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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the effect of increasing natural resource revenue on human

rights abuses, particularly with regard to oil and natural gas. Previous research has indicated

that as a state’s oil revenue increases, its democratic rights tend to decrease. One possible

causal mechanism is known as the “repression effect”, which hypothesizes that higher

revenues are used to increase military spending, thereby more effectively repressing

opposition to the governing regime. If this is the case, one would expect human rights

abuses to be positively correlated with a rise in natural resource revenue. Using data from

the Cingranelli-Richards Human Rights Database, the Polity IV Project, the United States

Department of Energy, Energy Information Administration, and the Central Intelligence

Agency World Factbook, findings indicate that while oil production maintains a positive

correlation with frequent human rights abuses in all models, the price of the commodity has

no statistically significant effect on human rights abuses.
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I. INTRODUCTION

“From Burma to Belarus, China to Cuba, North Korea to Syria, and Iran to
Zimbabwe, courageous men and women suffered persecution for exercising their
fundamental freedoms of expression, association, assembly, and movement, and
against great odds continued to work for peaceful change.”

-United States Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice1

All over the world, individuals are being oppressed by authoritarian and

despotic regimes. A key component of America’s foreign policy is to promote

democracy and freedom that will allow citizens of the world the opportunity to speak

freely, practice the religion of their choice, and exercise their rights without fear of

death or imprisonment. Many countries where human rights abuses occur are also

countries with substantial natural resource wealth, specifically from oil and natural gas.

In sub-Saharan Africa, these countries include Angola, Chad, Nigeria, and Sudan.

Middle Eastern and North African countries where some form of human rights abuses

overlap with abundant natural resource wealth include Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran,

Iraq, Kuwait, Libya, and Saudi Arabia. Petrostates in Latin America, East Asia, and

Eurasia are experiencing similar problems with governance and respect for human

rights. Furthermore, in today’s global economy, energy resources have become

increasingly valuable, providing even more revenue to government coffers with no

corresponding conditions of transparency and accountability. As prices rise, what

effects, if any, do the revenue increases have on beneficiary governments? In order to

                                                  
1 Remarks made by the Secretary in the preface to “Supporting Human Rights and Democracy: The U.S.
Record 2005-2006”, released by the U.S. Department of State on April 5, 2006.
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further assess this relationship, this paper explores the correlation between natural

resource prices, government revenue, and human rights abuses.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

Economic Backdrop: The Natural Resource Curse

The “natural resource curse” refers to the impediment of economic

development that often occurs with a discovery of overwhelming natural resources.

Specifically, development of the corresponding natural resource industry leads to a

decline in the manufacturing sector, a decline in tradeable goods, and a decline in

overall economic diversity (Bruno and Sachs 1982, van Wijnbergen 1984). “Dutch

Disease” was the phrase given to the phenomenon in the late 1970s following a

significant natural gas discovery in Holland that led to a currency appreciation as

increased natural gas exports strengthened the Dutch currency relative to that of

importing countries, effectively devaluing the Dutch manufacturing sector. Natural

resource discoveries can also lead to shifts in the labor market and changes in wage

rates (Bean 1988).

In examining Dutch Disease, James Alt found that increasing unemployment

figures in the United Kingdom between 1970 and 1985 could be traced to the effects of

North Sea oil development, a trend that began with speculation in the sterling market

(Alt 1997). In comparison, the influx of revenue that Norway received from these same

discoveries was accompanied by policies that fixed the exchange rate to prevent market

manipulation and created employment subsidy programs. This comparison provides an
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overview of the effects of vastly different policy choices that result from different

management of natural resource revenue and illustrates that well-implemented

monetary and employment policy can limit the turmoil that occurs following a

dramatic change in economic structure.

All this is to say that substantial oil or natural gas discoveries have short and

long-term effects on the economy, effects that can be properly mitigated by the

government through monetary and employment policy. However, more often than not,

natural resource development becomes the sole focus of government efforts, primarily

in developing nations with few growing sectors. In these cases, the potential for

government misuse often becomes a serious concern.

Natural Resource Revenue and Democracy

The primary impetus for this study is the postulation that oil revenue may in

fact impede democratic progress in nations that rely heavily on oil exports to bolster

their economies (Friedman 2006, Ross 2001). Countries in the Middle East and North

Africa that often are subject to the most autocratic and dictatorial regimes also possess

considerable natural resource wealth from oil and natural gas. This seems an anomaly

given the vast resource potential at the government’s disposal. Is there a causal factor

for authoritarianism, and if so, is it the oil revenue, or are there religious or ethnic

factors, economic impediments, etc.?

Freedom House, a non-governmental organization promoting democracy and

freedom throughout the world, ranked 23 countries as “Not Free” in 2005. A ranking
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of “Not Free” indicates a country in which “basic political rights are absent, and basic

civil liberties are widely and systematically denied” (Puddington 2007). Table 1 lists

the countries determined by Freedom House to be “Not Free” in 2005, the score each

country received in two categories—political rights and civil liberties—scored on a

scale from 1 to 7, 1 being the most favorable and 7 being the least favorable. Table 1

also includes corresponding oil production data from 2005.

Table 1: “Not Free” Countries in 2005 and Corresponding Oil Production
Country Political Rights Civil Liberties 2005 Oil Production

(thousands of
barrels per day)

Saudi Arabia* 7 6 11035
Russian Federation 6 5 9551
Iran* 6 6 4049
China 7 6 3627
United Arab Emirates* 6 6 2751
Algeria* 6 5 2015
Iraq* 6 5 1820
Libya* 7 7 1702
Kazakhstan 6 5 1364
Angola* 6 5 1242
Qatar* 6 5 1097
Oman 6 5 780
Egypt 6 5 696
Syria 7 7 469
Azerbaijan 6 5 452
Vietnam 7 5 392
Sudan 7 7 379
Equatorial Guinea 7 6 355
Brunei 6 5 206
Turkmenistan 7 7 192
Chad 6 5 173
Uzbekistan 7 7 126
Tunisia 6 5 74
Cameroon 6 6 58
* indicates OPEC members as of January 2007
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As the Table illustrates, 8 out of 12 current Organization of the Petroleum Exporting

Countries (OPEC) members are listed as “Not Free”, and a significant portion of the

world’s oil resources originate in countries that fare poorly on indicators of political

rights and civil liberties.

