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The Politics of Leverage: 
A study of the relation of Cameroon to neo-liberal reform 

within the context of neo-imperialist rivalries  
 

Colonized under the shared rule of French, British, and German imperial powers, 

the Republic of Cameroon has long been the site of intense inter-imperialist rivalries.  

Having gained its independence in 1960, a mere forty-five years ago, the Central African 

country has until recently remained predominantly beneath the wing of its strongest 

colonial ruler, France.  In the late 1980s, the African market, deemed by many investors 

to be “too small” for worthwhile attention, was a focal point in French trade.1  In addition 

to being the provider of the majority of France’s imported raw materials, including oil, 

Africa as a unit constituted the second largest market for exported French goods, 

surpassed only by Europe.1  In 1986, not only did Cameroon import FRF 5 billion 

(US$7.76 million) worth of French goods, but France took a 40% share in Cameroon’s 

exports, constituting a major player in Cameroonian international commerce.1 

Both during and after its formal colonization of much of West, Central, and North 

Africa, France has espoused a program of French cultural and linguistic promotion.  

Though often pushing this agenda, framed in terms of the maintenance of French culture 

and language within the French-speaking world, the purpose behind this cultural mission 

was and continues to be understandably economic.  The promotion of all things French in 

francophone Africa promoted simultaneously French goods, French markets, and 

subsequently, French business interests in “la francophonie.”2 
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As the movement of information and people across international boundaries 

becomes ever more facilitated by contemporary levels of globalization, historically 

understood conceptions of ‘spheres of influence’ are starting to lose validity.  Just as the 

United States’ Monroe Doctrine in Latin America has begun to falter, the influence of 

former colonial powers in postcolonial Africa are beginning to lose significance.  Warren 

Christopher, former US Secretary of State under the Clinton administration said in 1996 

that “the time has passed when Africa could be carved into spheres of influence, or when 

outside powers could view whole groups of states as their private domain.”2 

As France struggles to secure its ‘chasse gardée’ (private hunting ground)2 in 

francophone Africa, the country of Cameroon presents a particular dilemma.  In addition 

to what the French would consider its vulnerable positioning to the direct east of the 

British-stronghold of anglophone Nigeria, Cameroon is, in itself, a site of fierce Anglo-

French competition.  Reflecting its split colonial history, the western provinces of the 

predominantly francophone state are home to a small but vocal anglophone minority.  

Though Cameroon is an officially bilingual state, the francophone majority has enjoyed 

exclusive rule over the national government since its 1960 independence, stifling any 

anglophone opposition. 

A recent increase in US and multilateral interests in French-speaking Africa, 

however, has given voice to that opposition, harnessing it as a foot-hold for the 

international community into what used to be France’s private domain.  In the last 

decade, the Cameroonian agenda has undergone a significant transformation, shedding 

the chains of its colonial bind to France and looking outwards to the economic potential 

of incorporation into the greater international community.  These changes, however 
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gradual, are represented in Cameroon’s increased dealings with international and 

supranational economic actors, such as the United States and the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF).  Cameroon’s hesitance to implement IMF austerity measures represents not 

only the complexity of its economic and political obstacles, but also a period of its 

wavering political stance as the country often played against each other the two 

conflicting influences, France versus American and multilateral interests.  While the 

implementation of IMF prescriptions for economic liberalization has been admittedly 

slow, Cameroon has nonetheless made recent and unmistakable steps toward liberalizing 

its economy.  These steps are indicative of the growing influence of the United States and 

of supranational organizations like the IMF and World Bank, a recognizable move away 

from the aging relations with its former colonial power, France. 

 Cameroon’s increased international activity is likely attributed to a shift in 

European interests toward alternative sources of natural resources and business 

investment.  During the 1980s, for example, reaction to events such as the 1979 hostage 

crisis in Iran led to increasing concerns about the stability of Middle Eastern oil 

resources.  West and Central Africa, and particularly the Gulf of Guinea, became the 

subject of new European investment interest.  The Financial Times labeled Cameroon, 

specifically, as “the brightest prospect” in the region,3 reporting on the encouragement of 

British businessmen to invest in the “enormous economic potential”4 of the country.  

