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Introduction

While many are aware of the ongoing unstable political, economic, and social crises in the West African state of
Guinea-Bissau, theories abound around the root causes of its obstinacy. It seems as if there is, at best, a lukewarm
response to these incidents from the international community. Tellingly, in his discussion of the most recent coup, one
prominent Guinea-Bissau scholar called for “clear and knowledge-based analysis + prudent action” (personal
communication, May 22, 2012, italics mine).[1] While he goes on to clarify “prudence” as “avoiding further
confusion”, the word choice also axiomatically evokes sentiments of caution, wariness, and circumspection; this type
of call to action concerning Guinea-Bissau is becoming commonplace in diplomatic, development, and academic
discourses.[2]

Media headlines reinforce this disavowal: “Forty Spanish vessels no longer fish in Guinea Bissau”, “Falling cashew
exports raise hardship”, and “Guinea-Bissau Is Suspended by African Union”.[3] The uninspired global reactions to
the 2012 Guinea-Bissau coup d’état are the result of cyclical political unrest leading to stakeholder fatigue and long-
term underdevelopment. This argument is not new.[4] However, recent political and economic indications show that
what in fact may be taking place in Guinea-Bissau is not so much international apathy toward a seemingly inevitable
march to failed statehood, but rather a realignment of partnerships from the West to alternative bilateral and
multilateral partners such as BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, Indian, and China). This ongoing shift may be
responsible for the internal ripples in that country’s political, economic, and social fabric.

The first task is to demonstrate a lack of international interest in Guinea-Bissau from a Western perspective. It seems
reasonable to operationalize “international interests” as development assistance and aid from outside sources, i.e.,
money. Therefore, one would hypothesize that international interest would be reflected in a steady increase in
development assistance and aid over time while stagnation, dramatic shifts, or a decrease in funds would suggest
disinterest or inconsistent interest on the part of the Development Assistance Community (DAC).[5] As Figure 1
demonstrates, the average amount of official development assistance (ODA) and aid averaged more than $85 million
per year over a 37-year period.[6] During this time, ODA and aid increased over 21 years, decreased for 16 years,
and was less than average for 20 years and above average for 18 years. This suggests inconsistent investment in
institutional capacity building in Guinea-Bissau on the part of DAC. On the other hand, Guinea-Bissau’s sister
republic, Cape Verde, showed a more uniform increase in ODA and aid as would be expected in a country attracting
the positive attention of the international community (Fig. 2).[7]
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Perseverance or Preservation: Chronic Political Instability

For decades, domestic non-governmental organisations (NGOs), external development programs, and investors in
Guinea-Bissau have experienced lackluster results for a variety of reasons including political instability, poor
infrastructure, unstable funding, and corruption.[8] Without noticeable returns on investments in the form of profits or
measurable improvements in the quality of life and institutional capacity, more and more stakeholders are disavowing
themselves from further speculation and state-building exercises in the country. For example, the Common Security
and Defense Policy (CSDP) mission “EU SSR Guinea-Bissau” in operation since June 2008 terminated operations
on September 30, 2010 after constitutional order was unable to be restored following the April 1, 2010 mutiny in
which Deputy Chief of Staff António Indjai overthrew army Chief of Staff Zamora Induta and briefly arrested the then-
Prime Minister Carlos Gomes Júnior.[9]

The 2012 Guinea-Bissau coup d’état marks the sixth successful ouster of state leadership since independence was
declared from Portugal in 1973.[10] No president has successfully served a full mandate. Unsuccessful military
putsches in Guinea-Bissau are even more commonplace, with the military constantly meddling in state affairs.
“Forças Armadas Revolucionárias do Povo (FARP) is the major locus of power in Guinea-Bissau, operating through
the logic of coercion and force, and playing the role of modern kingmaker” (personal communication, May 24,
2012).[11] The April 12, 2012 coup followed the first round of presidential elections slated due to the death of
President Malam Bacai Sanhá. The African Party for the Independence of Guinea and Cape Verde (PAIGC)
candidate and former Prime Minister Carlos Gomes “Cadogo” Júnior was the frontrunner; a group of soldiers calling
themselves the Military Command toppled the government just two weeks before the second round run-off.[12]

Analysis of the coup showed that Cadogo was largely anathema to the military due to his unpopular stance on
Security Sector Reform (SSR) being carried out in partnership with the Angolan MISSANG mission that created
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geopolitical tension with the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS).[13] He also aligned with the
West to stop drug trafficking through Guinea-Bissau from South America into Europe, which the military is known to
be associated with.[14] However, the discord was also related to Cadogo’s thug politicking, economic interests in
natural resources, rampant cronyism, and underlying historical and structural problems including an increasing gap
between the proletariat and ruling class due to structural adjustment programs (SAPs). These SAPs were
implemented largely in the 1990s through privatizing public enterprises, which made a few such as Cadogo quite
wealthy, while the majority suffered through severe austerity measures.[15]