Michael Ross examines the claim that oil impedes democracy by using pooled

data to answer three questions: 1) does oil have a consistently negative effect on

democracy when cultural factors are accounted for, 2) is this claim exclusive to the

Middle East or can results be generalized to other oil exporters, and 3) do other types

of minerals and commodities (nonfuel commodities) have a similar effect on

governance? His findings suggest that increased authoritarianism is another byproduct

of the natural resource curse. Results of data analysis suggest that the “antidemocratic

properties of oil and mineral wealth are substantial: a single standard deviation rise in

the Oil variable produces a .49 drop in the 0-10 democracy index over the five-year

period” (Ross 2001). According to this analysis, oil and mineral wealth may impede

economic development, increase the likelihood of civil war, and may make states less

democratic.

Ross further suggests three causal theories for the relationship between oil

revenue and democracy: the “rentier effect”, the “repression effect”, and the

“modernization effect” (Ross 2001). The rentier effect describes a situation in which

governments use higher revenue to lower tax rates and increase patronage (social

spending) to essentially secure popularity. The repression effect suggests that increased
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military spending more effectively discourages regime opposition, and the

modernization effect indicates that social and cultural changes necessary to democracy

are not occurring, at least partially due to economic retardation.

The Rentier State

Hussein Mahdavy describes a rentier state as a nation that receives significant

rents from “foreign individuals, concerns, or governments” (Mahdavy 1970). Hazem

Beblawi expanded on this definition, adding that rents accrue to the state and that “only

a few are engaged in the generation of this rent (wealth), the majority being only

involved in the distribution or utilization of it” (Beblawi 1987). Studies of the rentier

effect are largely regional and indicate one of two things—either oil wealth increases

authoritarian rule or oil wealth impedes economic development, which consequently

leads to increased authoritarianism. Robert Barro’s “Determinants of Democracy”

finds that “democracy rises with per capita gross domestic product (GDP), primary

schooling, and a smaller gap between male and female primary attainment. For a given

standard of living, democracy tends to fall with urbanization and a greater reliance on

natural resources” (Barro 1999). Indeed, the rentier effect seems to have some validity,

but it is also closely tied to the modernization effect.

The Modernization Effect

Seymour Marin Lipset first advanced the idea that democracy is related to

economic development in 1959 (Ross 2001). The theory has been examined and

challenged in various ways since then. In 1997, Adam Przeworski and Fernando
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Limongi examined the correlation between economic development and democracy

while intentionally excluding cultural factors such as “religion, colonial legacy,

position in the world system, income distribution, or diffusion, which have been found

by others to influence the incidence of democracy” (Przeworski and Limongi 1997).

They attempted to examine the claim of democracy in its own right and found that

transitions from dictatorships to democracies are more likely as per capita income

rises, but only until it reaches a certain amount. Above a per capita income of

approximately $6,000, dictatorships become more stable and are more likely to

continue indefinitely (Przeworski and Limongi 1997). This assertion provides some

additional insight into the entrenched nature of many regimes in oil rich states;

however, the exclusion of regional and cultural factors complicates these findings.

The Repression Effect

The repression effect suggests that citizens in oil rich states may desire a

democratic government, but they are instead bound to what Natan Sharansky describes

as a “fear state”—a state in which citizens do not express themselves because of a

long-established fear of government retaliation (Sharansky 2004). The repression

effect postulates that natural resource wealth is used to fund increased national security

and military protection for the governing regime, further suppressing the democratic

aspirations of the populace. According to Theda Skocpol, prior to the 1979 revolution,

much of Iran’s oil revenue was spent on the military. Further studies indicate that the

oil boom in the Republic of Congo was critical in funding an increase in armed forces
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and special training, propping up the president’s regime, and that democratic efforts in

the Middle East have been inhibited by the strong presence of national security forces

(Ross 2001). Ross hypothesizes that the repression effect may occur because an

authoritarian regime will always better arm itself against opposition if given the chance

to do so or because increased resource wealth often leads to ethnic or regional conflict.

As previously mentioned, oil wealth is generally theorized to be positively correlated

with increased civil war (Smith 2004), and this may lead to greater military spending to

protect the governing regime. In terms of the repression effect, Ross finds a marginally

significant effect of military spending on regime change (democracy).

Commodity Prices and Human Rights Abuses

As an extension of the repression effect, the question arises as to whether

natural resource wealth is at all correlated with human rights abuses. In an era of

unprecedented growth in demand, oil supplies have become increasingly tightened, and

commodity prices have risen accordingly. Traditionally, oil booms have been followed

by equally unpredictable oil busts due to geopolitics, market manipulation, or various

other factors influencing prices. In an analysis of commodity prices and economic

growth in Africa, Angus Deaton argues that “the difficulties of handling price

fluctuations are so severe… that price booms and price slumps are equally to be

feared” (Deaton 1999). He makes this argument largely in the context of developing

African states, but given the economic status of many oil producer states, it would

seem more generally applicable. Commodities that are owned, mined, or extracted are
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subject to high taxes and royalty fees; consequently, fluctuations in commodity prices

allow the state to accrue excess revenue.

