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The announcement this week of an agreement to acquire the remaining 38.5% stake in the Putu iron ore project from 

Afferro Mining Inc. for an initial $65 million, plus a possible $50 million additional future payment once again exposes 

how Liberia is losing billions of revenues in flawed deals while foreign companies cash in on Liberia’s natural 

resources. This time around, the players in the deal plan to use Liberian assets to develop mines in Cameroun to the 

detriment of poor and struggling Liberians.

Monrovia - In a classic tale of robbing Peter to Pay Paul, Russian steelmaker Severstal announced Monday that it had 

agreed to acquire the 38.5% stake in the Liberian iron-ore project from Aim- and TSX-listed Afferro Mining, resulting in the 

steelmaker now holding 100% stake in the project. The report signaled yet another sad chapter in Liberia’s long and dismal 

concession history. But the deal comes at a massive lost to Liberia which will most likely not get a penny in profit or taxes.

Deal suspect from beginning

More importantly, questions are being asked about whether Liberia will even get a share of the tens of millions dollars in 

capital gains tax. Mano River Resources which had access to the project has seen its asset appreciated tremendously in 

the tone of 3.4 billion tons of iron ore. But many are unsure whether the government of Liberia tax auditors will get its fair 

share of the money.

The deal was suspect from the start and is the brainchild of Richard Tolbert, the former Chairman of the National 
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Investment Commission, a member of the Advisory Board of the Mano River Resource, Inc (MRRI), an exploration 

company on the Toronto Stock Exchange whose firm African Aura own 30 percent of the Putu Mining deal in Liberia.

A FrontPageAfrica investigation exposed Mr. Tolbert’s link to Mano in an investigative piece in 2010. At the time of the 

report, Tolbert, in an email to FrontPageAfrica said he had step down from the Mano board because of his position as NIC 

chair but still maintained ties to Mano.

Tolbert ‘had options’

Said Tolbert at the time. “I should as a Liberian have a share but I do not have any now but I still maintain relations with the 

company. Tolbert said in keeping with the charter of the NIC he disclosed his ties to Mano before he took on the post. “I 

have recused myself from the proceedings. Advisor to the company, I had options.”

But according to Section 4.1 Mineral Rights of the Mining Laws of Liberia: No person shall conduct exploration mining or 

operations except in accordance with the mineral rights provisions under this provisions under this law. 4.2: States that the 

following persons or individuals shall not be eligible to be holders of mining licenses:

(a) An individual who is less than eighteen years old.

(b) A person or individual who has been adjudged insolvent or bankrupt during the prior seven years under the laws of 

Liberia., or of any other country, except under a plan of reorganization approved by the courts of Liberia, or of such other 

country and permitted by the laws of Liberia, and with respect to which such person of individual is in compliance.

(c) A person or an individual who is not lawfully qualified to conduct business in the Republic.

(d) An individual who has been convicted of a felony in Liberia or who has been convicted elsewhere of, or has pleaded 

nolo contendere to a crime, the elements of which would constitute a felony in Liberia.

(e) A person whose application does not meet the requirements of this law.

(f) The President of Liberia, the vice president of Liberia, any member of the national legislature, justices of the Supreme 

Court and judges, directors of public corporations during the tenure in office. However, in the event that any of the foregoing 

persons was already a Holder of a Mineral Right prior to assuming the functions of the office, then such person may either 

dispose of such Mineral Right or place such Mineral Right in a Blind Trust.

At the time, Tolbert insisted he was very proud that to be associated with Mano and Putu and was instrumental in keeping 

them in Liberia even after war and destruction.

Said Tolbert: “They’re not only involved in 

minerals but also gold and I feel very proud to 

have a multi-million dollar company doing 

business in Grand Gedeh which will help to 

bring jobs and other benefits to Liberia.”

Tolbert added that he will work to make sure 

that Liberia reaps all of the financial benefits 

deserves from the Mano-Putu operations. It is 

not clear whether Tolbert put his Mineral 

Rights in a Blind Trust prior to becoming head 

of the NIC. Now no longer in government, 
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Tolbert and others are poised to reap millions 

from the sale.

Severstal purchased Mano but Mano later 

changed its name to Affero, making the same 

players relevant to a deal reaping millions 

from Liberia but nothing in the country’s 

coffers.

Liberian Assets to aid Cameroun

Even more troubling for industry experts is the fact that Mano recently acquired mines in Cameroun and as part of their 

capital raising efforts they are now selling all of the Liberian ore assets to use the proceeds for the Cameroun assets. 

Simply put, Affero is invest proceeds of Putu sale into Cameroun mines.

A 2010 FrontPageAfrica report uncovered that both Tolbert and House Speaker Alex Tyler had been heavily involved in 

pushing the interests and ratification of the Putu mining deal and were spotted in Russia recently discussing a deal with 

some investment firms.

At the time, Tolbert admitted that he was in Russia but was there to attend an investment forum while Speaker Tyler was 

attending a parliamentarian forum. The latest discovery adds to a laundry list of concession deals gone bad to the detriment 

of Liberia.

From Firestone to Elelnilto

Dating back to 1926, when Liberia entered into a troubled deal with Firestone, bad concession agreements have denied 

Liberia millions, if not billions of dollars, monies which could be used to improve infrastructures and state-of-the-art 

electricity system.

