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Subsaharan Africa’s Energy Sector: An Overview 
           
               – Pierre Jouvellier
 
“Africa appears in the margins of international relations. It is 
included in the international system but is located on its 
outskirts” said Philippe Hugon in his book “Africa’s Geopolitic”. 
Today, the second largest continent of the world is gradually 
becoming a more significant player in international trade and 
relations. 

With a fast growing population and an abundance of natural 
resources, Subsaharan Africa tends to attract more investors 
from different regions of the world. Energy and raw materials, 
especially mining and hydrocarbon extractions, are the two 
first industrial sectors in Africa. Whether it is oil, gas, diamond, 
iron, uranium or bauxite, the continent has large reserves, 
which makes it more visible on the international scene. 
However, the energy sector in Subsaharan Africa still remains 
highly dependent on geopolitical, economical and 
technological factors, which most of the time give a bad image 
of the region. Therefore, in order to draft an overview of 
Subsaharan Africa’s energy sector, it is necessary to study the 
current geographical situation for the countries in the region, 
using data and figures about reserves, production and 
infrastructures. This part constitutes an intrinsic assessment 
of the region. Then, for a clear understanding, it is important 
to assess the present geopolitical situation with both 
historical and political aspects which may affect the industry. 
This second part represents the extrinsic assessment.

Reserves, production and infrastructures

Subsaharan Africa is composed of 49 states, but only a few of 
them are related to the energy sector. Although countries such 
as Guinea, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Togo and Botswana have 
important reserves of diamond, bauxite, copper, phosphate 
and other raw materials which make the Subsaharan region 
more attractive, we will only focus on oil, gas and uranium 
producers. Therefore, the most interesting countries in the 
region are Nigeria, Angola, Niger, Congo, Chad and south 
Sudan. Regarding the reserves, Angola and Nigeria are the two 
most significant players in both oil and gas industries. The 
Subsaharan oil proven reserves in 2013 was estimated at 65 
billion barrels (same reserves than northern Africa), including 
37 billion barrels for Nigeria and 13 billion for Angola, 
representing 83.6% of oil reserves in the region. The other oil 
reserves are south Sudan (3.5bb), Uganda (2.5bb), Gabon 
(2bb), Equatorial Guinea (1.7bb), Congo (1,7bb) and Chad 
(1.5bb). 

Uganda has appeared on the global energy map throughout 
the past decade. The oil discoveries of Uganda were the 
largest onshore oil finds in Subssaharan Africa in over two 
decades, according to a study by Luke Patey for the OIES. 

Concerning natural gas, Nigeria has the largest reserves of 
Subsaharan Africa with proven reserves of 5 trillion cubic 
meters in 2013. Mozambique has the second largest, with 2.8 
tcm out of the 9 tcm that counts the region (Northern Africa is 
estimated to 8 tcm). Other countries do not have reserves 
above 0.3 tcm (Angola). In the case of uranium, Niger and 
Namibia are the more important reserves of Africa with both 
7% of the world reserves and representing 18% of the world 
consumption. The oil and gas production also reflects the 
dominance of Angola and Nigeria for oil, and Nigeria with 
Mozambique for gas.

Subsaharan Africa has also its own infrastructure, such as 
pipelines network and LNG terminals for both gas and oil 
exports. With the objective to increase its gas supplies to 
Europe, the 4,128km Trans-Saharan gas pipeline from Warri, 
Nigeria to R’Mel, Algeria will allow Africa to provide Europe 
with 30 bcm per year. This pipeline could provide Europe 
throughout Algeria which has three cross-border pipelines to 
South Europe (two to Italy, one to Spain). Several local 
pipelines and cross-border pipelines are already built. Nigeria 
has the largest pipeline network, inducing eight national 
pipelines and two cross-border pipelines to Algeria and 
Ghana. 

The geopolitical situation 

The Subsaharan region represents 12% of the world 
population, 3% of the world trade, 2% of the world GDP, 3% of 
foreign direct investments. 

Energy New Blog
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It also includes 34 out of the 48 least developed countries in 
the world, of which 22 countries have an extremely low 
Human Development Index. 280 million people are 
malnourished and more than 25 million people suffer from 
HIV. The data shows Subsaharan Africa as an anomaly on the 
international scene. Besides, there are several conflicts and 
wars in the region. There is a significant corruption rate due to 
the lack of democracy and the ‘Dutch disease’. 

