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Executive summary 

Fuel trafficking has long been central to the conflict economy in the Central African Republic 

(CAR), underpinning war economies, enabling armed groups to maintain territorial control and 

powering their operations for over a decade. For years, the country’s main formal fuel supply 

routes – from Cameroon and both Congos – remained largely shielded from interference by armed 

groups or the military, thanks in large part to UN peacekeeping efforts. Since the government launched 

a major military offensive against armed groups in early 2021, however, and with the global fuel crisis 

that followed in 2022, the formal fuel sector has increasingly come under the grip of criminal networks 

within the state. This shift has also drawn in the Russian Wagner Group, to be rebranded as Africa Corps, 

the government’s primary security partner.

This study reveals how control over the formal fuel supply has been consolidated by a tightknit group of 

complicit state officials and politically connected private actors, both nationals and foreigners, operating 

in a cartel-like manner. This network artificially maintains high prices to maximize profits and evades 

tax obligations. Based on import records and fuel trade insider testimonies, the GI-TOC calculated 

that for 2024 this arrangement generated anywhere between US$17.5 and US$30 million in excess 

revenues that were divided through a well-organized pyramidal kickback scheme. Key beneficiaries 

included security services, key political actors linked to CAR’s ruling party and economic operators, 

including a monopolistic importer and government-confiscated petrol stations.

Key findings further include: 

	■ State involvement in organized fuel crime deepened with the tacit approval and later formalization 

of fuel smuggled from Nigeria and then imported into the CAR via Cameroon. Permissive state 

authorities irregularly tax this fuel before it is sold in Bangui in violation of existing regulations, 

thereby reinforcing the integration of organized crime into the state apparatus.
	■ The Wagner Group – sanctioned by the EU and the US as a transnational criminal organization – has 

built a parallel illicit fuel supply chain in the CAR to sustain deadly joint military operations with the 

Central African Armed Forces (FACA) and facilitate illegal mining.1 One of its front companies now 

serves as the army’s main fuel supplier, importing via Cameroon. Meanwhile, although armed groups 

have lost control over key fuel trafficking corridors from Chad and Sudan, they retain the capacity 

to disrupt formal supplies along the main Cameroon corridor, further destabilizing the sector.
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	■ Russian fuel supplies to the CAR briefly halted following EU sanctions on Russian oil in February 

2023, with conventional traders steering clear. These shipments have resumed in recent months. 

Significantly, a 30 000 tonne shipment presented as a ‘fuel donation’ from Russia was facilitated by 

the CAR’s main Cameroonian fuel importer. The shipment arrived in Cameroon in a vessel sanctioned 

by both the EU and the US, part of Russia’s shadow fleet. The return of Russian fuel indicates a 

broader sanctions evasion network that bankrolls the ruling elite while deepening foreign influence 

in the CAR.

Stabilizing the CAR’s volatile fuel sector and curbing criminal networks requires an urgent coordinated 

response by relevant national authorities with the full support of the presidency. This report proposes 

that the first step should be for the CAR government to commission an independent audit of the CAR’s 

opaque fuel pricing structure – including full disclosure of import agreements and tax exemptions – so as 

to set in motion corrective public policies to bring down prices and halt the loss of public funds. Justice 

authorities in the CAR, as well as Cameroon, should launch investigations into any criminal liability for 

smuggling, tax evasion or other forms of illegal profiteering in the CAR’s fuel supply chain. The CAR’s 

customs and anti-fraud authorities must be properly resourced and empowered to enforce import 

requirements at all trade entry points and to prevent the illicit distribution of fuel in Bangui. International 

sanctions are warranted on fuel trade operators working directly or indirectly with sanctioned Russian 

entities, notably the Wagner Group and its successor, Africa Corps. 

Methodology 
In addition to reviewing the relevant literature and analyzing trade data and open-source information, 

this research draws on in-person and remote interviews conducted between November 2024 and June 

2025 with numerous stakeholders in the CAR and Cameroon. Stakeholders interviewed in the region 

included fuel trade insiders, other witnesses operating in the sector, as well as government authorities 

and multilateral bodies with direct knowledge of business practices and trade flows. Interviews were also 

conducted with diplomats, civil society representatives, journalists and researchers. Critical information 

provided during semi-structured interviews was, where possible, triangulated with documentary 

evidence and direct observation. References to the location and timing of interviews and the precise 

functions of interlocutors are withheld due to safety concerns. 
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Background: Fuel, conflict and 
state capture

On 30 June 2022, a tense incident unfolded at Bangui M’Poko International Airport in the CAR 

when a soldier arrived carrying a letter from the Ministry of Energy ordering the requisition of 

110 000 litres of fuel for military air operations.2 An employee of the French oil giant TotalEnergies 

refused to hand over the two trucks of Jet A-1 aviation fuel to the national armed forces, however, and 

when the employee sought guidance from his superiors, he was arrested.3 Soldiers requisitioned the 

two fuel trucks and moved them to a restricted area of the airport.4

The event at the airport occurred amid the global fuel crisis caused by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 

February 2022, and came after weeks of public criticism of TotalEnergies in the CAR. State-sponsored 

groups had been accusing TotalEnergies, long the CAR’s main fuel supplier, of purposefully neglecting 

the CAR market.5 The airport incident marked a turning point, and by September 2022, TotalEnergies 

began signalling its exit from the country.6 Meanwhile, the seized fuel, which had been intended for the 

UN Humanitarian Air Service, was reportedly diverted to support air-assisted military operations led by 

Russia’s Wagner Group,7 the CAR government’s security ally since 2017 and a critical force in countering 

the latest rebel offensive on the capital Bangui in early 2021. 

