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e has beenjailed, threatened and blacklisted by
African authorities for his work. Yet. to date. no obstacle

has proven big enough to stop Belgian director and
writer Thierry Michel from contributing to what the Democratic
Republic of Congo possibly needs most as a post-coloniai,
independent nation: an extensive audiovisual archive chroniciing
the count4r's turbulent past and present. In a region that for too
long has been devoid of historical archives, this quiet,
charismatic man holds near-legendary status among locals.

The fancy Brussels hotel bar where we meet to discuss
Michel's latest documentaty, Katanga Business (released in
April), is a far cry from the red plains, dusty villages artd exotic

territories he has explored with his camera for more than 30 jears.

In the course of his award-winning career, he has put the
spotlight on armed humanitarian aid in Somalia, Africa's
colonial heritage and the socio-cultural role of the Congo River.

Most famously perhaps, Michel is the author of an intimate
three-part film portrait of dictator Joseph-Désiré Mobutu,

Katanga no_w faces a re_al chance
to re_volutionise the way the mining
businëês is fùn

following his fa-ll from grace after a three-decade long reign of
the country that was then known as Zatre. Released rn 1999,

pirate copies of this 'Shakespearean tragedy" continue to
circulate widely around DRC, according to loca1 media reports.

But despite the critical nature of his work, Michel says his
aim is "not to judge but to challenge and confront".

Wilh' Katanga Business, the 56-year-old lValloon ventures
into new territory. While his previous films have focused
more on socio-political topics, this new documentary looks
at the "uncompromising economic war" being waged between

European, American and Chinese businesses as they compete

for multimillion dollar mining contracts in Katanga, one of the

most mineral-rich provinces in DRC.

Michel explains his choice of subject was influenced partly by
his upbringing in the Walloon city of Charleroi, a once-important
industrial hub for coal and steel production that now struggles
with unemployment and impoverishment.

"My grandfather was a miner, so I became familiar with the
workers'culture and developed a strong social conscience," he

says. "The region is known as the Pays Noir [Black Country] and
I acquired a fascination for the raw landscape and people's faces
marked by deep wrinkles and years spent working underground.
The other thing that marked me was to see the decline of a

world as factories shut down and lives were shattered."

ê Thierry Michel's
latest lilm is set
in Katanga, one of
DRC's most mineral-
dch provlnces
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Unlike in Charleroi, the mines of Katanga continue to thrive.
From cobalt and copper to diamonds and radium, the south-
eastern region is a veritable investor's paradise. However,

despite these vast natural resources, widespread corruption and

fraud, alongside a lack of organisation and limited investment,
have kept the people extremely poor, its infrastructures basic

and its public services very limited.
"Under Mobutu, the mines in Katanga were nationalised

and run by the state-owned flrm Gécamines, which quickly
sank into corruption and drove the business to the brink of
bankruptcy," says Michel. "ln the aftermath of his reign, the
trade was privatised again, junior comparies popped up and,
most importantly, renegades keen to make a quick profit started
to infiltrate the market to sell off and export raw minerals
iilicitly. So you have the official sector, in which Western and
Asian multinationals use industrial mining methods and bring
in their own workers, and the informa-1, artisanal sector where
miners excavate and dig for minerals with their hands in a
totally unregulated setting.

"lt's a battle fought between big multinational companies
from competing continents and emerging economies, as well as

a social war for Africans who witness how the profits from their
forefathers' land benefit everyone except themselves. Of course,
there are also enormous environmental damages because
the big manufacturing plants deforest large chunks of land,
although this is an aspect I haven't concentrated on yet."

Katanga Business, which Michel describes as "an economic-
political thriller based on socia-l violence", shows the "many
actors involved in the region's drama as everyone tries to get

a piece of the cheese".

