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K AMPALA, Uganda—As he del ivers his lecture from the breezy, 
pink-hued classroom, Robert Rutaro is opt imist ic about Uganda’s fu-
ture in oi l.

An attorney with a master’s degree in oi l and gas law from Scot land, 
Rutaro returned home this January to f ind a job in Uganda’s Ministry 
of Energy and now doubles as a lecturer at the Inst itute of Petroleum 
Studies-Kampala ( IPSK), a two-year-old university of fer ing a range of 
degree programs in oi l and gas sector management. Since 2006, when 
the Anglo-Ir ish f irm Tul low discovered East Afr ica’s f irst commercia l-
ly v iable oi l in the v icinity of Uganda’s Lake A lbert, the country has 
been at the forefront of an emerg ing hydrocarbons boom that analysts 
say has the potent ia l to transform the reg ion. Now, despite oi l’s highly 
dubious record of dr iv ing development elsewhere on the cont inent, as 
wel l as ev idence that Uganda’s nascent industry is a lready plagued by 
corrupt ion, Rutaro and his 20 undergraduates are bett ing their ca-
reers on the sector.

“Uganda has an est imated 6.5 bi l l ion barrels in the A lbert ine Gra-
ben,” he tel ls his Fundamentals of Oil and Gas Law students dur-
ing their f irst class of the semester, referr ing to a reg ion in western 
Uganda. “But 60 percent of the basin is yet to be explored. We could 
become a very signif icant producer.”

A New Frontier

A decade ago, Uganda, a long with Afr ica’s wider Great Lakes reg ion, 
was l it t le more than a footnote in the global hydrocarbons industry. 
Local f ishermen have reported oi l seepages on Lake A lbert for gen-
erat ions, and wi ldcat outf its began dr i l l ing near its shores as early 
as the 1930s. However, with the except ion of then-unif ied Sudan at 
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its fr inges, the reg ion was long considered what the consult ing g iant 
Deloitte has termed a “sleepy backwater for the upstream industry.” 
With crude oi l pr iced below $40 per barrel from the mid-1980s to 
the mid-2000s, and the A lbert ine Graben more than 700 miles from 
the nearest coast, dr i l l ing in the reg ion did not make economic sense. 
Oil majors left East Afr ica largely untouched, focusing instead on the 
western part of the cont inent, where reserves were more easi ly recov-
erable and closer to the sea.

By the late 1990s, however, as a handful of smal l, equity-funded f irms 
l ike Tul low began scour ing parts of the world the majors had missed, 
countr ies l ike Uganda, where explorat ion l icenses were cheap, f inal ly 
started to draw attent ion. After Tul low, in 2006, made Afr ica’s biggest 
onshore discovery in 20 years at Lake A lbert, interest in the reg ion 
spiked. More than 70 explorat ion wel ls later, the company est imates 
it has found 1.7 bi l l ion barrels of recoverable oi l reserves in Uganda, 
with tota l reserves of 6.5 bi l l ion barrels according to the Ministry 
of Energy. That is enough to make the country a mid-sized producer 
within a decade.

Across Lake A lbert in the eastern Democrat ic Republ ic of Congo 
(DRC), prel iminary seismic surveys suggest that simi lar quant it ies of 
oi l, yet to be conf irmed by dr i l l ing, may also be in place. In northern 
Kenya, where Tul low and partner Afr ica Oil Corp. struck oi l in 2012, 
the country est imates reserves of 600 mil l ion barrels, with future 
f inds l ikely across the border in Ethiopia. Further south, signif icant 
reserves of natural gas have been discovered of f the coast of both Tan-
zania and Mozambique, with the latter developing l iquef ied natural 
gas (LNG) infrastructure that could eventual ly make it the world’s 
third-largest LNG exporter. With the bulk of the reg ion’s f inds l ikely 
to come onstream by the end of the decade, East Afr ica is on the verge 
of a hydrocarbon-dr iven transformat ion.