What happened at M’Poko in June 2022 was no isolated 

incident. It reflected a deeper shift in the role of fuel in the 

CAR’s political economy of conflict. For years, fuel trafficking 

had powered and financed rebel groups. Now, backed by 

Russian support and using the fuel crisis as a pretext, the state 

reasserted control over the formal fuel sector, displacing long-

standing foreign interests, particularly French. 

A member of CAR’s armed forces seen wearing the Wagner 
Group logo. The Russian private military company has 
established an illicit fuel supply chain to sustain its joint 
military operations with the CAR military. © Patrick 
Meinhardt /AFP via Getty Images
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The CAR’s fuel dependency and supply challenges 

The CAR’s annual consumption of 120 million litres of refined fuel is a modest volume regionally, 

but fuel is essential to every facet of the economy. With no oil production, no refining capacity, 

and limited hydropower, the CAR relies entirely on imported fuel to sustain key sectors like transport, 

agriculture, mining and off-grid power. Fuel imports are typically 50% diesel, 33% petrol and 25% Jet A-1 

(aviation fuel), reflecting the CAR’s reliance on diesel-powered generators for electricity.8

Fuel is also vital for fiscal revenues. Taxes and duties historically contribute 20–25% of government 

revenue – on par with the forestry sector – despite heavy subsidies and high profit margins for marketers.9

The CAR’s geography makes its fuel dependence a complex logistical challenge. As a landlocked country, 

the CAR depends on two formal supply routes: river transport from Kinshasa and Brazzaville, historically 

80% of imports, and overland trucking from Cameroon, capped at 20%.10 River supply is cheaper but 

unreliable in dry seasons, while the Cameroon corridor is vulnerable to insecurity and infrastructure 

failures, such as collapsing bridges and road degradation.11 Supply interruptions have driven the black 

market of overpriced fuel smuggled to Bangui from Cameroon, Nigeria and the Republic of Congo.

Storage and distribution are also centralized and limited. The only large-capacity depot – Société 

Centrafricaine de Stockage des Produits Pétroliers (SOCASP) in Bangui – holds 52 million litres, with 

planned expansions unfulfilled.12 Fuel stations remain scarce outside the capital,13 leaving the entire east 

and north underserved and almost completely dependent on fuel smuggled primarily from Chad, the 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and Sudan.

Once on par with the region, the price of fuel increased sharply in January 2023 and created a significant 

gap between the CAR and its neighbours, further incentivizing cross-border fuel smuggling. After a modest 

price decrease mid-2025, diesel still cost US$2.17 per litre – unaffordable for most people in a country 

where 70% of the population lives on less than US$1.90 per day.� ■

FIGURE 1 Regional fuel prices, March 2023 (in CFA francs – FCFA).
SOURCE: Nigerianstat; IMF; The fuelprice.com; Focus Media Afrique; CAR Ministry of Energy 
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The strategic role of fuel in rebellion and counterinsurgency 
operations
For over three decades, the CAR has been trapped in a cycle of political and military crises, rooted 

in chronic governance failures and the long-standing marginalization of its northern regions. These 

tensions erupted into full-scale conflict in 2013, when the Séléka coalition – a predominantly Muslim 

alliance of armed groups from the north-east – overthrew President François Bozizé and briefly installed 

Michel Djotodia as the country’s first Muslim head of state. The coup triggered an unprecedented surge 

of violence, as Séléka forces carried out widespread abuses, prompting retaliatory attacks by Christian 

militias, the Anti-balaka – some of which were closely linked to Bozizé. 

The escalating sectarian violence soon drew 

international concern. Under growing regional pressure 

and amid the arrival of the French military intervention, 

Operation Sangaris, Djotodia was forced to resign in 

January 2014 and former Séléka armed groups withdrew 

from Bangui and the west of the country. The Fulani-

led Unité pour la Paix en Centrafrique (UPC) became 

the dominant force in the country’s central regions, 

while the Arab-led Mouvement Patriotique pour la 

Centrafrique (MPC) and the Runga-led Front Populaire 

pour la Renaissance de la Centrafrique (FPRC) controlled 

areas in the centre-north and east, respectively. In the 

north-west, another (post-Séléka) Fulani group – Retour, 

Réclamation, Réhabilitation (3R) – emerged to challenge 

the Anti-balaka militias.

Even with the restoration of a constitutional government in 2016 through the election of Faustin-

Archange Touadéra as president, armed groups remained entrenched across the country. By 2018, 

armed groups – including the Anti-balaka – controlled as much as 80% of the national territory.14 

Particularly the former Séléka groups established a decentralized but powerful war economy, exploiting 

natural resources such as gold, diamonds, timber, cattle and – critically – fuel.15 Fuel not only enabled 

armed mobility but also sustained parallel economies, supported taxation networks and allowed these 

groups to control remote territories where the state’s presence was weak or non-existent. The grip of 

these armed groups over illicit cross-border fuel flows became a defining feature of conflict dynamics 

in the CAR, allowing them to maintain operations and expand their influence:

	■ Armed groups – in this area predominantly the FPRC – extorted fuel shipments along the Sudanese 

and Chadian corridor towards Ndélé.16

	■ The MPC controlled routes from Chad via Moyenne-Sido to Kaga-Bandoro.17

	■ The UPC extended southwards to access fuel from the DRC via the Oubangui River.18