According to the U.S. Department of State, “countries in which power is

concentrated in the hands of unaccountable rulers tend to be the world’s most

systematic human rights violators.” The Country Report on Human Rights Practices

further notes that “human rights and democracy are closely linked, and both are

essential to long-term stability and security” (U.S. Department of State 2006). Burma

and Iran are two examples of nations in which egregious human rights abuses regularly

occur at the hands of an authoritarian ruler. They are also countries that rely heavily on

natural resource revenue to support the government. Burma’s abundant natural gas

reserves have instigated bidding wars between India, China, and Thailand, and

revenues from these sales have been used not to develop infrastructure within Burma,

but to prop up a harsh military regime: “Instead of fueling the country’s own decrepit

and inadequate electricity-generating industry, it is helping to keep the junta in power

by paying for weapons and keeping its neighbors sweet” (Boot 2006).

While correlation between natural resource wealth and human rights abuses

may be situational, it is certainly worth further examination in light of rising

commodity prices. Countries such as Burma, Iran, Nigeria, Russia, and many others

may be subject to increasingly dictatorial regimes, possibly endangering citizens and/or

restricting a variety of civil liberties that may lead to economic growth and

development.
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III. DATA AND METHODOLOGY

Data has been collected from various sources including the Cingranelli-

Richards (CIRI) Human Rights Database, the Polity IV project, and the World Bank’s

Economic Indicators. Oil price data includes weekly world and U.S. spot prices from

January 1997 to September 1, 2006 according to the United States Department of

Energy (DOE), Energy Information Administration (EIA).

World Bank Economic Indicators include variables such as gross domestic

product (GDP), GDP growth, imports of goods and services as a percentage of GDP,

inflation, malnutrition prevalence, military expenditure as a percentage of GDP, cash

surplus deficit, energy use (kg of oil equivalent per capita), etc. The variables range

from years 2000 to 2005.

The CIRI Human Rights Index includes variables for over 130 countries in

categories such as extrajudicial killings, disappearances, torture, political

imprisonment, freedom of religion, political participation, worker’s rights, women’s

political rights, etc. The data range from years 1980 to 2004. The CIRI data is

organized on the “country-year” level, indicating information regarding a particular

country in a particular year and was collected from the U.S. State Department Country

Reports on Human Rights Practices and from Amnesty International’s Annual Report.

Consequently, there are numerous concerns regarding the strength of the data.

Conclusions reached in this paper will be based entirely upon human rights abuses

reported by either the State Department or by Amnesty International, an international
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non-governmental organization devoted to the end of human rights abuses. The data is

further subject to selection bias given that many human rights abuses go uncounted and

unreported.

In considering the previous models that relate democratic rights to natural

resource revenue through the repression effect, each model contains a time lag variable

that presumably corrects for autocorrelation.2 This will be important to take into

account going forward, as countries that have autocratic regimes are likely to suffer

residual effects as time progresses.

The model takes into account a variety of factors that do not necessarily come

into play when exclusively studying the correlation between democracy and oil

revenue. Essentially, the model examines human rights abuses as a function of world

oil prices, oil production, indicators of economic development, and other cultural and

regional variables. The dependent variable is a dummy variable ABUSE coded “1” if

extrajudicial killings are considered “frequent” and coded “0” otherwise. Extrajudicial

killings are described as “killings by government officials without due process of law

and include murders by private groups if instigated by government.” To further

quantify, “these killings may result from the deliberate, illegal, and excessive use of

illegal force by the police, security forces, or other agents of the state whether against

criminal suspects, detainees, prisoners, or others” (CIRI 2004). Also, the term

“frequent” is used to describe 50 or more extrajudicial killings as indicated by State

                                                  
2 Autocorrelation is a violation of the assumption of ordinary least squares that the error term is
randomly distributed.
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Department and Amnesty International annual reports. While extrajudicial killings

certainly do not encompass all human rights abuses, it serves as a valuable indicator of

government respect for human life. Measures of empowerment rights (freedom of

movement, worker’s rights, women’s rights, etc.) can also be substituted as the

dependent variable to determine whether countries subject to compromised physical

integrity are also subject to lower empowerment under similar conditions.

According to CIRI, extrajudicial killings were coded for on the basis of

violation of international law as outlined in the International Covenant on Civil and

Political Rights. The Covenant entered into force on March 23, 1976, and as of

September 30, 1995, there were 132 countries in which the document had either been

ratified or to which it has been acceded. Part III, Article 6 states that “every human

being has the inherent right to life. This right shall be protected by law. No one shall be

arbitrarily deprived of his life” (International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights

Part III, Article 6.1). Thus, if we are to accept life as the most basic of human rights, it

is understandable that some measure of loss of life should serve as a powerful

dependent variable for the purposes of this study.

The basic model is approximated as follows:

ABUSE = _0 + _1WTOTPRICEt-1 + _2PROD+ _3GDP + _4LNPOP + _5ISLAM +
_6DEMOC + _7AUTOC + _8MILEXP + _9WOPOL+ _10RELFRE + _11SPEECH +
Year… + u

 where WTOTPRICE is a time-lagged variable for the Free on Board crude oil spot

price weighted by estimated export volume and averaged across all countries.
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WTOTPRICE is a yearly aggregate of weekly prices as recorded by the EIA and is

lagged based on the assumption that human rights abuses will likely increase given

increases in revenues already received, not predicted increases in oil revenues based on

current prices. Thus, for the year 2000, the WTOTPRICE is an aggregate of weekly

world oil prices from the 1999 calendar year. PROD reflects production of crude oil,

natural gas plant liquids (NGPL) and other liquids, and refinery process gain according

to the EIA. GDP and LNPOP are population statistics acquired from the World Bank

to control for the size and overall wealth of the nation.