“For an area that never before had these types of resources, these are 
massive discover ies,” says Mwangi Kimenyi, d irector of the Afr ica 
Growth Init iat ive at the Brookings Inst itut ion in Washington. “A l l of 
a sudden, a l l of these countr ies are now look ing into exploitat ion of oi l 
and gas. This is a big change which could be very posit ive for develop-
ment.”
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Toward Extraction

I f Uganda’s case is any indicat ion, however, that path toward exploita-
t ion wi l l be fraught with chal lenges. A lthough the country had hoped 
to beg in product ion by 2009, Uganda’s oi l sector development has 
exper ienced myriad delays, l inked to disputes between the government 
and oi l companies, pol it ica l maneuver ing over infrastructure tenders 
and a protracted capita l gains tax dispute after U.K.-based Heritage 
Oil sold its Uganda holdings to Tul low in 2010.

According to Ernest Rubondo, commissioner of Uganda’s Petroleum 
Explorat ion and Product ion Department (PEPD), a body within the 
Ministry of Energy, gett ing Uganda’s oi l f lowing wi l l require at least 
$10 bi l l ion in investments. That f igure would be lower were it not for 
the waxy nature of the A lbert ine crude and Uganda’s insistence, in 
the face of industry object ions, to channel some of the oi l to a planned 
domest ic ref inery.

The biggest single expense, however, is l ikely to be a planned $4 
bi l l ion, 875-mile heated pipel ine. According to a memorandum of 
understanding signed between the governments of Kenya and Uganda 
this June, the pipel ine wi l l run from Hoima, near the shores of Lake 
A lbert, v ia Lokichar in northern Kenya to the Kenyan coast at Lamu. 
It is part of the reg ion’s $25 bi l l ion Lamu Port and New Transport 
Corr idor Development to South Sudan and Ethiopia (LAPSSET) 
project, launched in 2012. The project includes the construct ion of a 
port in Lamu three t imes the size of Kenya’s current largest port in 
Mombasa, addit ional pipel ines connect ing to Ethiopia and exist ing oi l 
producer South Sudan, a ref inery near the Kenyan town of Isiolo and 
an ambit ious road and rai l network that is expected to considerably 
improve reg ional trade and transport.

Despite the high costs and uncertaint ies surrounding wi l l ing investors, 
it is these cross-border oi l-related investments, rather than the oi l 
itsel f, that analysts say wi l l play the most signif icant role in reg ional 
development. Today, with a highly inef f icient port in Mombasa and an 
ag ing, single-lane highway l ink ing Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi 
and eastern DRC to the coast, the reg ion faces some of the highest 
shipping costs in the world. That, in turn, raises consumer pr ices, 
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discourages exports and st i f les foreign investment. Yet according to 
Simon Ashby-Rudd, the London-based head of global oi l and gas at 
South Afr ica’s Standard Bank, infrastructural improvements l inked to 
oi l are l ikely to change that.

“The infrastructural corr idor that wi l l be created out of the Kenya-
Uganda pipel ine wi l l massively enhance the economies it goes 
through,” he says. “The oi l itsel f wi l l have an impact on GDP but the 
knock-on impact—the roads, the electr icity generat ion, the construc-
t ion—is going to be more mater ia l.”

Avoiding the Curse

Gains from better infrastructure notwithstanding, East Afr ica’s hydro-
carbons gambit a lso comes with many dangers. As Kimenyi notes, the 
last hal f-century of oi l product ion in Afr ica has brought forth a host 
of “very trag ic cases” in countr ies l ike Niger ia, Angola and Equato-
r ia l Guinea, where oi l rents have been captured by a smal l, pol it ica l ly 
connected el ite and have fai led to improve the l ives of the masses. 
Commonly known as the “resource curse,” oi l’s i l l  ef fects can ar ise 
in many ways, from increases in corrupt ion, to the erosion of govern-
ment’s accountabi l ity to cit izens, to economic distort ions character-
ized by “Dutch Disease.” The latter refers to the tendency for natural 
resource revenues to dr ive up local currencies, making exports, in-
cluding those of other commodit ies, uncompet it ive.

