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Extractive resources and the Ebola economy
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EXTRACTIVE RESOURCES AND THE EBOLA ECONOMY PHILIPPE CALAIN In their insightful
briefing “Ebola — Myths, realities, and structural violence” [1], Annie Wilkinson and Melissa Leach
analyse the deeper roots of the ongoing Ebola epidemic in West Africa. The authors rightly argue that the
failure of local health systems reflects broader flaws in global sconoemies and institztions, resulting in
“international extraction and local exploitation”. Examining the delayed response of supra-national
institutions and their funding shorttalls, they mention anecdotal evidence for the weak contribution from
private industries and their pledges of corporate secial responsibility, Actually, after months into the
cpidemic, it is now possiblc to conduct a mere systematic analysis of the effeets of the Ebola sisation on
extractive industries, and vice versa. The three countries most affected by the Ebola epidemic (Guines,
Sierra Leone and Liberia} have become increasingly reliant an exports of mineral ores to sustain their
economic growth since the last few years. This is contributing to the current economic downturn of these
countries [2]. In Guinea, with abundant mineral rescurces such as bauxite, iron, gold and diamonds,
mining accounts for 20% of the gross national preduct [3]. The economy of Sterra Leone is still highly
dependent on diamond extraction. More recently, offshore oil explorations bave been intensified in
Liberia and Sierra Leone. A number of transnational mining and petroleum companies are thus established
in the region, Their activities vary from exploration, extraction or industrial processing. The presence of
extractive indusirics in politically fragile countries generally has mixed cffccts, contributing to macro-
economic growth on the ene hand, while often producing local gricvances, environmental degradation
and social disruption on the other hand. As a rule, economies relying on the extraction and export of
natural resources arc volatile and capital intensive, generating proportionally few employment
oppertunities compared te other productive activitics. Furthermorc, in sub-Saharan Africa the overall
effects of extraclive industries on health sysiems are more likely to be negative, in particular by
reinforcing the fragmentation of health services {4]. In times of public health disasters, ane could expect
that private industrics - transnational companics in particular - would contributc significantly to relief
efforts tirough philanibropic dorations or through the protection of communities providing local
workforce. From a global health perspective, it is thus interesting tc examine haw the extractive sector has
been reacting under the current epidemic circumstances of Guinea, Sierra Leone and Liberia. More
broadly, the West African Ebela epidemic could be seen as a 1est of the economic resilience of countries
dependent on natural resources, when exposed to disasters of national proportions. As part of an engoing .
research project on extractive industries and humanitarian action, a current list of the main extractive
companies present i Guinea, Sierra Lecone and Liberia was first established, based on data from the most
recent country reports of the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative |5] or other official websites.
For 2014, published lists of extractive companies had to be updated through further desk rescarch, As
often seen, the actual structure of the corporate extractive sector in a given country changes constantly,
due to unstable alliances, mergers and acquisitions, withdrawals, or reshuffling of companies® assels.
Transnational companies, their local subsidiaries, or conseria in which they participate were listed as
separate entities for the analysis presented here. In total, 37 corporate mining entities (including 3 Jocal
companies) were thus identified in the three considered countries. In early 2014, the numbers of sites
where ore exiraction took place at industrial scale were: 14 in Guinea, 7 in Sierra Leone, and 2 in Liberia,
In 17 ether concessions, only geelogical explorations were being conducted. In Sierra Leone and Liberia,
7 wil companies {5 transnational and 2 national) were present in 2014, e conduct mainly offshore
cxplorations. Starting in April 2014, shortly after the Ebela outbreak was confirmed, at least 11
transnational companies have progressively phased down their aperations in the region, resulting in the
temporary or permanent suspension of mining projects. As a result, many international employees have
been repatriated, and national staff members have been put on leave or laid off. In Sierra Leone, the
outbreak situation precipitaled the recent collapse of twe iron extraction companies based abroad. The
exact economic impact of the Ebola epidemic on current or anticipated mining revenues is still unknown,
but it is likely to be considerable for affected countrics. On the other hand, mining and oil companies have
joined the international relief effort through a number of philanthropic contributiens that are worth
examining. An updated list of donations from the extractive sectot was compiled from different sources,
including: the UN OCHA Financial Tracking Service [6], news monitoring, and web sites of identified
companies, For comparison, the UN Ebola Response Multi-Partner Trust Fund (MPTF; calls for a total
contribution from the international community ameunting to US$ | billion, As of & December 2014,
private donations (individuals or erganisations) had contributed about US$ 5 miliien to the MPTF, For the
37 extractive companies examined, the total amount of cash donatiens was at least US§ 1.5 mitlion in the
same period. Distinct cash donations varied from USS 50°000 to-US$ 400°000. In addition, a South-
African mining company with ne activity in the West African region disbursed US$ 1 millien for the R
Ebola Fund of Guinea, while further in-kind centributions were valued at USS 9.5 million. These varied
greatly in nature and value, from sets of containers, profective equipment, vehicles, to more substantial
contributions. In Guinea far example, one foreign company donated a plasmapheresis machine, and
organised with ifs government the shipment of a fully equipped military hospital of 200 beds. Another
company paid for the construction of a 130-bed Ebola treatment center in a iown neighbouring its mining
sites. The direct recipients of philanthropic donations belong te four eategories: national authorities {local
or governmental}, ad hoc national task forees, supranationai organizations (e.g. tho World Health
Organization, the UN MPTF), and non-governmental erganizations or foundations. The prescnec of
mining industries in Guinea, Sierra Leene and Liberia contributes to shaping a transient disaster economy,
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which reflects weaknesses of current policies on epidemic preparedness, public health, and welfare
development, In this ‘Ebola economy ', extractive industries have mixed etfects, whereby the risk of rapid
divestiments coexists with the benefits of philanthropic contributions. On the one hand, the instability of
local engagements by foreign companies and the volatility of extractive exports make many sub-Saharan
countries mere vulnerable o the economic disruption caused by epidemic disasters. One reason is that
industrial extractive activities are still highly dependent on the presence of foreign workforee, technology,
and investments, contrary 1o other sectors of the cconomy. O the other hand, philanthropic contributions
from exlraclive companies are somelimes subslantial but unpredictable, and their opportunistic nature adds
to the fragmentation of the regional epidemic response. Natural resources would better be managed if a
fixed share of their revenues was directed toward the conselidation of public health systems in countrigs at
risk of devastating epidemics. Ad hoc philanthropy and corporate social responsibility cannot substitute
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