	■ 3R intercepted fuel shipments from Cameroon in the north-west, often destroying rather than 

repurposing the fuel.19

Although key road and river routes to the capital, Bangui – especially the corridor from Cameroon and 

the riverine course from Brazzaville and Kinshasa – were protected by the UN peacekeeping mission 

(MINUSCA), illicit markets continued to thrive in peripheral zones. Smuggled fuel, often trafficked across 

porous borders, accounted for an estimated 20% of the total fuel market during the conflict years.20 

Soldiers of the CAR military. The country has been 
grappling with conflict for decades, and fuel has 
been a critical resource sustaining the armed groups’ 
operations. © Patrick Meinhardt /AFP via Getty Images
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This landscape shifted in 2021 as the CAR’s national military, the FACA, backed by the Wagner Group, 

launched a counter-offensive to reclaim key corridors from armed groups that had mounted a new 

offensive in December 2020, effectively unravelling the Khartoum agreement of February 2019, which 

had been negotiated between the government and 14 armed groups under strong Russian influence. The 

new rebel coalition, the Coalition of Patriots for Change (CPC), was led by former president Bozizé and 

brought together factions from both the ex-Séléka and anti-Balaka movements. The counter-offensive 

halted the rebel advance on the capital and safeguarded the presidential and legislative elections.

The Wagner Group operation marked the culmination of a broader geopolitical shift. After France 

had shut down Operation Sangaris at the end of 2016 and failed to deliver a shipment of weapons 

to the CAR government, President Touadéra turned to Russia for its security cooperation.21 Moscow 

stepped in almost immediately to supply arms and military instructors, and Wagner Group operatives 

soon followed. In exchange, Wagner Group associated companies gained access to lucrative mining 

concessions.22

FIGURE 2 Main illicit fuel routes to the CAR.
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Between 2021 and 2023, joint operations by Wagner, the FACA and allied militias were marked by grave 

human rights abuses, including massacres, torture and sexual violence.23 As Russian-backed forces 

advanced and expelled armed groups from key strategic areas, rebel access to vital fuel trafficking 

corridors was increasingly cut off. For instance, in areas such as those controlled by 3R, supply chains 

were forced into more remote bush paths from Chad and Cameroon, making fuel less reliable and more 

expensive.24 

Meanwhile, the Wagner Group’s fuel demand rose sharply. By late 2021, its presence in the CAR had 

grown from 210 personnel at 7 sites to nearly 1 500 personnel operating across 47 locations.25 Wagner 

operations required substantial quantities of diesel and Jet A-1 fuel – not only for ground transport and 

power generation, but also for Wagner-operated aircraft officially registered under the CAR defence 

ministry.26 Wagner also provided fuel to the FACA, as part of its logistical support.27 

Wagner Group operations in the CAR continued despite the death of its leader Yevgeny Prigozhin in 

August 2023. After a brief pause, the group was restructured and brought more directly under the control 

of the Russian Ministry of Defence, with the aim of being fully integrated into the so-called Africa Corps. 

Regardless of recent peace deals and the formal dissolution of key Fulani-based rebel groups UPC and 

3R, the situation remains tense on the ground. 

Fuel, once the currency of warlord economies, has become central to the Wagner-supported state 

military resurgence. The creation of a secure, centralized fuel supply chain to sustain these operations 

is examined in detail later in this report.

State capture amid the fuel crisis and shifting geopolitics
The global fuel crisis that followed Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 hit the CAR hard. Fuel 

imports collapsed to just 93 million litres due to supply chain disruptions and the sharp increase of 

international fuel prices.28 With a fifth of these imports earmarked for MINUSCA, the volume was well 

below the national demand of 120 million litres.29

To mitigate the crisis, the government in October 2022 issued ‘exceptional’ import licences to 47 small-

scale operators, many of whom had previously been involved in fuel trafficking, to import fuel by barrel 

from Cameroon.30 While this measure provided short-term relief, concerns over fuel quality and a series 

of fires at informal depots led to the licences being revoked in January 2023.31 The practice resumed in 

2024 under stricter conditions, allowing small-scale operators without a formal import licence to again 

bring fuel into the CAR.32 

In parallel, the government slashed fuel subsidies and nearly doubled pump prices during the first 

half of 2023, slightly lowering them in July of that year to FCFA1 100 (US$1.95) per litre for gasoline and 

FCFA1 350 (US$2.39) for diesel.33 This price adjustment officially aimed to protect government revenues 

and make fuel imports viable for existing licensed marketers facing soaring global prices.34 

A deeper agenda quickly emerged, however. Under Touadéra, the fuel sector underwent a rapid 

restructuring aimed at displacing long-established French companies. Framed as a response to 

operational shortcomings, this move was accompanied by coordinated disinformation campaigns – 

reportedly orchestrated by Wagner and the presidency – targeting European and specifically French 

economic interests.35 
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In April 2022, the French Bolloré Group’s local subsidiary, Société Centrafricaine des Transports Fluviaux 

(SOCATRAF), lost its river logistics contract ahead of schedule after nearly two decades in operation; 

it was replaced by Lebanese-owned Mercure Logistics.36 By mid-2023, Total Centrafrique, the local 

subsidiary of TotalEnergies and dominant importer and retailer since 2001, had left the country. Its gas 

stations and other assets were transferred to Rochefort International, a UK-based firm owned by French 

banker Enguerrand Rochefort, which rebranded as TransAfricaMarket Oil (TAMOIL).37

Without Total’s logistical capacity, TAMOIL struggled to maintain consistent supply levels. This provided 

justification for further shifts in the market. The government turned increasingly to road-based fuel 

routes through Cameroon, actively seeking new partners to fill the gap.38 Cameroonian state-owned 

Tradex and TotalEnergies led imports in 2023.39 Newer Cameroonian firms, granted licences in 2021 and 

2022, remained on the margins.40

The most significant change came in September 2023, when the Ministry of Energy granted a 

Cameroonian firm, Neptune Oil, exclusive rights to import all fuel supplies from December onwards. 

