkungen 

werden in den folgenden Problemfeldern besonders deutlich: 

 

- Chinesische Unternehmer spielen eine signifikante Rolle in Handel, Gesundheit, 

Landwirtschaft, Forstwirtschaft, Infrastruktur usw., die in dieser Dissertation nicht behandelt 

wurden (Nguepjouo 2017). Dabei handelt es sich um zum Bergbau vergleichbare 

Investitionssektoren, in denen private chinesische wie auch staatliche Betreiber mit den 

Realitäten Kameruns konfrontiert sind, vor allem mit den Einheimischen, die versuchen, ihre 

Agency im Rahmen der chinesischen Investitionen auszuüben. Die Forst- und Landwirtschaft 

ist besser mit dem Bergbau vergleichbar, da dieser Sektor die natürlichen Ressourcen nutzt. 

Die anderen Sektoren (Handel, Gesundheit und Infrastruktur) sind ebenso kostengünstig wie 

die vorherig genannten Bereiche, obwohl ihre Leistungen darauf abzielen, die 

Lebensbedingungen in dem Empfängerland zu verbessern. 

- Aufgrund der finanziellen und zeitlichen Einschränkungen, beschränkt sich diese 

Untersuchung auf den Bergbau von Festgestein, obwohl Kohlenwasserstoffe für chinesische 

Betreiber immer wichtiger werden. Ihre Beteiligung an Kameruns Reserven von 

Kohlenwasserstoffen umfasst die Öl-Exploration, sowohl vor der Küste als auch an der Küste 

mit 11 Explorationsblöcken und 42 produzierenden Feldern und Veredelungen, von denen 

Sonora Verträge an einige chinesische Unternehmen und an die kamerunische 

weiterverarbeitende Öl-Industrie vergeben hat. Obwohl dies ein junges Phänomen ist (2009), 

gewinnt es sukzessive an Bedeutung. Im Bergbau von Festgestein im Hinblick auf ASM, 

konzentrierte sich diese Studie auf die Region in und um Betare-Oya. Zusätzliche Erfahrungen 

wurden im ganzen Land gemacht (Ost, Süd, Adamaoua und Nordregionen). 

- Im Bergbau haben die meisten afrikanischen Länder, in denen China tätig ist, eine besondere 

Beziehung zur chinesischen Regierung, im Rahmen derer Sondervereinbarungen 

ausgehandelt wurden (Sicherung der Finanzierung von Rohstoffen oder durch Ressourcen 
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finanzierte Infrastruktur). Als Ausgleich für die Nutzung (Abbau) der natürlichen Ressourcen 

wird in andere Bereiche wie Infrastruktur, Sozialeinrichtungen usw. investiert. In diesen 

Ländern (Sudan, Angola, Kongo Brazzaville usw.), dessen Wirtschaft vom chinesischen Staat 

dominiert wird, kontrolliert China diverse Sektoren, die ursprünglich nicht miteinander 

verknüpft waren. Diese Länder sind komplett von China abhängig. Betrachtet man im 

Vergleich dazu Kamerun, hält sich der Staat nahezu aus allem raus. Mittlere oder kleinere 

Unternehmer können fast ohne diplomatische Aufsicht der Regierung agieren. Dies ist im 

Wesentlichen auch für ASM der Fall, indem fast hundert chinesische Projektträger ohne 

Unterstützung der chinesischen Regierung durch Finanzierung oder staatliche Aktien das 

Kapital für die Bergbauunternehmen hatten. Man könnte annehmen, dass die diplomatische 

Präsenz der chinesischen Regierung in irgendeiner Weise die Tragweite der lokalen Agencies 

beeinflussen könnte. In einem solchen Szenario würde der Empfängerstaat eine große 

Verantwortung tragen, indem er ein Wirtschaftsumfeld erzeugt, das ein gewisses Maß an 

Rentabilität für ausländische Investitionen garantiert. Dies würde den Empfängerstaat dazu 

drängen, die Aktivitäten von Anwohnern und sogar staatlichen Akteuren zu kontrollieren, 

damit die Investoren ohne strenge Überwachung agieren können. In Angesicht der zu 

mobilisierenden enormen Ressourcen im industriellen Teilsektor ist der chinesische Staat bei 

SinosteelCam und JXTC genauso präsent wie bei den Privatunternehmern, etwa vergleichbar 

zu Hanlong. 