In 1926 for example, Negotiations between Firestone and the Liberian Government went smooth but after the draft 

concession agreement had been approved by the National Legislature, Firestone suddenly introduced a new clause. This 

so-called Clause K made realization of the agreement dependent on the condition that the Liberian Government would also 

take a $ 5 million loan from his company.

Conditions of this loan were to be exactly the same as the controversial $5 million loan which President Daniel Howard in 

1918 had obtained from the US Government but which had been rejected by the US Congress. In Liberia the 1918 loan 

proposal had aroused many objections since critics feared that it would turn the country in an American administrated 

territory with only nominal political independence.

Firestone’s proposal aroused widespread protests, both inside and outside the country. The internal opposition denied the 

need for another loan. But Firestone insisted that Liberia should take a loan from him. Liberia owed more than one million 

dollars, an enormous amount in those days, to British bankers. Firestone wanted to eliminate this situation that could easily 

become a pretext for the British Government to interfere in Liberian affairs. Also, he wanted some political control over the 

Liberian Government because of the long-term nature of the investment.

Under pressure of the US State Department, the Liberian Government, represented by its Secretary of State Edwin Barclay, 

continued the negotiations which eventually lead to the 1926 Firestone Concession Agreement and two additional 

agreements. Firestone had won. He obtained a one million acre concession for a 99-year period, was granted the exclusive 

rights (!) upon the lands selected, and became - with only few, small, exceptions - exempted of all present and future taxes.
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Thus, Firestone acquired virtually unlimited rights over an area equal to 4 per cent of the country’s territory and nearly 10 

per cent of what was considered the arable land in the country. Moreover, Firestone lent $ 5 million to the Liberian 

Government through a wholly-owned and especially for this purpose created subsidiary, the Finance Corporation of Liberia.

The $5 million Loan put Liberia virtually under control of US administrators and supervisors. An American Financial Advisor 

appointed by the US Government controlled the Republic’s finance and had to approve the country’s budget every year. But 

the most striking and important consequence of this Loan was that the Liberian Government was now forbidden to contract 

new loans without the written consent of the Finance Corporation of America, i.e. Firestone.

Firestone’s obligations were very limited. The Liberian Government, on the other hand, accepted several conditions besides 

the ones just mentioned which turned Liberia de facto into an American protectorate.

The Liberian Government also promised that it would encourage, support or assist the efforts of the Firestone company to 

maintain an adequate labor supply. Firestone had foreseen complications in recruiting laborers and cleverly introduced this 

commitment.

Besides the Firestone deal, a land given to Christian missionaries by President William V.S. Tubman for free has now come 

back to haunt the current government looking for space to build office complex and take some of the government ministries 

and agencies away from the city. Critics have taken the ELWA management to task for failing to develop the area or build 

schools for residents in the area.

The once-sophisticate clinic is one of the worst medical facilities in Liberia to date and an abundance of land no longer 

claimed by the government of Liberia. The lingering controversy finally came to an end last year when Solicitor General M. 

Wilkins Wright declared that the government has withdrawn its case against the West African Broadcasting Association 

(Eternal Love Winning Africa - ELWA).

In addition, the government of Liberia was left salivating when Nigerian Chief Arthur Eze, walked away from an oil block 

sale to Chevron with over $US200 million dollars after his first deposit of $10,000 check for initial filings bounced. Eze’s 

Oranto Oil held the block for years and lacked both the capital or the expertise to drill for oil.

In 2005, Oranto Oil Company signed a deal with the Liberian government to drill off shore oil on the Liberian waters, but 

sold its share of 70% Chevron, an American Oil Company for more than US$250 million, an amount that Liberia only 

received US$15 million in taxes.

Interestingly, Oranto had its first check of US$10,000 bounced after Liberia gave them free oil blocks. “This company later 

sold the oil blocks to Chevron US$250 million and paid US$15 million in taxes and left Liberia with very little to show.”

No capital, no expertise

Then there is the case of Broadway and Block 13. Purchased more than five years ago a makeshift company, Broadway, 

with some local Liberian involvement struck gold with the purchase of block 13 oil block on Liberia’s off shore market.

Five years later, that company Broadway, after borrowing over 50 Million Dollars using block 13 as leverage is still no closer 

to drilling for oil and is on the verge of “selling” the block to a Canadian company whose cash and equivalents for year 

December 31, 2010 was listed at only $37,403.00 Canadian Dollars.

The block is currently in dispute with the American firm Exxon Mobil the latest entering the picture. The block is surrounded 

by 11, 12 and 14 owned by another American firm, Chevron. 

A Russian firm Gazprom is heavily interested but Liberia is unwilling to have a Russian firm in the middle of oil blocks 
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owned by Americans. Like Severstal, Broadway held the block for five years but lacked the capital or the expertise to drill 

for oil.

More recently, a makeshift firm, Elelnilto Mineral walked away with over US$50 Million after sitting on the coveted and 

lucrative Western Cluster in Liberia lacking both expertise and financial resources to explore.

In the end, Sesa Goa, a subsidiary of Vedanta Resources, agreed to buy 51% stake in an all-cash US$90 million dollars 

deal which was once labeled by the United Nations Panel of Experts as ‘problematic’.

With so many of Liberia’s rich deposits being sold away for little or less, many are not expressing fears that like the 

Firestone agreement of ’26, the flawed ELWA land saga, the Elenilto Mineral deal and the Oranto sale to Chevron, 

Liberians will continue to endure poverty and neglect while getting little in return for it rich natural resources.
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