The deal excluded all other licensed marketers, with the exception of Tristar, the Dubai-based supplier 

of MINUSCA.41 All other market players were required to purchase fuel exclusively through Neptune Oil, 

but some marketers continued to import independently despite the monopoly. The deal’s legality has 

been disputed, as it violates the 2007 law liberalizing the CAR’s fuel market.42 

TAMOIL was soon squeezed out of the market as Neptune Oil allegedly delayed or limited deliveries to 

TAMOIL stations, disrupting their operations, while the minister of energy blamed the lack of deliveries 

on TAMOIL inheriting TotalEnergies’ unpaid debts.43 In June and July 2024, the government requisitioned 

all TAMOIL stations, transferring control to two individuals closely linked to the ruling elite.44 Though the 

minister of energy cited unpaid debts and mismanagement, the move further centralized control of the 

sector in politically connected hands.45 

Under Neptune’s monopoly, fuel imports returned to pre-crisis levels by 2024, with the company 

accounting for 70% of the 124 million litres of fuel imported.46 Despite a significant drop in global oil 

prices in 2023, however, domestic fuel prices remained high, as 70% of Neptune Oil’s imports were 

routed by road through Cameroon – the more expensive and less efficient path.47 This almost completely 

reversed the historical and mandatory division between river and road transport.48

These developments point to more than just logistical bottlenecks or market volatility. The fuel sector 

has been deliberately restructured to benefit a small circle of politically connected actors. These actors 

have consolidated control over imports and distribution, profiting directly from opaque pricing and tax 

regimes – issues examined in greater detail later in the report.

The fuel sector has been deliberately restructured to 
benefit a small circle of politically connected actors.
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JANUARY AND MARCH 2021
Creation of Wagner Group front companies 

PETROLEX and CAPEX.

 APRIL 2022
French-owned SOCATRAF river transport contract 
terminated.

 OCTOBER 2022–JANUARY 2023
Height of fuel crisis: exceptional import licences 

for barrel imports from Cameroon.

 
 SEPTEMBER 2023

TotalEnergies leaves and Neptune Oil is awarded 
a 10-year import monopoly.  

JUNE AND JULY 2024
Petrol stations of TotalEnergies’ successor TAMOIL 
are confiscated by the government.

DECEMBER 2020
Start of CPC insurrection and Wagner Group/ 
FACA military counterinsurgency operation.

MARCH–DECEMBER 2021
Wagner Group reaching full strength in terms of 
personnel, arms and aircraft deployment.MARCH 2022

Wagner Group’s major offensive involving air 
strikes and ground operations in the north-east.

AUGUST 2023
Death of Yevgeny Prigozhin bringing Wagner 
Group under increased Russian MOD control, 
minimally affecting ground operations.

APRIL 2025
UPC and 3R accept separate peace deals, MPC 

returning to negotiations as well.

Fuel sector developments Politico-military developments

FIGURE 3 Security dynamics and fuel sector events.
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Fuel of war: Wagner’s supply 
chain and armed group reactions

Before the state’s formal consolidation of the fuel sector, the Wagner Group had already secured a 

foothold by establishing supply routes from Cameroon to ensure reliable access for its operations. 

This fuel stream also came to support the FACA. Recognizing its strategic importance, rebel groups 

like 3R began to target the Cameroon corridor, turning fuel into both a critical asset and a flashpoint for 

violent contestation.

From fuel trafficking to structured imports
Fuel has long been at the heart of Wagner’s criminal operations in the CAR, with security and illicit mining  – 

two key pillars of the group’s strategy – working hand in hand. Since late 2018, Wagner has established a robust 

transnational fuel network in the CAR, evolving from informal smuggling operations to a more structured 

system anchored in front companies, licensed marketers and government-granted exemptions. This shift 

reflects Wagner’s deepening institutional entrenchment and growing logistical capacity within the CAR’s 

war economy.

Initially, Wagner relied on informal supply routes, sourcing fuel from Sudan and Cameroon via intermediaries 

based in Bangui operating non-fuel import–export businesses. 

To meet the Wagner Group’s growing demand, two companies – Capex and Petrolex SAU – were registered 

in the CAR in early 2021. Petrolex’s registered manager, Claver Bedanot Guinond, reportedly managed Capex, 

as well.49 

Both Petrolex and Capex became key components of Wagner’s economic infrastructure. Trade records show 

that Capex imported non-fuel items from Broker Expert LLC,50 a Russian entity linked to Concord Group,51 the 

umbrella company of the late Prigozhin.52 Broker Expert was sanctioned by the US in 2024.53 

Capex supplied various goods to Bambari, including fuel.54 Minutes from a Cameroonian transport association 

meeting in September 2021 express concerns over Capex’s role in transporting ‘Russian merchandise’ to 

Bambari.55 Capex’s imports included chemicals, construction materials and heavy machinery destined for 
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the nearby Ndassima gold mine, according to fuel trade insiders. With annual illicit revenues – the mine does 

not have any formal production or turnover – estimated at over US$100 million, Ndassima represents Wagner’s 

most valuable asset in the CAR.56 The mine’s operator, Midas Ressources, was sanctioned by the US in 2023.57 