Among these figures are the industrial
Belgian patriarch George Forrest, whose
family mine employs around 80,000
workers: Paul Fortin. a Canadian hired
by the World Bank and the
Congolese government to
save the ailing Gécamines;
and Chinese state interests
represented by Mr Min, nicknamed
"the nine-billion dollar marr" in
reference to the investment deal

O Left: Large
chunks of land are
stripped of trees to
make way for mines;
Right: Paul Fortin
and Mr Min are big
players in DRC's
mining sector

O Moi'se Katumbi
Chapwe is seen as
a local hero when it
comes to regulating
the mining trade

THIERRY MTCHEL I GREEN,

I .r été emprisorrné. il a subi clcs menaces et les
alr-ltorités :rfricaines lbnt mis sllr utle liste noire.
Mais juscp-r'à présent aucurr obstilcle ne s'est avéré

insurmontable pour empêcher le rtl;rlisateur et scénariste llelge
Thierr-i Michel de poursuivre son trai'ail. Par ses reportages.
il coutribuc inlatssablement il donni:r à 1:r République
Démocratrcl:e c1u Congo ce dont elle a sans doute le plr:s
besoin en tart qLle neltiôn post color-Lia1c ct inclépendante:une
abondance cl'irrchir.cs :rrrcliovisueIles s'irt ta.rcharnt ai sr-rivr e la
chroniclne mouvemcntéc clc son histoir-e passec ct l)reselrle.
I)ans unc ltlgion clni a e1e (lLrrar.rt trop iongtemps clepottrr,'tte cle

ses zlrchivrs histoliclr-res, ccl hornmc culnrc ct ch:rlismatiquc a

accluis r-iu statut cle cluersi légende aupt-È's clc l:t popr.rlation locale.

l,e bal cle l'hotel chic cl:rns lecylrel lroLls fr\orts lcrtcotrtré le
rcalisaler-rr a Brurc:}lcs, lloLtr nous cntrcttr.ilr (it so1l clerltler
docnmentair-c. K:ilarrgzr Busirress (sot'tic crt .{r ril1. csL aux
antipocles des étenclr-res cle plerit-res roLlgcs. cLcs r ill:rgcs

l)ôilSs.' eLrX ' l rl( s'r lrilOifcs rXrrlirrl,,'<,1't . , '1 1"1' s it\ec SA

cami'r'a clurant plus de 30 als.
Au cours de sa brillantc c:rrrièt-e. Nlicircl a l:rit li'L lr-tmrère sr-tr

1'aiclc hum:rnitairr :rrmce cn Som:rlir:. I'hcntiLqt color-ri:rl c1c

lAlr-icluc et le rôle socio cnltrLrcl clu fleuvc Congo. Ce'qui lui a
s:rns cioule valu s:r plus grancle rcnon'rn.lee t'st cc portrarit dt-t

clictateur .,loscph-Desir-é N4ollutu. t-Lrt fllin i nl irti,*Lc erl trois
volets. réaiisé aprcs la clisgriice clr-r ciirigeant ir lrL snjte cl'un

iong règne cli: trois di.cennies. sLlr rln llar\ s :Llors c:onnLl sous le
rron c1c Z:LTre . Diffr-rsée cn 1c199. cetlc tragÉ(lie shakcspearienne'
a largenrenl cont.inrlé ri circuler en I?DC sous tbrnre cie copies
piratcs, c'cst cn tout cas ce clu'aittestent les 1re(li.l locaux.

'i'ou1t:liris, rnarlgri: 1a nalnre ct-iticlue cle son trarvlril. Michel
confirmc clllir'so1.l but "n'est pas cic jugcr Irtais bien cie lancer
des cléhs et cle confronler les situ:rtiot'ts'.

;\r,ec liatanga Ilusrncss. ce Weilion de 5(r :rns s'lrventllre
cli:rns ttn llouveall terriioire. Alors que ses films precédc'nts

toLirnalient pllrs illrtoLlr clo snjcLs sclcio-politiclr-res. ce l.louveau

docL.tmentarire erztminc "i:r gLrerre cconorriiciue implacable" que
sont cn train cle se 1àire les honlnes d'affaircs curopi:ens,
amr:ricains et chinois, toLls concurrents ciallts Ia course erux

cortr.rts clui sc chiffrerrt en plusicurs milùons cle dollars clans
lcs mines ch-r Katang:r. l'une clcs provinces les pJus richcs cn
minerais clc la RDC.