In Uganda, where roughly two-thirds of the populat ion depends on 
smal lholder farming for its l ivel ihood, and agr icultural products ac-
count for more than half of a l l formal exports, the r isk that oi l may 
undermine the agr icultural sector is a lso acute. As Johns Hopkins 
University’s Peter Lewis pointed out in his 2007 book, “Growing 
Apart,” Niger ia’s f irst two decades of large-scale oi l product ion, from 
1971 to 1991, coincided with a real decl ine in per capita agr icultural 
output of 2 percent per year. The agr icultural decl ine resulted from 
a neglect of the sector in favor of largely fa i led schemes for heavy 
industr ia l development. According to an Internat ional Monetary Fund 
study, Niger ia’s GDP per capita, adjusted for inf lat ion, actual ly de-
cl ined between 1970 and 2000, whi le the poverty rate nearly doubled, 
from 36 percent to 70 percent. 
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However, there are reasons to bel ieve East Afr ica may avoid a simi lar 
fate. For one, with the possible except ion of gas in Mozambique—a 
country more closely l inked to Southern than East Afr ica—the re-
g ion’s hydrocarbon f inds are not big enough to overr ide governments’ 
rel iance on revenues from other sectors. According to industry projec-
t ions, Uganda’s est imated oi l reserves have the potent ia l to generate 
approximately $2 bi l l ion in annual revenues over a per iod of 20 years, 
a f igure that represents just 10 percent of Uganda’s 2013 GDP and less 
than a third of its government budget when including foreign aid. In 
Kenya, which has a GDP more than twice the size of Uganda’s and 
where est imated reserves are smal ler, the impact of oi l on the overal l 
economy should be even less pronounced. In Niger ia, by contrast, oi l 
receipts have histor ical ly accounted for more than 80 percent of gov-
ernment revenues and, for much of the 1990s and early 2000s, more 
than 40 percent of GDP.

Unlike Afr ica’s ex ist ing oi l g iants, Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania wi l l 
a lso beg in oi l and gas extract ion with comparat ively strong demo-
crat ic inst itut ions in place, a long with the presence of civ i l society 
actors that have a voice in the resource development process. Accord-
ing to Kimenyi, this is part icularly true in Kenya, where the execut ive 
is subject to increasingly strong parl iamentary and judicia l oversight. 
Moreover, President Uhuru Kenyatta has pledged to make al l agree-
ments signed with oi l companies publ icly avai lable. Current draft bi l ls 
in the Kenyan parl iament have a lso cal led for the establ ishment of a 
sovereign wealth fund to manage the oi l windfal l and an independent 
agency to regulate the sector.

In Uganda, however, the regulatory framework that has emerged 
is more opaque. There, the government has refused to make publ ic 
detai ls of product ion-shar ing agreements (PSAs) signed with Tul low 
and its partners, China Nat ional Of fshore Oil Company (CNOOC) 
and French oi l g iant Total. Unproven al legat ions of contract-related 
br ibery have a lso sur faced against several high-level of f icia ls, includ-
ing former Pr ime Minister Amama Mbabazi and former Minister of 
Foreign Af fairs Sam Kutesa, recent ly elected the f irst East Afr ican 
president of the U.N. General Assembly.

According to Ugandan civ i l society, President Yoweri Museveni has 
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increasingly undermined the independence of Uganda’s parl iament, 
dominated by his rul ing Nat ional Resistance Movement (NRM), par-
t icularly after a fa i led attempt by lawmakers in October 2011 to halt 
development of the oi l sector unt i l concerns over transparency and 
corrupt ion were addressed. In December 2012, under strong pressure 
from the execut ive, parl iament passed the country’s long-awaited “up-
stream” petroleum law, which contains a highly controversia l clause 
grant ing the minister in charge of petroleum, rather than a prev iously 
proposed independent body, the power to award and revoke l icenses 
for oi l explorat ion and product ion.

According to Zac Nir ing iye, a ret ired Angl ican bishop and member 
of the Black Monday Movement, a local campaign against corrupt ion, 
the law ef fect ively g ives Museveni the abi l ity to single-handedly con-
trol the sector, which wi l l enable him to use Uganda’s oi l as a tool of 
patronage.

“Museveni made sure he had personal control over the oi l,” says Nir-
ing iye. “We lost that batt le. It’s over.”

Local Conflicts

In Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania, concerns are a lso r i fe over conf l icts 
between emerg ing industr ies and local populat ions and the ef fects of 
resource extract ion on sensit ive natural env ironments. In Turkana 
County, Kenya’s long-neglected, drought-prone oi l reg ion, a group of 
400 residents, angry over a lack of local oi l-generated jobs, a l legedly 
ransacked a Tul low dr i l l ing site in October 2013. This forced a two-
week suspension of operat ions that ended only when Tul low promised 
to increase spending on local socia l projects.