The independence of African states has been orchestrated by 
the US, USSR and Arabian countries, but this accession to 
political independence did not change anything regarding the 
African economy. Africa is still highly dependent on foreign 
industry and has a weak diversification rate for its own 
industry and exports. African societies are involved in wars 
and conflicts. More than 20% of the African population is 
affected by wars. The most affected regions are Somalia and 
Chad. Some regions, such as Somalia, are functioning in the 
absence of state or economic regulation.

Nigeria is the second power of Subsaharan Africa, the 6th 
largest oil exporter in the world and an OPEC member of 
which the petroleum minister Diezani Alison-Madeuke under 
Goodluck Jonathan, was the president of the organization. The 
country has a population of more than 177 million people and 
is the most populated country of Africa. According to the 
corruption perception index of 2012 published by 
Transparency International, Nigeria is one of the most 
corrupted states in the world with a score of 27. Just one 
month ago, the former minister of petroleum was arrested in 
London for corruption, and in April 2015, about USD 700 
million of raw cash was found in her home by the authorities. 
The functioning of Nigerian ports such as Lagos or Bonny LNG 
terminal is associated with high levels of corruption, which 
undermines the growth of the economy. While normally one 
pays about 150,000 USD for LNG shipping operations at port, 
in Nigeria you pay until 700,000 USD. This problem is not only 
related to LNG shipping. According to Aminu Musa, a shipping 
expert in Lagos, “Sometimes you pay at least N200,000 as 
mandatory kickbacks for 20 feet containers and up to 
N700,000 for 40 feet containers before you secure the release 
of your goods.”

Nigeria is also involved in war against terrorism and suffers 
from Islamist organizations such as Boko Haram, which allied 
itself with the Islamic State in 2015. Boko Haram is a real risk 
for Nigeria’s energy security. On the 19 of February 2014, the 
Boko Haram leader, Abubakar Shekau said: ”You will in coming 
days see your refinery bombed” in a 28-minute video. The 
Niger delta includes a dozen states of southern Nigeria, rich in 
oil resources. 

It is the theatre of tensions between the Government and the 
insurgency of armed forces already since the 1990s.

Regarding Angola and Mozambique, they are the only 
lusophone countries in Africa together with Guinea-Bissau. 
Those two countries have large fossil reserves, but they are 
not concerned with the same geopolitical problems. Despite 
having the same corruption level, both countries have the 
same population, about 25 million inhabitants. Angola does 
not suffer from terrorism. In fact, until 2002, the country was 
involved in a 27 year civil war. Now the situation seems to be 
stable, even though there are still some tensions between 
government forces and the pro-independence rebels. The 
actual president is José Eduardo Dos Santos from the MPLA, a 
former Marxist-Leninist movement which has switched to 
social democracy. 

In contrast with Angola, Mozambique, which is one of the 
poorest countries in the world with a HDI of 0,393 in 2013, is 
a new player in gas industry. Besides, the country is not an 
OPEC member. After having the same kind of civil war as 
Angola between 1977 and 1992, the country still has mined 
sites and maritime piracy problems, but it does not seem 
plagued by terrorism. In fact, since the end of the civil war, 
where almost 1 million people were killed, Mozambique is 
trying to move on. According to Standard Bank, LNG will allow 
the country to add more than 39 billion dollars to the 
economy over the next 20 years. This new industry could 
contribute to the employment rate, providing over 700,000 
jobs by 2035, of which 15,000 would be directly connected to 
the gas industry. Situated in the east coast of Africa, the 
country has already signed contracts with Anadarko for new 
development of one of the largest LNG projects in the world. 
Chinese oil companies such as Sinopec and the CNOOC have 
agreed to buy between 2 and 2.5 million tonnes per year of 
LNG. 
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However, first LNG exports would not take place before 2019, 
waiting for the regulatory regime for gas production.

Conclusions

With oil and gas discoveries booming in Subsaharan Africa, as 
well as overall energy boom, the region is set to increase in 
importance in global energy dynamics. 

The key problems that may inhibit investment prospectives in 
the countries outlined above include regulatory issues 
between governments and international energy companies 
who bear the capital, technology, and expertise necessary for 
the development of African resources. High corruption levels 
increase costs of supplies from African countries. Overall 
instability as a result of war and conflicts affects safety of 
deliveries. Despite the continent’s large oil and gas resources, 
there are still significant challenges facing the hydrocarbon 
industry in the region. 