By June 2022, Petrolex began officially importing fuel in tanker trucks – four to eight per month. Capex followed 

briefly in early 2023,58 but only Petrolex secured an import licence.59 Capex ceased fuel trade operations shortly 

after,60 leaving Petrolex as Wagner’s primary operator. According to international fuel trade experts, Petrolex 

now supplies fuel to the CAR’s national security forces as well, likely contributing to the company’s continued 

growth.61 Petrolex’s latest recorded import – 100 tanker trucks of Russian origin fuel entering via Cameroon in 

October and November 2024 – underscores the company’s expansion and apparent exemption from the national 

fuel import monopoly held by Neptune Oil.62 

The explicit labelling of fuel in trade records as being of ‘Russian origin’ is significant, as such attributions largely 

disappeared from trade data following the EU’s February 2023 sanctions.63 International traders, still dominant 

at the time in supplying the CAR market, typically avoided direct Russian sourcing. Petrolex appears to provide 

a privileged channel for Russian-origin fuel. 

In parallel, Solaris Energy, a company operated by Hamina Youssoufa, has also imported diesel since June 

2022, with operations continuing in 2024 despite Neptune Oil’s monopoly.64 Solaris reportedly distributes tax-

exempt Neptune-imported fuel to Chinese mining companies, though the legal basis for such exemptions remains 

unclear.65 Solaris, which holds a marketing licence, allegedly also supplies Wagner-operated sites including 

Ndassima.66 

Trade databases indicate that Cameroon’s National Refining Company (SONARA) is the supplier or importer of 

the fuel Petrolex, Capex and Solaris markets in the CAR. This fuel originates from countries outside of Cameroon 

but the upstream international trader is not specified in the data.67 SONARA has not resumed refining oil after a 

fire in 2019, but instead stocks and trades finished petroleum products. 

Jet A-1 aviation fuel for aircraft operated by the Wagner Group and the Ministry of Defence is currently sourced 

from the CAR’s central depot SOCASP.68 It is unclear who supplies this fuel, however, as Neptune is not the only 

importer, despite its monopoly. 

FIGURE 4 Recorded import volumes of diesel fuel (in cubic metres) for Petrolex, Solaris  and 
Capex, 2022 to 2024.
SOURCE: CAR customs data and Export Genius (a subscription trade database providing shipping and customs 
data for 53 countries and mirrored data for over 100 countries; data extracted between April and August 2025)

Solaris Capex



The Beloko customs post after an 
attack by 3R rebels in January 2023, in 
which trucks transporting fuel were 
destroyed. © Association Internationale 
des Douaniers Francophones, https://
aidfdouaniers.org/attaque-du-bureau-des-
douanes-de-beloko-en-centrafrique/?
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Trade routes under fire 
Armed groups have periodically targeted fuel supplies that benefit the Wagner Group, government forces 

or the Central African government more broadly. Notably, the Fulani-dominated 3R rebel group, a member 

of the CPC coalition operating in the country’s north-west, has positioned itself to disrupt overland fuel 

trade routes from Cameroon.

In early 2021, during a major rebel offensive, the CPC imposed a blockade on the primary supply corridor from 

Cameroon for several weeks to pressure the government.69 While fuel convoys were not directly targeted 

during this period, in July 2021, 3R reportedly intercepted informal fuel traders travelling by motorcycle in 

remote areas of the north-west, accusing them of collaboration with state forces and Russian personnel.70

The most consequential and deliberate strike on fuel infrastructure occurred when 3R rebels attacked 

the main customs post at Beloko. The Wagner Group maintains a permanent presence at the Beloko post, 

overseeing both import flows and revenue collection, a role it continued to play even after the October 2021 

termination of a Russian customs cooperation contract with the government.71 

On 21 January 2023, 3R used rocket-propelled grenades and ignited a fire that destroyed 23 trucks – most of 

them carrying fuel barrels – and resulted in the deaths of two FACA soldiers and one Wagner operative.72 The 

trucks destroyed in the attack had reportedly been seized by customs authorities with Wagner assistance, 

following a government clamp-down on barrel imports and the cancellation of special fuel import licences.73 

According to insider accounts, the assault may have been commissioned by fuel traders who shared 

common interests with the rebels: seeking to prevent confiscated fuel from falling into the hands of the 

Ministry of Energy or the Wagner Group.74

The scale of the Beloko incident aligns with the broader pattern of 3R’s past activities: intercepting fuel 

convoys and setting fire to supplies. The group’s capacity to interrupt key trade corridors is diminishing, 

largely due to sustained government offensives and Wagner deployments in the north-west. Sporadic 

disruptions and targeted attacks persist, however, demonstrating that economic sabotage and opportunistic 

violence remain active tactics in the arsenal of armed groups.75 

https://aidfdouaniers.org/attaque-du-bureau-des-douanes-de-beloko-en-centrafrique/?
https://aidfdouaniers.org/attaque-du-bureau-des-douanes-de-beloko-en-centrafrique/?
https://aidfdouaniers.org/attaque-du-bureau-des-douanes-de-beloko-en-centrafrique/?
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Pocketing from parallel fuel 
markets 

Fuel is not just a strategic asset – it’s at the heart of a system in which politics and crime come 

together. Over the past two years, the Central African government has pursued a two-pronged 

strategy, centralizing regular imports in the hands of a monopolistic operator, Neptune Oil, while 

at the same time allowing a range of non-market players – many previously involved in smuggling – to 

bring in fuel to serve remote regions. Though these supply streams operate separately, they converge in 

distribution through state-confiscated petrol stations and informal sales points in Bangui. Both streams 

are authorized by the Ministry of Energy and share one defining feature: they convert public authority into 

a mechanism for extracting unjustified and illicit profits across the entire supply chain, disadvantaging 

licensed marketers and leaving consumers to bear the cost through invariably high fuel prices. 