Though the Financial Times warned that the success of investments in Cameroon 

depended on the government’s handling of “difficult regional pressures and the tense 

social situation,” the publication also indicated that the country was one of the region’s 

most stable states, and thus could serve as a gateway to other Central African countries.4 
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 The Financial Times endorsement of Cameroon was made in terms of general 

investment, not just in terms of oil.  Oil, however, has been the recurring subject of 

debate in Cameroon.  From its ongoing border row with Nigeria over the oil-rich Bakassi 

peninsula to its crucial role in the extraction of Chadian oil via the controversial World 

Bank-sponsored Chad-Cameroon pipeline, oil interests have played a significant role in 

Cameroonian politics.  Oil politics long served French regional interests through the 

clandestine activities of the formerly state-run French oil company, Elf Aquitaine, now 

part of the privatized French TotalFinaElf.  Under trial for the misuse of the company’s 

public funds, former president of Elf, Loik le Floch-Prigent, “testified in court that the 

company paid commissions to the leaders of the African countries in which it did 

business,” including President Paul Biya of Cameroon.5  Le Floch-Prigent was quoted by 

the French financial press, Agence France-Presse, as saying that the Gaullists, the 

conservative, protectionist French political party, “sought to make Elf their secular arm in 

Africa.”6 

 French tactics for swaying the Cameroonian government’s agenda have not 

always been so surreptitious.  In 1986, for example, a program sponsored by the World 

Bank to improve the Cameroonian highway infrastructure received financing from six 

French banks, including Credit Agricole, Banque Paribas, Credit Lyonnais, Union de 

Banques Arabes et Françaises, Credit du Nord, and Banque Nationale de Paris.7  

Similarly, in 2003, France made a US$21 million loan to Cameroon for the 

“rehabilitation of the port at Douala, the country's commercial capital and principal 

import/export hub.”8  These two investments, representing only a fraction of French 

investment in Cameroon, are both aimed at improving infrastructure and will likely serve 
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not only to increase Cameroonian economic performance but also to attract foreign 

business interest and provide increased access to Cameroon’s Central African neighbors. 

In addition to sponsoring development programs to promote economic growth in 

Cameroon, France has also frequently bailed out the country in order to prevent it from 

coming under the sanctions of the World Bank.  In 1993, for instance, Cameroon 

received a US$110 million French loan to service outstanding World Bank debts.9  

Similarly, at the 1987 Francophone Summit in Quebec City, Canada agreed to write off 

C$325 million worth of debts to seven francophone African countries, including 

Cameroon.10  Forgiving loans such as these indicate a tolerance for Cameroon’s lack of 

fiscal responsibility on the part of the French and those allied with France. 

The United States, however, has taken an alternate route to its relations with 

Cameroon.  Rather than seeking to acquire Cameroonian allegiance through foreign 

direct investment and monetary bailouts, the US has sought to sway Cameroon’s 

leadership toward American neo-liberal interests with slightly more coercive methods.  

Under the Clinton administrations aggressive agenda of economic liberalization, pressure 

to reform was placed on Cameroonian President Paul Biya through American support of 

Biya’s biggest opponent, John Fru Ndi of the anglophone party, the Social Democratic 

Front (SDF).  Fru Ndi’s economic agenda is decisively neo-liberal.  In the party’s outline 

of its “National Economic Salvation Program,” it states: “SDF accepts economic 

liberalism, private initiative and private ownership of property as the most effective way 

of empowering the individual and ultimately, the people as a whole.”11  While the US 

government certainly did not expect Fru Ndi to depose Biya, in power since his 1982 
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appointment by the first Cameroonian president, Ahmadou Ahidjo, their support of him 

and his neo-liberal agenda sent a clear message to Biya. 