Deep Ocean Ascension, Wikipedia Commons, CC BY-SA 3.0
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NY Attorney General Investigates Exxon Mobil for Lies About Climate Change

New York Attorney General, Eric T. Schneiderman, issued a subpoena on Wednesday to Exxon Mobil, to 
attain relevant documents regarding whether the company lied to the public and investors about climate 
change.  Schneiderman is investigating whether the company lied to investors about climate change risks, 
going against the company’s scientific research, and whether the company was funding outside research 
groups to underestimate climate change risks and uncertainties regarding oil projects.  Vice President of 
Public Affairs at Exxon Mobil, Kenneth P. Cohen, stated the company rejects the allegations that Exxon 
Mobil tried to silence climate change research, claiming the company has funded climate science since 
the 1970’s and had published several scientific papers about climate change.  There is a possibility that 
other fuel companies will now be under investigation, and also other state attorney generals may join 
Schneiderman’s efforts.  Regardless of the outcome of the case, the publicity does not serve well for Exxon 
Mobil and its implications for its shareholders.

Justin Gillis and Clifford Krauss, 2015. Exxon Mobil Investigated for Possible Climate Change Lies by New York Attorney General.  New York Times, 
November 5, 2015. 

Saudis and Russians Compete For European Market Share, Sweden Goes With Saudis

Swedish Refinery Preem bought its first cargo of Saudi crude oil in two decades.  Preem has diverted from 
its usual supplier, of Russia’s Urals crude.  The Urals have already seen Poland switch to Saudi crude, as 
Polish refiners PKN Orlen and Lotos have made the switch.  Saudi company Saudi Aramco has dropped its 
selling price of crude oil to northwest Europe, evident that Saudi Arabian crude suppliers are looking more 
attractive to Europe, as Europeans seek alternatives to Russian suppliers.  Preem declined to comment on 
the purchase of Saudi crude.  

Libby George and Amanda Cooper, 2015.  OPEC, Russia oil battle heats up as Sweden buys Saudi Crude.  Reuters, November 5, 2015. 

Austria: Electricity Completely Powered by Renewables in the state of Lower Austria

Erwin Proell, the governor of Lower Austria, Austria’s biggest state, which includes Vienna with a 
population of 1.6 billion, has claimed on Thursday that 100% of its electricity now comes from 
renewables.  Its energy mix now is comprised of 63% from hydroelectric power, 26% from wind energy, 9% 
from biomass, and 2% from solar.  The country has invested 2.8 billion euros ($3 billion) since 2002 in 
renewable infrastructure development, and this endeavor has created 38,000 jobs in the renewables 
sector.  Their goal is to generate 50,000 more green-energy jobs.  Austria produces the biggest share of 
electricity from renewables in the EU (about 70% from renewables) largely thanks to its geography of 
mountainous terrain, fruitful for hydropower.  

Nico Pitney, 2015.  All Electricity in Austria’s Largest State Now Comes From Renewables.  The Huffington Post, November 6, 2015. 

The Week in Review

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/06/science/exxon-mobil-under-investigation-in-new-york-over-climate-statements.html
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Rosneft’s Igor Sechin Makes a Bid to Japan at Conference 

Rosneft CEO Igor Sechin stated on a visit to Tokyo, at the “Power Bridge – Russia and Japan” Conference 
that the relationship with Japan and Russia has potential for mutual benefit. Sechin criticized Japan’s 
investment efficiency, claiming that in the past three years, Japanese firms have lost around $6 billion in 
bad investments in projects with the US and Canada, and the North Sea. He further suggested to Japanese 
companies for increased cooperation with Rosneft by forming integrated partnerships via joint 
development of the shelf of Sakhalin Island, the implementation of the Far-East Petrochemical Company, 
and development of the Zvezda shipyard. Sechin advised that if Japanese companies participate in these 
projects, there is huge growth potential, as well as an opportunity to become technological partners. 
Rosneft CEO then emphasized the increased export volume to East Asian countries, and how joint 
cooperation now could be fruitful for Japan’s stagnating economy.