The coup resulted in international condemnation led by the United Nations (UN) Security Council and African Union
(AU) Peace and Security Council. Guinea-Bissau was suspended from the AU and ECOWAS, shortly to be
reinstated in the latter. Eventually, a handpicked National Unity Government made up of a 27-member cabinet under
Prime Minister Rui Duarte Barros and Interim President Manuel Serifo Nhamadjo was announced in order to
transition back to a civilian government along with the deployment of ECOWAS peacekeeping troops to replace the
outgoing MISSANG mission.[16] The European Union (EU) has called for concerted international action between the
AU, ECOWAS, the Community of Portuguese Language Countries (CPLP), the UN, and the EU to restore
constitutional order, continue SSR, and renew the fight against drug trafficking that is plaguing the country.[17]
However, with the illegitimate temporary government in place, the country is quickly returning to business as usual,
which is not necessarily positive.[18]

A Risky Investment

Guinea-Bissau is a country with few natural resources (principally timber, bauxite, fish, agricultural products). Its GNI
per capita terms is one of the lowest in the world ($600), and its International Human Development Index (HDI) is
176th out of 187 countries with comparable data. More than two-thirds of the population lives below the poverty
line.[19] The economy depends mainly on fish and cashew nuts as its major exports. Additional investment
deterrents in the country include a small population, an unskilled labor force, poor infrastructure, small markets with
little foreign capital, population and linguistic heterogeneity, and poor global exposure with negative coverage by the
media (e.g. labeled as a Narco-state).[20]

Therefore, two significant economic outcomes from the April 2012 coup in Guinea-Bissau demonstrate the continued
Ping-Pong match between international partners and the country’s economic initiatives. First, the EUR 9.2 million
annual fisheries agreement between Guinea-Bissau and the EU set to go into effect was suspended on June 16
2012. This three-year deal was abandoned since it became impossible to guarantee the security of the European
ships fishing in Guinea-Bissau’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ).[21]The coup is also responsible for halving cashew
exports with more than 120,000 tons of cashews awaiting buyers. This is significant because Guinea-Bissau
consistently ranks in the top 10 world exporters of raw cashew nuts every year. These exports bring the country more
than $60 million annually making up almost 90 percent of the country’s income while the sector employs almost 80
percent of the labor force.[22] Cashew plantations cover nearly half the country and Bissau-Guinean farmers now
produce less than half their staple rice needs, opting to trade cashews instead. India, the top importer of raw cashew
nuts, has increased domestic production and slashed imports. Increasing insecurity has also made buyers reluctant
to travel throughout the country, and those that do are offering very low prices. Food insecurity is on the horizon in
Guinea-Bissau with increased borrowing and inflation reaching into all sectors of the economy and pockets of the
country’s population.[23]

Is this vicious cycle of military intervention, political ineffectiveness, and economic turmoil expected to continue in the
future? Has the international community repudiated this West African enigma? From an American perspective, the
U.S. Embassy Operations in Guinea-Bissau were suspended on June 14, 1998 amidst civil war and have not yet
resumed, with U.S. foreign policy interests in that country now being administered from Dakar, Senegal.[24] The U.S.
Peace Corps followed suit and has not returned, while other U.S.-based development agencies remained a bit
longer. For example, it was not until the 2003 coup that Africare phased out their operations in Guinea-Bissau.[25]
Put more forcefully, over a 35-year period (1976-2010), the United States sent annually approximately $3.8 million in
bilateral aid to Guinea-Bissau totaling approximately $132.6 million. Over those same years, the United States
invested more than double in the Republic of Cape Verde (~$282 million), which has one-third the population
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compared to Guinea-Bissau. In terms of perspective, the United States provided Iraq more than $11 billion in
bilateral aid in a single year (2005) and Afghanistan close to $3 billion in 2010 alone.[26]

Non-Alignment to Re-Alignment

During the struggle for independence the PAIGC, under the leadership of Amilcar Cabral, maintained a policy of non-
alignment, accepting assistance from Cuba, China and the Soviet Union as well as Sweden, Scandinavia, and the
United States.[27] These sentiments persist with Guinea-Bissau diversifying its international investors, especially
during times of crisis. While conducting ethnographic research in 2011 with the merchant class throughout Guinea-
Bissau, for example, I found that the majority of shopkeepers were from Guinea Conakry, Senegal, Mauritania, Cote
d’Ivoire, China, Lebanon, Libya, Pakistan, and India. These non-Western actors continue to have a significant impact
on the country at both the local and national levels.