The American interests in Fru Ndi, however, were not limited to his political 

agenda for economic liberalization.  As the leader of anglophone politics, Fru Ndi has 

significant political influence and control over the western anglophone provinces.  These 

provinces, bordering anglophone Nigeria, have become increasingly important in the 

ongoing international dispute over the rightful possession of the Bakassi region.  Though 

judged by the United Nations and the International Court of Justice in The Hague as 

being legally part of Cameroon, the territory still constitutes a site of heated debate 

between Cameroon and Nigeria.12  Furthermore, the western anglophone region, 

including Bakassi, is oil rich and produces the majority of Cameroonian wealth.13  In 

wishing to gain further control over world oil supplies, the Americans therefore had a 

vested interest in supporting Fru Ndi, not just for his reform initiatives, but also for his 

influence over Cameroon’s oil rich territory. 

 The controversy surrounding the 1992 Cameroonian presidential elections 

provided the US with an opportunity to voice their support for Fru Ndi and concern with 

Biya’s regime.  The elections, deemed “seriously flawed” by “foreign electoral 

observers,” resulted in Biya being reinstated as president and Fru Ndi, declaring himself 

the rightful winner, being placed under house arrest by the government.14  In a decisive 

move by US president-elect, Bill Clinton, Fru Ndi and fifteen of his party members were 

invited to the US presidential inauguration, along with thirty members of Biya’s party.  

The invitation was a clear show of support for Fru Ndi and the SDF, placing pressure on 

Biya to incorporate neo-liberalism into this agenda and cooperate with IMF austerity 
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measures or else risk jeopardizing the stability of his state through the increased voice 

and power of the opposition.  With his reputation for maintaining state stability as the 

primary reason for his popular support, such a destabilization would mean potential loss 

of his political popularity. 

 Neo-liberal reform has gradually begun to take form in Cameroon, but not 

without significant pressure from the IMF, World Bank, and US government.  

Furthermore, the success of these multilateral interests in enforcing reform most often 

came not out of their persuasiveness, but from the desperate economic conditions in 

Cameroon, forcing Biya to make concessions to receive the loans necessary to pull 

himself out of economic crisis.  In many cases, reforms have taken place in name only.  

Ranked by Transparency International, a Berlin-based NGO, in both 1999 and 2004 as 

the most corrupt country in the world15,16, Cameroon’s ability to function in a free-market 

economy is severely hindered by high rates of bribe-paying, political favors, and unfair 

business practices. 

 The principles of free-trade promoted by the Central African Economic and 

Monetary Community (CEMAC), for instance, are undermined by the persistence of 

bribe-paying.  The economic community, which unites Cameroon’s economy with those 

of the Central African Republic, Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Chad, and Gabon, was 

established to promote to free movement of people and products within the Central 

African countries.  Even after the introduction of a common CEMAC ‘passport’ in 2002 

to facilitate free movement between the countries, Cameroon is reported to still be 

charging exorbitant fees for entrance visas.17 
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 Despite these obstacles, however, the WMRC Daily Analysis reports that at a 

macro-economic level, the CEMAC member states are gradually improving.  The report 

describes the improved public finances as “still fragile,” calls Cameroon’s current growth 

“sound” at a rate of 5%, and indicates that the overall improvement in the economic 

community can be attributed almost exclusively to the greatly increased oil revenues of 

Chad and Equatorial Guinea.18  A decade earlier, in January of 1994, under significant 

pressure from the World Bank and IMF, the thirteen West and Central African member 

states of the African Financial Community (CFA), which includes Cameroon, agreed to 

devalue their common currency, the CFA franc, by 50%.19  The Financial Times 

attributed the need for devaluation to “lax domestic fiscal and monetary policies” and 

failed attempts “to correct their severe external and fiscal imbalances through fiscal 

austerity and attempted wage restraint.”20  Pegged to the French franc in 1948 and now to 

the Euro,19  the CFA community, though guaranteed some stability, is also free of a 

certain degree of fiscal responsibility because the individual governments do not feel the 

immediate natural repercussions of their bad economic policies.  It is significant that 

public finances are still considered to be fragile in 2004.  Perhaps it is this sense of 

security that has prevented significant improvement in fiscal reforms, but it is clear that 

Cameroon has made little headway in terms of fiscal liberalization. 