Neptune Oil’s lucrative import monopoly
Neptune Oil emerged in the CAR amid a restructuring of the country’s fuel sector. Led by Cameroonian 

businessman Antoine Ndzengue, Neptune Oil was initially brought in as TAMOIL’s supply partner while 

it was negotiating the takeover of Total Centrafrique with the government.76 

Energy Minister Arthur Bertrand Piri, deputy executive secretary of President Touadéra’s ruling 

Mouvement Cœurs Unis (MCU) party, saw an opportunity to consolidate fuel imports under one loyal 

operator.77 On 29 September 2024, just weeks after approving the TAMOIL deal, the government awarded 

Neptune Oil an exclusive import licence.78 To justify this decision, Piri declared that Touadéra had 

given him the go-ahead to find foreign or national partners to fill the fuel gap and he had only found 

Neptune Oil.79 

At the core of the fuel sector’s distortions – and Neptune Oil’s excessive profits – is the flexibility built 

into the government’s price-setting system. The state applies inflated international reference prices 

and grants an unusually high importer premium, both of which drive up the base cost of fuel. These 

elements are embedded in the official pricing structure, which the government has been required to 
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publish in full each month since June 2024, following pressure from the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF).80 While intended to improve transparency, the disclosures have instead revealed how the system 

enables unjustified profit extraction. 

According to an international expert, there is no valid reason why the CAR’s international reference prices 

and premium calculations – composed of several fees outlined in the table below – should differ greatly 

from those used in neighbouring Cameroon, given that Cameroonian importers, including Neptune Oil, 

operate in the international market.81 Nevertheless, in the CAR , all but one of the costs are significantly 

higher. The CAR premium calculations also include a significant category, the differential, that reflects 

no apparent cost. 

When adding up the differences in prices, fees and margins as they appear in the two official price 

structures from the two countries, the CAR importer’s additional and arguably unjustified benefit would 

be approximately FCFA160 per litre of gasoline and FCFA185 per litre of diesel. The price structures 

compared in the figure below are from early 2025 but similar differences can be seen in available 

price structures in 2024.82 Based on official import volumes for 2024, the GI-TOC calculated that these 

unjustified costs generated around US$17.5 million in excess profits for CAR importers, almost entirely 

accruing to Neptune Oil as quasi-monopolist, and from its road imports alone. 

Diesel (road) Gasoline (road)

CAR Cameroon CAR Cameroon

Feb 2025 Jan 2025 Feb 2025 Jan 2025

a. 	International reference price 
(per litre)

422.11 355.03 416.83 335.04

b.	 Bonus trader 37.99 18.68 37.51 41.92

c.	 Differential 54.19 n/a 39.51 n/a

d.	 Financial fees 10.55 n/a 10.42 n/a

e.	 Import service fees 63.32 33.63 62.52 33.93

f.	 Importer margin 20 16 20 16

Premium (b+c+d+e+f) 186.05 68.31 169.96 91.85

FIGURE 5 Reference prices and importer premium fees taken from official fuel price 
sources for the CAR and Cameroon (in CFA francs). 
SOURCE: CAR Ministry of Energy, Cameroon’s Hydrocarbons Prices Stabilisation Fund 

Besides these excess profits, Neptune Oil’s non-resident corporate status has significantly obstructed 

the government’s ability to collect taxes on its turnover. Under the general tax law, non-resident 

companies are subject to a 15% withholding tax on turnover, which should be deducted by local fuel 

marketers when making payments to Neptune Oil.83 However, marketers – fearing supply disruptions – 

have refrained from withholding these taxes, leaving the obligation unmet.84 

More than a year after Neptune Oil was awarded the fuel import monopoly, its legal registration remains 

unresolved. On 3 October 2024, the minister of energy stated in writing that the company was in the 

process of being registered as Neptune Oil Supply.85 At the time of writing this report in August 2025, no 

registration had been completed,86 raising serious questions about the role of government authorities 

in enabling such gains.
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Tax losses have also been incurred on Neptune Oil’s imports. According to trade insiders, significant 

volumes of Neptune Oil fuel are exempted from import duties and taxes – around FCFA200 per litre  – 

under the pretext of serving diplomatic missions or bilateral assistance.87 These exemptions are granted 

with the complicity of CAR customs agents in Douala and at border posts,88 allowing commercial fuel to 

enter the CAR untaxed.89 This further inflates profit margins while depriving the state of vital revenue. 

Neptune Oil’s revenue tax avoidance and exemptions have, according to the same international expert, 

greatly contributed to a troubling drop in government fuel revenues90 – from US$41.6 million in 2021 to 

just US$29.5 million in 2024 – this despite a near complete recovery in fuel import volumes.91 

The Russian fuel ‘donation’ 

The origins of Neptune Oil’s fuel supply to the CAR remain opaque. Trade databases and a public 

report show only a handful of shipments, including limited volumes from Côte d’Ivoire’s Société 

Ivoirienne de Raffinage (SIR) refinery and a reference to Swiss trader Augusta Energy routing fuel through 

Kinshasa.92 These documented deliveries represent only a fraction of what Neptune Oil imported in 2024. 