While the Angolan MISSANG mission aimed at reforming the army withdrew from the country in June 2012 amidst
allegations of instigating the coup, Angola remains committed to investing in its CPLP partner. For example, in
August 2012, the West African Economic and Monetary Union authorized a loan of 15 billion CFA francs to Guinea-
Bissau to complete the deep-water port of Buba. This has allowed for the renegotiation of a bauxite deal with Angola
Bauxite. The port at Buba would have the capacity to host three 70-tonne vessels providing for the export of up to
three million tons of bauxite per year from Boe.[28] This is the continuation of a mining consortium project begun in
2006 involving companies from Switzerland, Austria, South Africa, and Norway.[29] Therefore, one of the largest
private economic initiatives taking place in the country has not been stopped but re-aligned from a Western-centric
consortium to interests from China and Angola.

Since the most recent coup in April, Guinea-Bissau has continued to seek new international partners. For example, in
September 2012, Iran signed a cooperative Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with Guinea-Bissau to establish
and enhance ties in all areas including economy and trade, education, agriculture, natural resources, and
fisheries.[30] In addition, Vietnam has stepped in to buy up some of the cashews left behind by the Indian
wholesalers who fled after the April coup, to meet export targets to the United States in China.[31]

According to World Trade Organization (WTO) data from 2010, Guinea-Bissau’s major export partners included
India (86.6%), Singapore (12.1%), the EU (0.8%), and Panama (0.2%), while they relied on the EU (46.9%), Senegal
(40.9%), Thailand (7%), China (2.4%), and Gambia (1.6%) for imports. The figures provided for 2011 showed similar
export partners of India (41.5%), Nigeria (33.9%), Brazil (8.7%), and Togo (7.9%) while imports came from Portugal
(28.3%), Senegal (15.6%), and China (4.7%).[32] Therefore, just two years before the coup, Guinea-Bissau was
already doing a substantial amount of business with non-western countries, and I suspect that these numbers have
probably shifted even further after the April coup. To illustrate, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Guinea-
Bissau first established diplomatic relations on March 15, 1974. These relations were suspended from May 26, 1990
through April 22, 1998 as Guinea-Bissau embraced Western development initiatives and realigned itself with Taiwan.
Since 1998, China has vigorously expanded its political, economic, and development initiatives in the country. These
include investing in human resources, the construction of a dam on the Ceba River at a cost of $60 million,
assistance in building the deep water port in Buba in cooperation with Angola, and the rehabilitation of the country’s
highways. China has also built the national parliament building, rehabilitated the presidential palace damaged during
the 1998 civil war, constructed an apartment complex for retired military and their families in Bissau, and constructed
a six-story central government building. Other assistance includes direct budget contributions to pay civil servant
salary arrears as well as privatized banking partnerships between Macau gaming magnate Stanley Ho’s Geocapital,
Angolan Banco Privado Atlântico (BPA) and Guinea-Bissau’s Banco da África Ocidental (BAO). In return, China is
gaining not only another international ally, but also rights to fish in Guinea-Bissau’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ),
and opportunities to drill for potential offshore oil reserves.[33] Even after the coup, China has committed $150 million
to install wind turbines in the Bijagos archipelago, as well as solar panels in the south of the country to assist with
telecommunications.[34]

While the 21st century has been a continuation of the missteps of the 20th century so far, the diversification of foreign
investment including BRIC nations could help break the cycle. Diverse foreign investment could help usher in the
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critical element of political stability to allow economic and social institutions to obtain a foothold. Better infrastructure
and increased international partners will help alleviate Guinea-Bissau’s susceptibility to the volatility of the cashew
market since economic diversification is unlikely. Only time will tell if this spreading of foreign investment into Guinea-
Bissau will help it escape the cycle of failed statehood (Fig. 3).[35]

SOURCE:http://data.worldbank.org/country/guinea-bissau, 2012

—

Brandon D. Lundy is an Assistant Professor of Anthropology and Interim Associate Director of the Ph.D. Program
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Image 1. A Chinese storefront in the capital of Bissau, 2011. Photo credit: Brandon D. Lundy

Image 2. This Lebanese merchant eventually settled in southern Guinea-Bissau where he took a local wife. He
retains his citizenship, while his children are Bissau-Guinean.[i] Photo credit: Brandon D. Lundy
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Image. The Libya Hotel in Bissau is currently under renovation. Muammar Gaddafi had strong support in Guinea-
Bissau.[ii] Photo credit: Brandon D. Lundy 
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