Additional variables are used to approximate cultural and political factors such

as religion and democracy. ISLAM ranges from 0 – 10 and indicates the percentage of

the population that practices Islam according to the Central Intelligence Agency World

Factbook. A score of “0” represents a country in which 0 – 9 percent of the population

are Muslim, a “1” indicates 10 – 19 percent, and so on and so forth. This variable is

included to account for oil producing nations in the Middle East and North Africa that

are governed by Islamic Sharia and therefore inherently afford fewer rights to women.

DEMOC and AUTOC come from the Polity IV dataset describing political regime

characteristics and transitions for years 1800 – 2004. These are composite variables

that take into account the following factors: 1) the degree of regulation of chief

executive recruitment, 2) the competitiveness of executive recruitment, 3) the openness

of executive recruitment, 4) degree of executive constraints, 5) regulation of political

participation, and 6) competition of participation, or degree of civil interaction
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(Marshall and Jaggers 2005). DEMOC is coded 0 – 10 and describes a “mature and

coherent democracy” as a democracy in which “(a) political participation is fully

competitive, (b) executive recruitment is elective, and (c) constraints on the chief

executive are substantial” (Marshall and Jaggers 2005). For purposes of the Policy IV

project, AUTOC ranges from 0 – 10, and a “in mature form, autocracies sharply restrict

or suppress political participation. Their chief executives are chosen in a regularized

process of selection within the political elite, and once in office they exercise power

with few institutional constraints” (Marshall and Jaggers 2005). For each of these

variables, the greater the ranking, the more a country exhibits a higher degree of

maturity. Furthermore, for purposes of this analysis, negative values indicating periods

of interruption (coded -66), interregnum (coded -77), and transition (coded -88) were

recoded to “missing.” While somewhat limiting the sample size, this maintains the

value of the coefficient by excluding times of turmoil and political transition.

The remaining variables are taken from the CIRI database and indicate

women’s political rights (WOPOL), religious freedom (RELFRE), and freedom of

speech (SPEECH). Women’s political rights are measured on a scale from 0 to 3, and

the variable takes into account 1) the right to vote, 2) the right to run for political

office, 3) the right to hold elected and appointed government positions, 4) the right to

join political parties, and 5) the right to petition government officials (Cingranelli and

Richards 2004). A score of “0” illustrates a state in which women’s rights are not

protected by law, and a score of “3” means that women’s rights are protected by law



15

and in practice as well. Religious freedom “indicates the extent to which the freedom

of citizens to exercise and practice their religious beliefs is subject to actual

government restrictions” (Cingranelli and Richards 2004). Religious freedom is

essentially a dummy variable and is coded “1” if there are no government restrictions

on religious practices and “0” otherwise. SPEECH is coded on a scale of 0 – 2 where a

score of 0 reflects an environment of complete government censorship, and a score of 2

indicates no government censorship. Finally, u is a normal, independent and identically

distributed disturbance term.

Each of the three variables measuring individual freedom as well as the

DEMOC and AUTOC variables are all included to control for different types of

governance and varying regime structures. The objective is to account for instances in

which authoritarian regimes become more authoritarian as time in office increases.

IV. RESULTS

This section discusses the results of four different analyses. The analyses

include two linear probability models and two logistic regression models. Within both

the linear probability models and the logistic regression models, one set of results is an

aggregate analysis of all the countries included in the dataset, and the other set of

results is limited to oil-producing countries only. The linear probably models (LPM)

are intended to gauge the sign and potential significance of the variables. Essentially,

the LPM measures the change in probability of the occurrence of frequent human

rights abuses, holding all other variables in the model constant. Problems with LPM
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modeling include predictions that range beyond the 0 to 1 parameters of the binary

dependent variable, probability estimates and error terms can exhibit properties of

heteroskedasticity.3 The logit model is designed to fit all predicted values between 0

and 1 and uses Maximum Likelihood Estimation (MLE) to interpret the results. As a

result, coefficients tend to be more accurate than those obtained by using linear

probability models.

Findings in all models indicate that oil production has a positive and

statistically significant effect on human rights abuses. Notably, when a variable coding

for oil exports was substituted for the production variable, similar results were

obtained. Additionally, the world price variable, WTOTPRICE, was not significant in

any model.

Table 2: The Effect of Oil Wealth on Human Rights Abuses
Independent

Variable
Model 1

(Aggregate
LPM)

Model 2
(Production

Country
LPM)

Model 3
(Aggregate

Logit)

Model 4
(Production

Country Logit)

Constant -1.319***
(0.254)

-1.771***
(0.319)

-18.69***
  (2.87)

-24.24***
  (4.16)

WTOTPRICE -0.00659
(0.00491)

-0.00136
(0.00593)

  -0.0605
  (0.0420)

  -0.0272
  (0.0541)

PROD  0.0000332**
(0.0000147)

0.0000354**
(0.000015)

   0.000197*
  (0.000112)

   0.000223*
  (0.000126)

GDP -9.01e-14***
(1.88e-14)

-9.42e-14***
(1.89e-14)

  -2.42e-12***
  (7.60e-13)

  -2.43e-12***
  (8.78e-13)

LNPOP  0.133***
(0.0123)

0.153***
(0.150)

   1.274***
  (0.153)

   1.519***
  (0.217)

ISLAM -0.0169***
(0.00564)

-0.00621
(0.00781)

  -0.159***
  (0.0491)

  -0.102
  (0.0762)

DEMOC -0.0333*** -0.0538***   -0.230***   -0.367***

                                                  
3 Heteroskedasticity occurs when variance in the error term is not constant across all observations.
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Independent
Variable

Model 1
(Aggregate

LPM)

Model 2
(Production

Country
LPM)

Model 3
(Aggregate

Logit)

Model 4
(Production

Country Logit)

(0.00906) (0.0127)   (0.0783)   (0.123)
AUTOC -0.0580***

(0.0117)
-0.0851***
(0.0156)

  -0.358***
  (0.106)