The origins of Neptune Oil’s shipments to Cameroon are much clearer, coming from established 

international traders – but also, notably, from Coral Energy,93 a Singapore-based firm placed under UK 

sanctions in December 2024 for links to the Russian oil sector.94

More recently, Neptune Oil was listed – alongside the CAR’s state fuel depot SOCASP – as the importer 

of trucks moving a controversial 30 000-tonne diesel shipment from Russia in January 2025.95 Initially 

described as a bilateral commercial deal, the transaction was later rebranded a humanitarian donation 

to deflect concerns from Cameroon about potential sanctions violations and illegal fuel diversion into 

its domestic market.96 The ship carrying the fuel was part of Russia’s shadow fleet, sanctioned by the EU, 

US and UK.97 Under seal at the Cameroonian state-owned SONARA depot in Limbe, the shipment was 

eventually released following a visit from the CAR’s energy minister.98 

Despite being publicly framed as a donation, the Russian fuel delivery likely reflects a pattern of 

commercial procurement, with Neptune Oil acting as the government’s agent. According to a source 

familiar with the arrangement, Neptune Oil serves as the government’s shipping agent in fuel transactions 

– handling contracts, sourcing and logistics on its behalf.99 This could mean that the shipment was not a 

one-off gesture of aid, but instead part of a broader strategy to import discounted or unsellable Russian 

fuel through opaque channels. It raises questions about how many similar deliveries may have taken place 

under the radar, disguised as bilateral assistance. 

Although the fuel is state-owned and supposedly sold at regulated prices to fund riverine transport projects, 

the CAR government has been criticized for its lack of transparency regarding financial gains.100 It is unlikely 

that the government truly wants to revive the river campaign, as Kinshasha would be less lenient in allowing 

passage for consignments linked to vessels or entities under Russia-related sanctions.� ■
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Unlicensed importers: A loophole for smuggling
While Neptune Oil and a handful of privileged firms like Petrolex dominate official fuel imports in the CAR, the 

government has also quietly opened the door to a shadow system. In June 2024, two ministerial decisions 

introduced a parallel import regime: any registered business can now bring in fuel, provided that taxes are paid 

and the fuel is sold only in areas without formal petrol stations.101 A separate price structure for such fuel was 

issued in July 2024, and it only sets an importer price, without specifying further costs such as storage, consumer 

VAT or marketer margins.102 The importer price is 70% of the pump price for gasoline and 60% for diesel. 

Interviews with unlicensed importers and anti-fraud agents suggest that this legal framework has become a 

smokescreen for smuggling operations. Much of the fuel imported under this scheme originates in Nigeria, where 

it is illicitly diverted and floated down the Benue River into northern Cameroon.103 From Garoua, Cameroon, 

the fuel is transferred into small tankers or barrels and loaded onto trucks that enter the CAR in commercial 

convoys. Though some smuggling occurs via porous border points, the bulk of smuggled Nigerian fuel enters 

through the official Beloko border post, where a customs officer admitted that false declarations and bribes 

to avoid or reduce tax payments are routine.104 

The rise of a smuggling kingpin

One key figure leading barrel imports is a Nigerian trader known as Laouali.105 He emerged during 

the 2022 fuel crisis, operating a fleet of vehicles and illegal fuel depots in Garoua-Boulaï and 

Beloko – the Cameroonian and Central African sides of the main border crossing – as well as in Bangui’s 

PK5 neighbourhood. Having been issued an exceptional import licence in October 2022, his storage and 

transport operations became notorious after fires broke out at his sites in early 2023.106 And although 

the government banned barrel transport and revoked licences, Laouali reportedly continued to import 

barrel fuel, protected by police escort.107 In March 2023, his depot was raided and 2 000 barrels, each 

225–250 litres, were seized, although only 427 were officially acknowledged.108 Within weeks of the 

seizure, Laouali’s real name began appearing in customs data, this time as an importer of ‘lubricant oil’, 

possibly a cover for continued fuel imports.109� ■

Apart from enabling smuggled Nigerian fuel to enter through formal customs points, the 2024 tax directive 

has also been used to ‘regularize’ fuel seized by the Ministry of Energy’s anti-fraud committee. Reported cases 

concern modest quantities of up to 180 jerrycans (each 25 litres) of fuel smuggled to Bangui across the Oubangui 

River from the DRC.110 Officially, traders can reclaim fuel by paying duties, but an insider says that most payments 

are framed as penalties, not taxes, and the money never reaches the public treasury.111

Roadside checkpoint agents from the same service are similarly exploiting the system. Transporters of other 

goods who carry extra fuel for refuelling along the route regularly pay off officials to avoid sanctions for bringing 

in fuel illegally.112 These extrabudgetary revenues are used to fund the committee’s operations and salaries and 

are shared informally among senior ministry officials, sources claim.113

The anti-fraud committee exists in a legal grey zone, despite its powerful role. Of its 90 listed agents, fewer than 

half are active, and reportedly none hold formal contracts.114 With no transparency or oversight, the committee 

has become another node in a fuel economy where legality, state power and profit intersect.
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Cashing in on confiscated petrol stations 
After handing fuel imports to a proxy company, the government also took control of a significant share of 

distribution through the requisitioning of TAMOIL’s 10 operating petrol stations – seven in Bangui and three in 

the provinces.115 These stations represent roughly half of the CAR’s total fuel retail infrastructure and, according 

to a fuel trade expert, account for the lion’s share of distribution for Neptune Oil’s officially imported fuel.116 Trade 

insiders further attest that confiscated stations also sell fuel sourced from unlicensed importers, this in violation 

of government directives that explicitly prohibit such fuel from entering the formal distribution network. 117 

Control over the requisitioned stations has been divided between two well-connected operators. Four 

TAMOIL stations in Bangui were granted to Prisca Rosaline Mamadou,118 the wife of FACA Chief of Staff 

Zephirin Mamadou, a senior figure and key financer of the ruling MCU party.119 A former budget director at 

the gendarmerie and ex-finance director at the Ministry of Public Security,120 her appointment signals the 

fusion of political, military and economic influence. 