 Where the implementation of fiscal reform has failed, Cameroon has been equally 

as unsuccessful with its efforts at privatization.  Despite the announcement in 1986 by the 

Société Nationale d'Investissement (SNI), Cameroon’s state-owned investment company, 

of its plans to sell the shares of its 62 companies to private investors and commence a 

program of privatization, the country has made little progress.21  Plans to privatize state-
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owned companies have been met with frequent cancellations and delays.  In the mid-

1990’s, for example, the government “cancelled the sale of shares in the state cotton 

company - one of 15 due for privatization.”22  Similarly, state-run Cameroon Airlines, 

which is frequently grounded by equipment problems and strikes by employees 

demanding unpaid wages, was due to privatize in 2000 but is still struggling financially 

under its government ownership.23  Interestingly, even after years of various failed 

privatization attempts in Cameroon, the IMF has recently been unusually flexible with 

the government’s repeated failures to privatize the state-owned telecommunications 

company, Camtel.  Even after its third failure, the IMF extended Cameroon’s 

privatization deadline and “relaxed one of [its] key funding benchmarks.”24  Though 

WMRC Daily Analysis cited the need to rebuild “strategic investors' appetites”24 as a 

reason for the delay, the relaxation of IMF requirements is a further indication of a 

tolerance on the part of multilaterals and the international community for Cameroon’s 

lack of adherence to reform requirements. 

 Though lack of political will has likely hindered the privatization process, there 

have been small steps toward success.  In April of 2003, for example, Cameroon 

inaugurated the Douala Stock Exchange (DSX) in hopes that it would “serve as an engine 

of national and regional investment.”25  WMRC Daily Analysis attributed the privatization 

failure of the national water utility, Société Nationale des Eaux du Cameroun (SNEC), to 

lack of investor interest rather than to government failure.25  The government has 

repeatedly offered SNEC up for sale, but the company’s history of financial difficulties 

coupled with purchase offers deemed too low by the management, have left the 

privatization process in a stalemate.26  Despite the frequent setbacks, WMRC reported that 
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the privatization process was “progressing as expected,”25 perhaps indicative of the 

IMF’s new relaxed expectations. 

 In addition to relaxed governmental efforts and a lack of investor interest, the 

move to privatize has also met significant disapproval from the Cameroonian public.  Just 

as business reform by the management of the water utility, SNEC, in its efforts to 

privatized resulted in social tensions due to its raised rates26, the privatization of the 

Cameroonian electricity supplier in 2001 by American Energy Services (AES) resulted in 

widespread protest reportedly because the service became more unreliable yet more 

expensive.27  Efforts at privatizing the state-run electrical utility, SONEL (Société 

Nationale d’Electricité), have revealed the need to expand Cameroon’s electrical 

capabilities, and recent investment interest by the British company, BowLeven,28 

indicates that successful privatization with multiple bidders may be underway for 

Cameroon’s electricity despite widespread discontent over raised prices. 

 The high prices and low quality of the goods and services produced after the 

initial privatization of various state-run enterprises in Cameroon, coupled with the 

increased competition from international markets, have been met with disapproval not 

only among the general population but also among the government.  The government’s 

temptation to revert to protectionist measures is still abundantly clear as the state 

struggles with its efforts toward privatization.  In the forestry sector, for example, the 

Cameroonian government placed a ban on the export of raw logs “primarily to help the 

country's saw-milling industry.”15  A protectionist measure such as this seeks to improve 

national business interests not through advances in efficiency or technology, but rather 
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through the elimination of competition, a tactic that defies the principles of neo-

liberalism. 