  -0.543***
  (0.161)

MILEXP  0.0185**
(0.00810)

 0.0310***
(0.0110)

   0.200**
  (0.0786)

   0.338***
  (0.107)

WOPOL -0.0331
(0.0328)

-0.0156
(0.0372)

   0.109
  (0.324)

   0.473
  (0.431)

RELFRE  0.0198
(0.0401)

 0.122**
(0.0544)

   0.237
  (0.334)

   0.956*
  (0.525)

SPEECH -0.115***
(0.0304)

-0.107***
(0.0385)

  -0.778***
  (0.256)

  -0.808**
  (0.333)

YEAR2  0.0109
(0.0486)

 0.0208
(0.0594)

   0.135
  (0.431)

   0.242
  (0.553)

YEAR3 -0.0123
(0.0422)

-0.0242
(0.0522

  -0.0753
  (0.367)

  -0.305
  (0.497)

YEAR4 -0.0199
(0.0422)

 0.00949
(0.0507)

  -0.0623
  (0.368)

   0.219
  (0.461)

N 536 347 536 347
R2 0.31 0.38
Pseudo R2 0.34 0.42
Log
Likelihood

-187.28 -112.09

Entries are coefficients; standard errors in parentheses; significance at the 0.01, 0.05, and 0.1 levels is
indicated by ***, **, and *, respectively.

Oil Production, GDP, and Commodity Prices

While the coefficients for oil production are relatively small, they are notably

significant in every model. Holding economic, social, and political factors constant, as

oil production increases, countries are more likely to exhibit frequent human rights

abuses. Countries that display frequent human rights abuses are listed in Appendix B.

Eight members of OPEC are included on the list, as are other significant oil and natural

gas producing nations such as Russia, Yemen, Myanmar, and Mexico, to name a few.
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Furthermore, each of these eight OPEC member states (with the exception of Algeria)

exhibits frequent human rights abuses for more than one year, indicating a systemic

problem. Absent from the countries exhibiting frequent human rights abuses are major

producing states such as Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, and Kuwait.

This indicates that, while oil production is significant in every model, other factors

must be taken into account.

GDP is also a significant variable in each model. Interestingly, holding all else

constant, as GDP increases, the probability of frequent human rights abuses decreases.

In a study of East and Southeast Asia, Clair Apodaca notes the cultural emphasis on

community over the individual and cites economic prosperity as a necessary condition

for universal human rights. Specifically, quoting Singapore’s Minister of Foreign

Affairs from the early 1990s, Apodaca notes,

Poverty makes a mockery of all civil liberties. Poverty is
an obscene violation of the most basic of individual
rights. Economic growth is the necessary foundation of
any system that claims to advance human dignity, and
that order and stability are essential for development
(Apodaca 2002).

 If we consider GDP a healthy indicator of economic growth, it is logical to see how

GDP provides a critical step in establishing the stability necessary to ensure the

protection of human rights for all citizens. For oil producing states, this somewhat

contradicts the idea that as oil revenue increases, human rights abuses also increase.

Theoretically, as world prices on crude oil continue to rise, the GDP of producing

nations should rise in a corresponding manner. However, if GDP is negatively
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correlated with human rights abuses, then one can only assume that as world crude

prices, oil revenue, and GDP increase, the correlation between crude prices and human

rights abuses is weak at best. As previously mentioned, the coefficient associated with

the lagged WTOTPRICE is not significant in any model. The lack of significance on

this coefficient is problematic to the primary hypothesis of this analysis.

Democracy and Autocracy

The variables DEMOC and AUTOC were both negative and statistically

significant in every model. Furthermore, the coefficients in the logistic regression

models were fairly sizable, ranging from -0.23 to -0.54. While the coefficients on

DEMOC were not surprising, the negative coefficients associated with AUTOC were

somewhat surprising. For each of these variables, it was the maturity of the democracy

or the autocracy that was measured by the data. Consequently, as the maturity of the

democracy or autocracy increases, the probability of frequent human rights abuses

tends to decrease, holding other economic, social, and political factors constant.

Countries exhibiting properties of a “mature” autocracy include Qatar and Saudi

Arabia, countries that are not included on the list of states exhibiting frequent human

rights abuses as indicated in Appendix B.

One possible explanation for these findings corresponds with the notion that as

GDP increases, the authoritarian regime becomes more entrenched and more difficult

to destabilize. Indeed, one hypothesis is that less mature autocracies must rely more

heavily on force to protect their legitimacy, thereby leading to the negative coefficient
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on the AUTOC variable as correlated with frequent human rights abuses. Another

hypothesis is that human rights abuses in the most mature autocracies are

systematically unreported, thereby indicating a potential omitted variable bias.

Furthermore, due to the limitation of the dependent variable, it is possible that human

rights abuses in the most “mature” autocracies are not necessarily extrajudicial killings,

but another form of human rights violation. For example, a February 2007 Human

Rights Watch report chastised Saudi Arabia for “unfair trials, children’s detention,

restrictions on women’s legal identity, and abuses against foreign domestic workers”

(HRW Saudi Arabia 2007).

The negative coefficient on the DEMOC variable is somewhat more

understandable, in that the less mature the democracy, the higher the probability of

frequent human rights abuses. Countries that exhibit properties of a “mature”

democracy include the United States and Canada, countries in which individual

freedoms are upheld in law and in practice by a well-functioning judicial system. By

creating a dummy variable FREE coded “1” for only the most mature democracies

(countries with a rating greater than or equal to 7) and “0” for all other countries,

testing indicates that PROD, ISLAM, and MILEXP are all negatively correlated with

FREE at the five percent level. The results of this analysis can be found in Appendix

C.
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The Repression Effect

Results of this analysis seem to offer some legitimacy to the repression effect,

given that as military expenditures increase, the probability of frequent human rights

abuses also increases. The variable MILEXP is consistently positive and statistically

significant across all models. The repression effect hypothesizes that as oil revenue

provides more money to government coffers, dictatorial regimes are likely to spend

more money on the military, thereby ruling through fear and military force. While this

analysis illustrates that spending more money on the military also tends to increase the

probability of frequent human rights abuses, it must also be noted that there are over

300 missing observations from the MILEXP variable. This leads to the question of

omitted variable bias. Further testing must be done to determine the nature of the

missing observations and their effect on the dependent variable, frequent extrajudicial

killings.