The remaining TAMOIL stations – three in Bangui and three in the provinces – were assigned to Souleymane 

Bassoum,121 a Malian national, reportedly well connected to Bangui’s political and economic elites for 

decades,122 and the owner of Inter-Oil Centrafrique, a company without a valid marketing licence.123 

At confiscated stations, fuel imported at discounted rates – due to Neptune Oil’s tax exemptions and the 

reduced cost of mostly Nigerian fuel – is resold at full pump prices, creating considerable profit margins. For 

the fuel imported by Neptune Oil and sold through confiscated stations, a trade insider claims that profits 

reach approximately FCFA14 million (US$25 000) per 35 000-litre tanker truck, or FCFA400 per litre.124 This 

comes down to the elevated margins referred to above plus all import taxes and duties that are allegedly left 

unpaid. If, therefore, half of Neptune Oil’s imports, meaning roughly 1 200 tankers in 2024, were distributed 

through confiscated stations, and all of this was exempted, it could potentially raise excess profits from 

Neptune Oil imported fuel to over US$30 million. Not knowing the commercial arrangement between Neptune 

Oil and confiscated stations, the division of these profits is unclear. 

Also, profits are reportedly not divided only between Neptune Oil and the private individuals operating 

confiscated stations; a portion is funnelled back to government actors through a scheme involving official fuel 

vouchers. According to government officers and business operators with first-hand knowledge, government 

agencies connected to the Ministry of Energy issue these vouchers primarily to security officers for operational 

needs who redeem them for cash at the confiscated stations.125 Cash payments are, according to the same 

sources, redistributed to high-level officials, including many members of Touadéra’s ruling party.126

Beyond the formal sector, official and smuggled fuel are also channelled through unlicensed vendors and 

clandestine depots that sprang up during the 2022 fuel crisis. GI-TOC identified a handful of underground 

depots in Bangui, erected by unlicensed fuel traders, that mostly serve truckers and streetside vendors. 

Here too, profits are skimmed and 

redistributed in cash payments to the 

complicit authorities who allow these 

black-market operations to thrive, 

economic operators report. 

Motorcycle taxi drivers queue for 
fuel in Bangui. Since the global fuel 
crisis in 2022, the fuel sector has 
come under the grip of criminal 
networks within the state. © Adrienne 
Surprenant/Bloomberg via Getty Images
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Conclusion and 
recommendations

The events that unfolded at Bangui M’Poko International Airport in June 2022 were not an isolated 

incident, but rather a symptom of deeper systemic issues that have since redefined the CAR’s 

fuel economy. What began as a supply shock in the wake of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has 

turned into a complex, highly organized criminalized network in which fuel serves as both a strategic 

asset and an instrument of profit for politically connected actors.

The government’s reaction to the crisis – licensing shadow companies, tolerating trafficking and 

centralizing control through a monopolistic arrangement – has entrenched a parallel fuel market that 

benefits select insiders while depriving the state of much-needed revenue. Armed groups, foreign 

mercenaries and state actors now operate across a blurred spectrum of legality, all benefiting from the 

opacity and informality of the fuel sector.

To address this, a multipronged strategy is needed – one that acknowledges the political economy of 

fuel while at the same time reinforcing accountability, transparency and enforcement capacity. 

	■ The CAR authorities, with the full support of the presidency, should commission an independent 

audit of the country’s fuel supply structure, costs and margins to make necessary adjustments and 

identify potential illegal practices. The audit must include a legal review of import processes, including 

Neptune Oil’s import agreement and tax arrangements. Without correcting inflated premiums and 

irregular tax arrangements, the sector will continue to bleed public resources while lining private 

pockets.
	■ Justice authorities in both the CAR and Cameroon should open investigations into potential criminal 

activities such as smuggling, tax evasion and illicit profiteering within the fuel supply chain to the 

CAR. Addressing these issues is essential to combating corruption and restoring fair market practices.
	■ Customs and anti-fraud authorities must be equipped and professionalized to ensure that they have 

the resources, legal authority and oversight to effectively clamp down on false import reporting, 

bribery and illegal fuel sales in Bangui. Expanding enforcement to underserved border areas is critical 

for preventing smuggling and regularizing fuel supplies to interior regions.
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	■ The CAR government and private partners should revitalize the river transport network to reduce 

reliance on costly overland routes and recover economies of scale. Fuel transported via the Congo 

and Oubangui rivers remains the most cost-effective option and can undercut the dominance of 

expensive and corruption-ridden trucking routes from Cameroon and Nigeria.
	■ Foreign governments must impose sanctions on companies collaborating with sanctioned Russian 

military proxies like the Wagner Group and its successor, Africa Corps. These measures should extend 

to shipping and logistics actors facilitating imports via Russia’s sanctioned shadow fleet. Such actions 

would help curb the entrenchment of geopolitically motivated fuel flows and reduce the militarization 

of supply lines.

Only through transparent oversight, rigorous enforcement and coordinated international support can 

the CAR begin to restore integrity, stabilize fuel prices and ensure that this vital resource serves the 

public and economic interest rather than lining the pockets of the few. 
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