 The ability of Cameroon to get away with such examples of protectionism and 

defiance of reform guidelines brings into question the real nature of the value placed on 

Cameroon from the perspective of its multilateral investors.  An article released by 

WMRC Daily Analysis that discusses the ‘dumping’ of cheap Asian imports in West 

Africa highlights the leverage of oil-rich countries like Cameroon in resisting the reform 

guidelines of the IMF and World Bank.  WMRC reported that “the Cameroonian 

consumer association ACEDIC is campaigning for a ban on the import of frozen 

chickens” that had been deemed “unfit for human consumption.”  The publication 

commented that the countries affected by the produce dumping would be “justified in 

enacting import bans” but that the ratification of such measures would be particularly 

“easy” for “oil-rich Nigeria and Cameroon.”29 

 The outlook for neo-liberal reform in Cameroon appears particularly meager 

when one considers the implications of this WMRC comment.  In suggesting that it is 

“easy” for oil-rich countries to defy the reform demands of supranational organization 

like the IMF, WMRC implies that the standards for compliance for these countries differ 

from those who lack oil wealth.  Cameroon’s crucial role in the access of the international 

community to both its own oil and to that belonging to Chad (via the Chad-Cameroon 

pipeline) has given the country the leverage to essentially determine its own standards for 

compliance.  The widespread sentiment of finance capital, as voiced through the 

Financial Times, is that when it comes to accessing oil, the political stability of the 

source country takes precedence over its economic policies.  A Financial Times 
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statement describing the Bakassi conflict as a “border dispute that has threatened the 

political stability of west Africa's oil rich Gulf of Guinea region”30 reflects this value of 

stability.  While the Bakassi peninsula conflict brought into question many issues other 

than political stability and oil, the Financial Times emphasis on these issues here and in 

their discussion of other oil-rich regions, such as the Middle East, reflects their assumed 

precedence of stability over neo-liberal reform. 

 The persistence of undemocratic and authoritarian practices in Cameroon 

indicates that the Cameroonian government, conscience of its leverage over international 

actors, has come to disregard more than just the neo-liberal reform guidelines imposed 

upon the country.  Despite reports of the government’s “systematic suppression of 

opposition attempts to mobilize support”31 during the 2004 election campaign and a 

general lack of government response to public dissent, Cameroon’s international partners 

in business take little interest unless threats of instability put their investments at risk.  In 

response to widespread allegations of election fraud in the recent presidential elections, 

both WMRC Daily Analysis and the Financial Times reported on the event with emphasis 

on political stability rather than democracy.  “Assuming that there is no deterioration in 

security conditions,” wrote Chris Melville of WMRC, “…yesterday's election is likely to 

be viewed as a success.”32  According to the financial press, and thus, in the opinion of 

finance capital investors, undemocratic behavior is only significant insofar as it is 

“obscene”32 enough to disrupt political stability and subsequently prevent access to oil 

reserves.33 

 While President Biya’s defiance of the IMF reform guidelines would, at first 

glance, appear to be a slight to his multilateral investors, further investigation of his 
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investors’ agendas reveals that neo-liberal reform is not their priority, but rather comes 

second to the assurance of political stability and access to oil.  In response to these 

interests, Biya has made decisive moves in recent years to ensure the stability of his 

government.  WMRC reported that in the 2002 National Assembly elections, Biya 

“chose” to sacrifice the exclusiveness of his ethnic group, the Beti, within the 

government in order to maintain an “inclusive government” in the hopes of appeasing his 

anglophone opponents.  This move was judged as an attempt to “head off potentially 

dangerous dissatisfaction from English-speaking Cameroonians.”34  The 2002 legislative 

elections led not only to the taming of the opposition, but also to the perhaps even more 

significant “fragmentation” of Fru Ndi’s Social Democratic Front.  WMRC reported that 

forty SDF members resigned in response to the party’s failure in the election, citing their 

anger with Fru Ndi’s unilateral decision to overturn the party’s decision to boycott the 

polls as the “heart of their protest.”35  Unsurprisingly, Fru Ndi’s fall from popularity and 

the SDF’s fragmentation coincided with a shift in US support toward Biya, who dined 

with US president George W. Bush in 2003. 