Individual Freedoms

The coefficients associated with women’s political rights, religious freedom,

and freedom of speech were somewhat surprising. The only consistently significant

variable was SPEECH, indicating that (holding all else constant) an increase in an

individual’s right to freedom of speech corresponds with a decrease in the probability

of human rights abuses. This corresponds appropriately to the coefficient on DEMOC,

given that in more mature democracies the freedom of speech is more likely to be

upheld and protected in a court of law. More interestingly, the coefficients associated
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with the RELFRE variable are inconsistent in their significance. The coefficients are

only significant in the models for oil producing states. Similarly, the coefficient on the

ISLAM variable is only significant in the aggregate models. The correlation between

ISLAM and RELFRE is -0.11 for all countries and -0.06 for oil producing countries.

Furthermore, the correlation between ISLAM and PROD is 0.17 for all observations.

Thus, multicollinearity is not likely a problem with these indicators.

Additional hypothesis testing indicates that the individual freedom variables,

WOPOL, RELFRE, and SPEECH, are all jointly significant. Running an F test on joint

significance for these three variables yields an F statistic of 5.39 with 3, 521 degrees of

freedom in Model 1 (with a corresponding p value of 0.0012), and an F statistic of 3.79

with 3, 332 degrees of freedom on Model 2 (with a corresponding p value of 0.0106).

The F statistic for Model 1 is significant at the one percent level, and the F statistic for

Model 2 is significant at the five percent level. Consequently, we reject the hypothesis

that women’s political rights, religious freedom, and freedom of speech have no effect

on human rights in these models. The results of the F tests are further reinforced by

obtaining a Wald statistic for joint significance of the individual freedom variables in

Models 3 and 4, or the logit models. The Wald statistic is used to test multiple

restrictions and is similar to an F test, but rather than an F distribution, the Wald

statistic is subject to a _2 distribution (or a chi squared distribution). Again testing the

hypothesis that WOPOL, RELFRE, and SPEECH are jointly significant yields a Wald

statistic of 9.49 in Model 3 and 9.20 in Model 4, both with three degrees of freedom.
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The corresponding p values are 0.023 and 0.027, respectively, indicating that both are

significant at the five percent level.

The only individual freedom variable that consistently had no significant effect

on human rights abuses was women’s political rights, or WOPOL. While contributing

to the joint significance of the individual freedom variables, hypothesis testing on

WOPOL alone reconfirmed that the variable is not statistically significant in any

model. One possible explanation is high correlation with the ISLAM variable. The

correlation between the ISLAM and WOPOL variables is approximately -0.41, a

number high enough to potentially confound the effect of WOPOL on human rights

abuses.

V. POLICY IMPLICATIONS

The implications of this study span both domestic and international policy. The

positive correlation between oil production and human rights abuses reinforces the

need to foster development of domestic fuel alternatives. Table 3 displays the top ten

US oil suppliers for the month of December 2006 as well as the years that each of these

countries exhibited frequent human rights abuses according to the definition previously

outlined in this study.
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Table 3: U.S. Crude Oil Imports for December 2006 and
Corresponding Human Rights Record from 2000 – 2004

Country United States Crude
Oil and Petroleum

Products Net
Imports 12/2006

(Thousand Barrels
per Day)

Frequent Human Rights
Abuses

Canada 2255
Saudi Arabia 1491
Venezuela 1221 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004
Mexico 1128 2000, 2001, 2002
Nigeria 1066 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004
Algeria 677 2003
Angola 620 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004
Iraq 419 2001, 2002
Russia 369 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004
Virgin Islands 334
Other 2304

Excepting Canada, Saudi Arabia, and the Virgin Islands, the remaining countries

displayed evidence of frequent human rights abuses sometime between the years 2000

and 2004. If the policy goal is to reduce human rights abuses, then the implications

should focus on limiting trade with countries where human rights abuses continue to

exist. This can be accomplished by increasing domestic production through drilling in

the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) or the Outer Continental Shelf (OCS),

increasing use of renewable and alternative fuels, shifting the balance of trade away

from countries that exhibit human rights abuses and towards producing countries

supporting more stable regimes, or imposing conditionality upon trade agreements with

these countries. Raising awareness and increasing transparency and accountability
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among governing regimes, the diplomatic corps, and international oil companies is also

a requirement for success in mitigating human rights abuses in these countries.

Domestic Energy Policy

The United States Congress has long supported the use of alternative fuel and

renewable resources. The federal government offers tax incentives for electricity

produced from alternative and renewable fuels, production of alternative fuels such as

biodiesel, and promotes a variety of research and development programs throughout

the country. There are also federal incentives for the construction of ethanol

infrastructure, including a tax credit for installation of clean energy refueling facilities.

The U.S. Department of Energy also provides grants and loan guarantees to certain

renewable energy projects and funds the National Renewable Energy Laboratory for

research and development into advanced alternative fuels. Given that the bulk of crude

oil use in the United States is dedicated to the transportation sector, it is these later tax

credits and DOE initiatives that will likely be the most effective mechanisms of

reducing dependence on foreign oil. Current legislative efforts focus on making corn

ethanol more energy efficient and compatible with existing infrastructure and

decreasing the production costs of cellulosic ethanol.