2015. Igor Sechin Made a Key Speech at the Conference “Power Bridge Russia – Japan.”  Rosneft, November 6, 2015. 

Obama Rejects Keystone XL Pipeline, Justifies Decision with Climate Change

President Obama has rejected the Keystone XL Pipeline, for which TransCanada has waited seven years to 
hear an answer.  At the White House, Obama reasoned that climate change is now a top priority for the 
United States and approving this project would not be aligned to these interests.  In anticipation of the 
U.N. Climate Talks in Paris later this year, the statement may be a sign the United States will take a 
stronger stance against greenhouse gas emissions.  Obama himself admits the Keystone project is 
minuscule in comparison to larger global environmental hurdles, and that it has become, rather, a political 
talking point.  Domestically, Obama’s unwillingness to be bipartisan in the matter speaks to his strong 
stance on the issue.

Coral Davenport, 2015.  Citing Climate Change, Obama Expected to Reject Construction of Keystone XL Oil Pipeline.  New York Times, November 6, 
2015. 

West Africa drawing oil interest

Australian firm FAR Ltd, announced that they will be starting work off of the coast of Senegal. “The 
company said it was evaluating the potential for commercial operations in a basin said to hold at least 
200 million barrels of oil.” Offshore in West Africa is supposed to be much easier for companies to work in 
compared to the Gulf of Mexico or the North Sea because the water conditions are much calmer

Daniel J. Graeber. 2015. West Africa drawing oil interest UPI. November 2, 2015. 

Asia: 500 New Coal Power Plants

Even amongst the discussions of climate change mitigation and a greener future, 500 new coal fired 
power plants will be built this year in Asia with 1000 more in the planning phases. The reason is that coal 
still remains the cheaper fuel source, especially for Southeast Asia. In Japan it is expected that they will 
increase coal in their energy mix from 22% in 2010 to 30% by 2030. The IEA says “Forty percent of the 
400 gigawatts in generation capacity to be added in Southeast Asia by 2040 will be coal-fired.” 

Florence Tan and Henning Gloystein (Reuters). 2015. Asia Building 500 New Coal Power Plants (This Year Alone). Canada Free Press, November 
3,2015. 

Florence Tan and Henning Gloystein. 2015. Natural gas losing its shine as Asia holds faith in coal power. Reuters, November 3, 2015. 

http://www.rosneft.com/news/today/06112015.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/07/us/obama-expected-to-reject-construction-of-keystone-xl-oil-pipeline.html
http://www.upi.com/Business_News/Energy-Industry/2015/11/02/West-Africa-drawing-oil-interest/8591446461949/
http://canadafreepress.com/article/76517
http://uk.reuters.com/article/2015/11/03/us-asia-energy-power-idUKKCN0SS0IF20151103
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UK: The world's largest offshore wind farm to be built by Statoil

The Scottish government recently approved the UK’s first-ever offshore wind farm to be built by Statoil. 
The project is expected to produce enough electricity to power 19,900 homes. Statoil will build a pilot 
park of 6 MW turbines that will produce annually 135 MW of electricity, becoming the largest offshore 
wind farm once it is completed. This development also shows that Statoil is looking beyond hydrocarbons 
and diversifying their business to include renewables.

Danielle Muoio. 2015. The world's largest offshore wind farm is coming and it'll power 20,000 homes. Tech Insider, November 4, 2015. 

Singapore: Oil stuck on boats 

There are massive amounts of various types of commodities stored in the ports of Singapore, in particular 
bunker fuels. The reason for this is that once acquired at higher prices, the value of products in these 
cargoes currently is substantially lower than at the time of buying. It is not profitable for energy and 
shipping companies to sell these on the spot market due to the lack of funding for smaller deals, and some 
companies are in debt to banks because of the devaluation of the products.

Lianna Brinded. 2015. There's a huge amount of oil stuck on boats in Singapore. Business Insider, November 4, 2015. 

Kazakhstan: Exxon Mobil expects to restart production at Kashagan oil field 

In September 2013, the Kashagan oil field in Kazakhstan began producing oil, but was forced to stop only 
a few weeks later: the pipelines were leaking. John Chaplin, VP of Production for Exxon Mobil, stated that 
the company is expecting the pipeline to begin production again by the end of 2016. 
 
N/A. 2015. Exxon Mobil sees Kashagan oil field to restarting at end-2016. Reuters, November 4, 2015.
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