In February 2013, residents of Mtwara, the southern Tanzanian reg ion 
at the heart of the country’s of fshore gas boom, init iated a ser ies of 
v iolent protests over a government decision to pipe the gas to a re-
f inery in Dar es Salaam, the commercia l capita l, rather than bui ld a 
local ref inery and gas-f ired power plant.

In Hoima, a distr ict in western Uganda where the government has 
seized 11 square miles of land to bui ld a ref inery, ev ict ing more than 
7,000 residents, af fected indiv iduals say the resett lement process has 
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been slugg ish and opaque. With nearly half of a l l famil ies yet to be 
compensated and the government discourag ing cult ivat ion in the area, 
many locals are now “ l iv ing l ike beggars” amid overgrown bushes 
in v i l lages where schools and health centers, no longer supported by 
author it ies, have col lapsed, says Dickens Kamugisha, CEO of the 
Kampala-based NGO Afr ica Inst itute for Energy Governance. In a l l 
three countr ies, Kamugisha and other act iv ists say, pol icies regarding 
revenue-shar ing with locals remain poorly developed, and residents, 
who are often i l l iterate and uneducated, r isk fa l l ing v ict im to pol it i-
cal ly connected speculators.

Across the reg ion, env ironmental r isks of oi l are a lso acute, part icu-
larly in the A lbert ine Graben, which is r ich in biodiversity and home 
to 75 percent of Uganda’s protected areas, 50 percent of a l l birds and 
39 percent of a l l mammals on the Afr ican cont inent. According to a 
May 2014 report by Uganda’s auditor general, the country’s Nat ional 
Environment Management Author ity (NEMA) has fa i led to ensure the 
proper disposal of dr i l l ing-related waste there, heightening r isks of 
soi l and groundwater contaminat ion.

Despite obvious threats to wi ld l i fe, and to Uganda’s $1.7 bi l l ion tour-
ism industry, the government has a l lowed Total, which purchased a 
third of Tul low’s Uganda holdings in 2012, to dr i l l at least eight wel ls 
inside or on the fr inges of Murchison Fal ls Nat ional Park, Uganda’s 
largest protected area. As the U.K.-based watchdog Global Witness 
notes in a recent report, Total’s presence inside Murchison Fal ls is the 
company’s only act iv ity within a nat ional park in the 130 countr ies in 
which it operates. In contrast to neighbor ing DRC, where prel iminary 
oi l explorat ion inside Virunga Nat ional Park has drawn sustained op-
posit ion from local and internat ional act iv ists, cr it icism of Murchison 
Fal ls dr i l l ing has been relat ively muted.

According to Kamugisha, who says the government has threatened to 
“black l ist” NGOs operat ing in Uganda’s oi l reg ion, this is largely a 
case of civ i l society choosing its batt les. “What can we do?” he asks. 
“Whenever NGOs say this dr i l l ing is not good for wi ld l i fe, the govern-
ment says we are sabotag ing the oi l development. And I tel l you, no 
one is wi l l ing to be cal led a saboteur.”
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One Man’s Oil

Despite the existence of many unresolved conf l icts, it is clear East 
Afr ica’s oi l and gas development is moving ahead—a real ity that wi l l 
have a last ing impact on reg ional pol it ics. A lthough some in Uganda 
worry that Kenya, with its more v ibrant economy, access to the coast 
and comparat ively fast-developing oi l sector, wi l l lure away oi l-related 
investment, a more l ikely scenar io is that oi l wi l l push the two coun-
tr ies toward cooperat ion. Plans for a joint pipel ine, analysts say, are a 
major step forward.

So is cont inued deepening of the East Afr ican Community (EAC), a 
reg ional bloc consist ing of Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda and 
Burundi, and eventual ly South Sudan. The members launched a 
customs union in 2005 and are work ing toward a common currency 
within a decade. Despite some tensions between Nairobi and Kampala 
over respect ive reg ional mi l itary footpr ints, including roles within the 
Afr ican Union peacekeeping mission in Somalia, relat ions between the 
two governments have histor ical ly been strong, and there is awareness 
in both capita ls that oi l’s ful l potent ia l wi l l only be unlocked through 
cooperat ion.