In addition to the use of alternative fuels and renewable resources,

improvements in energy efficiency and public transportation are not to be

underestimated. In January, 2007 President George W. Bush proposed a four part plan

to increase “energy freedom”, a term loosely interpreted as decreasing America’s



26

imports of Middle Eastern oil. The plan calls for 1) diversification of energy sources,

2) more effective management of energy demand through renewable biofuels and

higher efficiency standards, 3) increasing strategic petroleum reserves, and 4)

increasing domestic oil supply (Sullivan 2007).

While not all of these four policy options will be politically popular or

economically viable (for example, Congress is unlikely to vote in support of drilling in

ANWR and the investments required to make cellulosic ethanol cost effective and

widely available is immense), steps have been taken to improve America’s energy

efficiency and use of alternative and renewable fuels. Several states have played

critical roles in advancing these policies through renewable portfolio standards and

alternative fuel mandates. In this manner, the states will prove an important laboratory

for potential federal policy.

Foreign Policy Implications

According to the Center for Strategic International Studies, “the EIA and the

International Energy Agency (IEA) project that the global economy will grow far more

dependent on the Middle East and North Africa in the future. The EIA… projected that

North America’s imports of Middle Eastern and North African oil will rise from

roughly 3.3 million barrels per day (mmbpd) in 2004 to 5.8 mmbpd in 2025—an

increase of 91 percent, almost all of which will go to the United States” (CSIS 2005).

Given the preponderance of Middle Eastern and North African states that also exhibit

frequent human rights abuses, it is very important for diplomacy to play a major role in
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securing a consistent energy supply while also monitoring the governing regimes of the

producing nation.

The United States has two primary foreign policy goals related to energy: the

U.S. seeks to lead engagements between producer and consumer nations and to lead

developments in biofuel technology. The U.S. State Department’s Assistant Secretary

for Economic, Energy, and Business Affairs recently stated that foreign policy strategy

should employ “diplomatic engagements, including bilateral and regional activities

with allies, producers, consumers, and NGOs. The U.S. leads and actively participates

in multinational institutions, like the International Energy Agency (IEA), conducts

energy-focused foreign assistance programs aimed to reduce energy poverty, and holds

public-private dialogues to promote energy investment and innovative commercial

activity” (Sullivan 2007). Diplomatic efforts focus largely on cooperation with Brazil,

Mexico, Canada, and China, among others. Russia is also a critical player in energy

negotiations, and discussions with Africa focus largely on development assistance,

promotion of democracy, and initiatives towards economic growth. India and China

will continue to be major players in Middle Eastern and North African oil markets, and

it is imperative to engage all parties in order to ensure international standards of

conditionality for trade and foreign investment in oil producing states subject to

frequent human rights abuses.

Furthermore, efforts towards democratization should be supported if evidence

continues to reinforce the negative correlation between mature democracies and human
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rights abuses. Transparency and accountability in foreign policy will be critical in

combating corruption and promoting justice and rights for all citizens.

International Involvement

On March 2, 2007, the United Nations (UN) announced the nascence of the

International Biofuels Forum, a joint effort between Brazil, China, India, South Africa,

the United States, and the European Commission. The Forum is intended to “contribute

to creating a world market for alternative fuels, resulting in economic, social and

environmental benefits for developed and developing countries alike” (UN 2007). The

Forum is purportedly open to welcoming members from the Middle East and the

Russian Federation and promotes fuel supply security, climate change mitigation, and

the use of biofuels for economic growth in developing countries. The UN has the

opportunity to play an important role in tying energy independence to human rights via

its connection to both the Biofuels Forum and the Human Rights Council, a body

committed to examination of all 191 UN member nations and the protection of human

rights through principled leadership, engagement of civil society. While the United

States is not a member of the Human Rights Council, many oil producing nations are

participants (e.g. Algeria, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, Russia, and Saudi Arabia).

Given that several of these states are among the most egregious in human rights

abuses, the UN has a unique position to engage producing and consuming states and

hold all members to the standards set by the International Bill of Human Rights.
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The Group of Eight’s (G8) Global Bioenergy Partnership announced an

initiative in September of 2006 designed to increase global energy security. The G8

viewed good governance as an important component of energy security: “efforts to

advance transparency; to deepen and spread the rule of law; to establish and strengthen

predictable, efficient fiscal and regulatory regimes; and to encourage sound energy

supply and demand policies all play significant roles in maintaining global energy

security” (G8 2006). G8 countries also support the Extractive Industries Transparency

Initiative (EITI), which partners governments, private companies (BP, ExxonMobil,

etc.), industry associations (such as the American Petroleum Institute), international

organizations (the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, etc.),

nongovernmental organizations, and investors in an effort to improve governance in

resource-rich countries (EITI 2007). EITI also provides an important bridge between

all stakeholders in the extractive industries, particularly oil and gas. By promoting and

encouraging participation in EITI, the G8—and the United States in particular—could

solidify the tie between human rights and good governance in countries subject to

abundant natural resource wealth.

VI. CONCLUSION

As the “natural resource curse” suggests, natural resources are frequently tied

to corruption, internal conflict, and, in some cases, a deepening of conditions of

poverty (CAFOD 2005). This analysis supports Michael Ross’ theory that oil

production is negatively correlated with democracy, that the repression effect may
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indeed be one causal mechanism of this correlation, and that one possible byproduct of

the repression effect is increased human rights abuses, as supported by the positive

correlation between oil production and frequent human rights abuses (holding all other

factors including GDP constant).