 

9.4 Weitergehende Untersuchungen 

Trotz der ausführlichen Analyse der AA und der Politischen Ökologie, die beide in dieser Arbeit über 

den Bergbau Kameruns behandelt wurden, bleiben viele Fragen offen, die in zukünftigen 

Untersuchungen erforscht werden müssen. Betrachtet man Kamerun als ein afrikanisches Land um 

das Konzept der AA in Afrika zu veranschaulichen, kann man keine Aussage darüber treffen ob sich 

dieses Szenario auch in einem anderen afrikanischen Land wiederspiegeln könnte, angesichts der 

breiten Palette an politischen, anthropologischen und soziologischen Unterschieden zwischen den 

afrikanischen Ländern. Deshalb kann diese Untersuchung, die sich allein auf Kamerun bezieht, kein 

Aufschluss über andere afrikanische Länder oder gar den ganzen Kontinent geben. Zusätzliche 

Studien zu demselben Thema sollten in anderen afrikanischen Ressourcen-reichen Ländern 

durchgeführt werden, um die Ergebnisse dieser Untersuchung zu bestätigen oder zu widerlegen. 
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Appendix A: African Early Metal Working 
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Appendix B: Survey questionnaire 

 
UNIVERSITE DE FRANCFORT, HESSE, ALLEMAGNE 
 
Projet de recherche : AFRASO – Africa‘s Asian Options)  
 
Origine: _________________________________________________________  

Age: _________ans                                                                                                                                   Sexe: ____________ 

Profession: ______________________________________________________ 

CODE ITEM COMMENT? QUOI? OÙ? QUI? 

  
1 2 3 4 5 

Impacts Localisation Compagnies/Origine 
2 1 0 -1 -2 

ENVIRONNEMENT    

A1 Destruction de la végétation         

A2 Perte de la diversité biologique         

A3 Atteinte à la faune sauvage et à l’habitat naturel         

A4 Erosion des sols et des chantiers désaffectés         

A5 Appauvrissement des terres agricoles et autres usages         

A6 Perturbation du fonctionnement de rivières et ruisseaux         

A7 Déversement des vidanges, graisses dans la nature         

A8 Pollutions (air, sols, eau, sonore, vibrations)          

A9 Abandon sur site des stériles – réhabilitation ?           

A10 Dévisagement du paysage         

SOCIETE    

B1 Développement d’infrastructures (route, école, stade…)         

B2 Assistances au système de santé et éducatif         

B3 Augmentation de la prostitution et des dépravations         

B4 Déplacement et relocalisation des populations locales         

B5 Perte des valeurs traditionnelles, de lieux de culture         
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B6 Insécurité et violence (crimes, vols, gangs armés…)         

B7 Pression sur les ressources locales (terres, cultures…)         

B8 Risques de glissement de terrain et autres accidents         

B9 Distorsion des liens sociaux et familiaux         

B10 Montée des conflits divers         

ECONOMIE    

C1 Création d’emplois et formation         

C2 Création d’activités économiques indirects et induits         

C3 Circulation monétaire (investissements directs, taxes…)         

C4 Inflation y compris sur produits de première nécessité         

C5 Perte des moyens d’existence "traditionnels"         

C6 Trafic en tous genres, y compris le blanchiment d’argent         

C7 Corruption          

C8 Détournement des fonds         

C9 Accès aux revenus au détriment des riverains         

C10 Constitution d’une économie locale robuste et intégrée         
 

Sous projet de Géographie Physique 
Questionnaire administré par Didrot NGUEPJOUO 
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Appendix C: Interview Spread 

 

Stakeholders Cameroon Asia Total % 

Officials et traditional rulers 11 0 11 17,7 

investors 4 3 7 11,3 

Local entrepreneurs  4 0 4 6,5 

Translators/interpreters 4 2 6 9,7 

Brokers 2 0 2 3,2 

Employees 10 3 13 21,0 

Local populations 19 0 19 30,6 

TOTAL 50 7 62 100 

* 1 of 03 investors is Korean. 

8: Subdivisional Officer, Mayor, village chief, Head of canton, Local Site’s Manager, KPCS 

representative, Regional Delegates in Charge of Mines, Director of Mines, CAPAM officer in charge of 

artisanal and mechanised operations, Former CAPAM’s coordinator 

5: MP Ali Bachir, Ali Souleymanou, 2 Chinese, Korean entrepreneur, Francis Garba, Yves Batoum 

4: Anglophone interpreter, and 03 local entrepreneurs (Modeste, Guy Zaoro, Francis Garba) 

6: Michael, 2 Anglophones, 1 Cameroonian entrepreneur, 1 young lady, 1 worker 

2: Traders 

13: 03 Chinese, 02 Koreans et 08 Cameroonians 

20 villagers: Ten men and ten women 
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Appendix D: Information details associated with satellite images used in the chapter 4 

 

Source USGS (website, earth explorer, October 2016) 

Time Reference 2000-2011-2015-2016 

Acquisition Time February (late dry season in the eastern Cameroon) 

Landsat Image Landsat-7 ETM+ 2000 and 2011; Landsat-8 OLI 2015 and 2016 

Output format  GeoTIFF in the form of Digital Number 

Path/Row 184/056 

Pixel Size  30 m (multispectral bands); 15 m (Panchromatic Band).  

Datum, Projection  World Geodetic System (WGS) 84, UTM 33 

Image Orientation  MAP (North-up)  

Auxiliary data DEM, GPS-points (Ground control Points) 

Software ArcGIS 10.2 and Erdas Imagine 2014 
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