 Since political stability is in the interest of all international investors whether they 

be American, French, or multinational, it is important to recognize that Biya’s recent 

political reconfigurations are also suggestive of a dramatic shift toward the neo-liberal 

interests of his multilateral investors.  Having increased the stability of his government 

through the incorporation of members of his opposition, Biya thus secured international 

business interests and, indirectly, the support of international lending institutions.  His 

subsequent move to incorporate neo-liberal reform initiatives into his agenda 

demonstrates a decisive effort to improve Cameroon’s record of reform.  In a significant 
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move toward reform, Biya made a series of dismissals in his cabinet, including the 

replacement of former Finance Minister Michel Meva'a Meboutou, a high profile 

politician who had become “increasingly controversial… following the [IMF’s] 

suspension of Cameroon's Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility (PRGF) arrangement 

in May 2004 and the cancellation of preparations for the country's accession to the 

Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) debt-relief initiative.”36  His replacement with 

the American-educated37, technocratic, former successful tax chief, Polycarpe Abah 

Abah, described as “likely to be more amenable to the multilaterals,” constitutes a 

dramatic leap toward a Cameroonian alliance with American business interest.36 

 While Biya’s new cabinet appointment represents a clear step toward the neo-

liberalism promoted by the United States and IMF, Cameroon’s political activity in the 

United Nations in 2003 demonstrated the formation of a more concrete political alliance 

between the U.S. and Cameroon.  As a non-permanent member of the U.N. Security 

council, Cameroon was described as a ‘swing voter’ in the decision to authorize U.S. 

military action in Iraq.38  Having aligned with U.S. and Israeli interests during the Cold 

War and been entrusted with US$70 million worth of military aircraft,39 Cameroon found 

itself torn between the anti-war stance of its former colonial power, France, and the pro-

war U.S. interests.  Cameroon’s decision to back the war in Iraq40 constituted a major 

American victory, both in terms of the U.S. agenda in the Middle East and in relation to 

the ongoing Anglo-French rivalry in francophone Africa. 

 The combined support and stability of Cameroon and Biya’s government proved 

crucial to the United States in its investment in the Chad-Cameroonian pipeline.  The 

project, sponsored by the World Bank, was spearheaded by the American oil company, 
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Exxon, investing in nearly 60% of the equity, and initially co-financed by Royal Dutch 

Shell (40%) and the French Elf Aquitaine (20%).  For reasons that were never formally 

announced, Shell and Elf backed out of the deal, being replaced by the Malaysian 

company Petronas, with 35% of the equity, and the U.S. company Chevron, holding the 

remaining 25%.41  The withdrawal of the Dutch and French companies may have been 

related to speculations about the programs viability amongst the controversy surrounding 

allegations of the environmental and social destructiveness of the plans.  Regardless, the 

initial participation of Elf, notorious for its relationship with Biya and other African 

leaders, likely contributed to the acceptance of the program on the part of francophone 

Chad and Cameroon.  The presence of Exxon and Chevron in the region is most certainly 

secured by the tightened US-Cameroonian relations. 

 Both the security of U.S. oil interests in the region and the recent demonstrations 

of the Cameroonian government’s move toward the liberalization of its economy are 

strong indicators that the United States and the interests of multilateral investors have 

won out in the long-running Anglo-French rivalry.  Despite IMF declarations that 

Cameroon is “off track” in the implementation of its reform programs in 200442 and 

predictions that the country will not “reach the completion point for debt relief this 

year,”43 the IMF has continued to express a “willingness to resume co-operation with the 

country.”43  The seemingly perpetual tolerance of the IMF for Cameroon’s digressions 

serves as reinforcing evidence of the powerful leverage possessed by Cameroon because 

of its critical positioning as an oil-rich and stable body in an increasingly valuable region.  

Given the likelihood of rising tensions in the Middle East in the upcoming four years of 

George W. Bush’s second presidential term, Cameroon’s leverage can be expected to 
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grow even more powerful as international investors turn to it as a foothold into the 

resource-rich and relatively unexploited Central African region.  Though the United 

States may have “won out” in the rivalry between former colonial power, France, and 

multilateral, neo-imperialist interests, the increased international attention in the region 

has placed Cameroon in the position of power.  Empowered by an overwhelming and 

increasing possession of political leverage, the Biya administration will continue to rule 

autocratically and launder public money, all with the freedom of knowing that there will 

be no international repercussions.  The population of Cameroon, however, silenced by 

their undemocratic government, is unlikely to see their state drop far from Transparency 

International’s rating of “most corrupt” in the world.  
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