As an example, in 2004, members of the Niger Delta People’s Volunteer Force

(NDPVF) demanded that the government of Nigeria yield greater control of the

region’s oil resources to the majority tribe in the Niger Delta. Federal troops were

deployed to intervene in the ongoing fight between the NDPVF and the Niger Delta

Vigilante (NDV). As a result, Shell Petroleum Development Company shut down a

facility over security concerns; the oil market roiled sending shocks through the global

economy; and the battle for control over oil wealth resulted in “the deaths of dozens of

local people and forced tens of thousands to flee their homes… The violence has

created a profound climate of fear and insecurity in Rivers State, leaving local people

reluctant to return to their homes or to seek justice for the crimes committed” (Human

Rights Watch 2005). Human Rights Watch goes on to list five key factors that fuel the

violence in Nigeria:

1. the manipulation of frustrated youth by political leaders,
2. traditional elites and organized crime syndicates involved in

oil theft,
3. the impact of oil money on community politics,
4. crushing poverty and youth unemployment, and
5. the widespread availability of small arms and other lethal

weapons (Human Rights Watch 2005).
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Thus, while oil revenue is neither a necessary or sufficient condition for human

rights abuses, it has certainly been a critical component of the violence taking place in

Nigeria. Similarly, Human Rights Watch reports that in Iran, “The government

routinely tortures and mistreats detained dissidents, including through prolonged

solitary confinement. The Judiciary, which is accountable to Supreme Leader Ali

Khamenei, is responsible for many serious human rights violations” (HRW Iran 2007).

Reports also indicate that no progress on human rights has been made in Saudi Arabia,

Burma, and it is reported that the Russian government has tightened its control over

human rights organizations operating within the country.

VII. FUTURE RESEARCH SUBJECTS

The analysis presented here does not show a statistically significant

correlation between commodity prices and frequent human rights abuses. The link

between the price of oil and increased oppression is therefore tenuous at best and is

further complicated by the negative correlation between GDP and frequent human

rights abuses. As with the existing literature, this research has been unable to provide

direct empirical support for the argument that increased oil prices increase human

rights violations through the “repression effect”.  Given the difficulty in measuring

civil liberties and human rights abuses in developing and developed countries, further

analysis should be done to determine the relationship between governance, oil revenue,

and human rights abuses.  
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 Appendix A: Description of Variables

Variable Description N Mean Min Max
ABUSE Dummy variable coded “1”

for frequent extrajudicial
killings (50 or more), and
“0” otherwise

960 0.18 0 1

ISLAM Percentage of the
population that practices
Islam, coded 0 – 10

839 2.43 0 10

GDP Gross domestic product in
2005 US dollars

885 2.32e11 4.64e7 1.17e13

MILEXP Military expenditure as
percentage of GDP

688 2.48 0 36.41

PROD Oil production (thousands
of barrels)

907 437.28 -6.38 10492.63

LNPOP Log of total population 910 15.54 9.89 20.99
DEMOC2 Polity IV indicator of

democracy
748 5.35 0 10

AUTOC2 Polity IV indicator of
autocracy

748 2.09 0 10

WOPOL2 Women’s political rights
RELFRE2 Freedom of religion, the

extent to which the freedom
of citizens to exercise and
practice their religious
beliefs is subject to actual
government restrictions

889 0.63 0 1

SPEECH2 Freedom of speech, the
extent to which freedom of
speech and press are
affected by government
censorship

888 1.12 0 2

WTOTPRICE Price of crude oil: all
countries spot price FOB
weighted by estimated
export volume (dollars per
barrel)

960 23.50 17.13 27.11

YEAR1 Year identifier: 2000 960 0.2 0 1
YEAR2 Year identifier: 2001 960 0.2 0 1
YEAR3 Year identifier: 2002 960 0.2 0 1
YEAR4 Year identifier: 2003 960 0.2 0 1
YEAR5 Year identifier: 2004 960 0.2 0 1
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Appendix B: Countries Exhibiting “Frequent” Human Rights Abuses4

Country 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004
Afghanistan  
Algeria* 
Angola*     
Argentina    
Bangladesh    
Bolivia 
Brazil     
Burkina Faso  
Burundi     
Cambodia  
Cameroon   
Central African Republic    
Chad   
China    
Colombia     
Congo, Democratic Republic of
(Zaire)

   

Cote d’Ivoire     
Dominican Republic     
Ethiopia   
Guatemala 
Guinea 
Haiti 
Honduras 
India     
Indonesia*     
Iran*     
Iraq*  
Israel     
Jamaica  
Kenya    
Korea, People’s Democratic
Republic of

    

Laos 
Liberia    
Libya* 
Madagascar 
Mexico   
Mozambique 
Myanmar (Burma)  

                                                  
4 For purposes of this table, “human rights abuses” are defined according to the dependent variable of
the analysis, in which ABUSE indicates extrajudicial killings as coded by the CIRI Human Rights
database.
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Country 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004
Nepal    
Nigeria*     
Pakistan     
Philippines  
Russia     
Rwanda 
Sierra Lione 
South Africa   
Sri Lanka 
Sudan     
Tajikistan 
Tanzania 
Thailand   
Turkey 
Uganda 
Uzbekistan  
Venezuela*     
Yemen  
Yugoslavia 

*indicates OPEC members as of January 2007
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Appendix C: Logistic Regression Model Using Democracy as the Dependent
Variable

Independent Variable Logit Results
Constant  0.02

(1.97)
ABUSE  0.67**

(0.31)
WTOTPRICE  0.056

(0.038)
PROD -0.00047**

(0.00019)
GDP  2.20e-12***

(7.69e-13)
LNPOP -0.18*

(0.10)
ISLAM -0.21***

(0.31)
MILEXP -0.18**

(0.07)
WOPOL  0.44

(0.30)
RELFRE  0.11

(0.26)
SPEECH  1.56***

(0.21)
YEAR2 -0.43

(0.36)
YEAR3 -0.24

(0.31)
YEAR4 -0.13

(0.32)
N 576
Pseudo R2 0.38
Log Likelihood -244.86
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