“These countr ies need each other,” says Kimenyi. “Kenya is now the 
biggest investor in Uganda. And Uganda, as a landlocked country, wi l l 
not do much i f it doesn’t col laborate with its neighbors.”

A lthough above a l l a reg ional story, the future of East Afr ica’s hy-
drocarbon sector wi l l nonetheless hinge on developments in domest ic 
pol it ics. This is part icularly true in Uganda, where the pol it ica l future 
of Museveni, a former guerr i l la f ighter who seized power in 1986, is 
increasingly uncertain. The 70-year-old president, a master of patron-
age pol it ics who remains popular for br ing ing secur ity to the country, 
is l ikely to remain in of f ice after Uganda’s 2016 elect ions. But his 
internal stabi l ity has eroded over t ime, a situat ion ref lected in recent 
mil itary reshuf f les and last month’s sack ing of Pr ime Minister Amama 
Mbabazi, a long-t ime NRM stalwart who had cult ivated a signif icant 
power base within the rul ing party.

Should Museveni step down before elect ions in 2021—possibly in favor 
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of his son Muhoozi Kainerugaba, bel ieved to be his top choice of suc-
cessor—transit ion would occur around the t ime that oi l product ion 
becomes signif icant. For many oi l industry watchdogs, this represents 
a reason for opt imism, as no successor wi l l possess Museveni’s abi l ity 
to overr ide Ugandan inst itut ions and exert such a high degree of per-
sonal control over the industry.

“The pressure Ugandans wi l l put on that new president is completely 
dif ferent from the pressure they can put on Museveni,” Kamugisha 
says.

As long as Museveni remains in power, however, ef forts to br ing 
transparency to the sector wi l l do l it t le to undermine Uganda’s deeply 
ingrained culture of corrupt ion, which is only l ikely to worsen as the 
massive infrastructure projects needed to br ing the oi l onstream open 
up new avenues for graft. L ike several other major publ ic works invest-
ments, including a long-delayed, grossly over-budget 600-megawatt 
dam under construct ion on the Ni le River, act iv ists say deals sur-
rounding Uganda’s ref inery, pipel ine and other major oi l-related proj-
ects are l ikely to be infected with debi l itat ing red tape, controversia l 
tenders and high-level k ickbacks—al l sanct ioned by the presidency as 
part of an ef fort to fend of f emerg ing threats to power. A lthough many 
in Uganda see Museveni’s obsession with oi l as an attempt to cement 
his legacy and further his status as a reg ional powerbroker, the real ity, 
says Angelo Izama, a Kampala-based writer and secur ity analyst, is 
simpler.

“Museveni is often seen as an imper ia l president, but at the heart he 
just thinks about surv ival,” Izama says. “Oil to him is l ike a stack of 
meat in the hands of someone being chased by crocodi les.”

In a sense, the students back in Rutaro’s Kampala classroom are 
a lso chasing after the president’s scraps. In a country that witnessed 
protests over r ising costs of l iv ing in 2011, where even university 
graduates often struggle to f ind employment, Museveni is wel l aware 
of the need to create jobs, part icular for young, independent-minded 
urban residents. A lthough oi l is not a part icularly labor-intensive 
industry, Rubondo, the petroleum commissioner, expects the sector to 
generate 20,000 jobs direct ly, plus an addit ional 100,000 in areas of 
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the economy that grow thanks to oi l-related investment. Rutaro, who 
spoke with World Pol it ics Review after f inishing his f irst lecture of the 
semester—a broad history of petroleum, from the use of bitumen by 
ancient Babylonians to the dawn of Uganda’s oi l era—says he’s conf i-
dent that his students wi l l be able to f ind employment in the sector.

“Those of us who’ve studied abroad, we’ve been absorbed by the in-
dustry very easi ly,” he says. “But there st i l l are many gaps. They’re 
going to be in high demand.” □

Jon Rosen i s a f reelance journali st based in Kigali , Rwanda and specializing in 
East Af r ica and Afr ica’s Great Lakes reg ion .
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