Lc choix dc son sr-r.1cL, comrrre lc dit Michel, a irte en partie

influencé par son i:n{àncc dans la ville- de Charrleroi. en

Wallonie. antrefirrs un inport:u.rt næucl industriei de la
produciron clr-r charbon ct cle l'acier. qui se bat aujolrrd'ht-ti
(() rlrc l' clrIlnirg. cl lir l)tLtl)f'risalinrl.

"Mon grarncl-pèr'e était raineur', j'ari clorrc gralndi baigné dans

la culture rLes Treivaillt:ur-s t: t j ai accluis uue lirrte colrscicncc
sociale." cléclalc-1-il. "'La région est connue cotltlre le Pays Noir
ct j'ai clér,cloppé une lascination poi-rr les pal,sages rucles et les
visages clcs gclts m:rr-ques p:rr cles rides profondes, par lcs
années de labcur sorrs tcrrc. l,rr"rc itlrtrc chose m'a également
nlarclLle. c cst 1c cléclin c1'un mondc arrec la fermeture des

r:sines ct e'-n corollairc cle s vies blisées." Ohe strikes with Fortin. But Katansa's O
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O true hope comes in the shape ofthe province's governor and
local hero, Moïse Katumbi Chapwe, in offrce since February
20O7. Barely 45, this charismatic politician, who also owns the
local football c1ub, TP Mazembe, embodies a new generation of
leadership, one that could help the region to emancipate itself
on the back of the current industrial revolution.

"Moise is a visionary businessman who understands his
peopie," says Michel. "The province now faces a real chance

to revolutionise the way in which the mining business is run,
to establish rules and norms to regulate the trade, arrd to help
locals fina11y become self-sufficient and live off their land
thanks to high-tech equipment."

Whi\e Katanga Business has only just hit the screens in
Belgium, Michel is a-lready busy working on his next project,
a tour across Asia, including Tibet. When told that Chinese
officials have once again shut the borders to foreigners, he
laughs: "l guess I don't like the easy path." O

Een man van het volk
Temijl anderen omstreden onderwerpen verbloemen, blijft
documentaire{ilmmaker Thierry Michel graven om de waarheid bloot
te leggen. Zo wierp hij zijn licht op gewapende humanitaire hulp in
Somalië, de koloniale erfenis van Afrika en de socioculturele rol van
de Congorivier. Hij is ook de regisseur van een intiem portret van
Joseph-Désiré Mobutu nadat die uit de gratie raakte in het land dat
toen nog Zaire werd. genoemd. Vm de in 1999 uitgegeven film
zouden in de Democratische Republiek Congo heel wat illegale
LnniaÂn nirar'l-.--

Wat Michel hiermee wil bereiken? "lk wil niet oordelen, maar wel
uitdagen en confronteren. ik ben geboeid door de manier waarop de
geschiedenis in cycli ontrafelt, en ik wil dat geheugenverlies tegengaan".

Zijn nieuwe documentaire Katanga Business bestudeert de
"onverzettelijke economische oorlog" die wordt uitgevochten tussen
Europese, Amerikaalse en Chinese bedrijven die wedijveren om een
mijnbouwcontract in Katanga, een van de meest mineraalrijke
Congolese provincies. "Het is een strijd tussen multinationals uit
concurrerende continenten en opkomende economische machten,
maar ook een sociale oorlog voor Afrikanen die nu moeten toeziep
hoe iedereen behalve zij meedelen in de winsten uit het land van
hun vooruaderen", vertelt Michel. Hij omschrijft zijn film als "een
economisch-politieke thriller gebaseerd op sociaal geweld".

Maar er is hoop voor Katanga, en dan wel in de vorm van
gouverneur Moise Katumbi Chapwe. Deze charismatische politicus
belichamt een nieuwe generatie leiders die de streek kunnen
helpen in haar emancipatieproces. "Moise is een visionaire
zakenman die zijn volk begrijpt", licht Michel toe. "De provincie
krijgt nu een mooie kans om vermdering te brengen in de manier
waæop de mijnbouw wordt beheerd."

Michel is ondertussen druk bezig met een nieuw project, een reis
doorheen Azië en ook Tibet. Wanneer we hem vertellen dat China
maar weer eens heeft besloten de grenzen te sluiten voor
vreemdelingen lacht hij: "Tja, ik maak het mezelf graag moeilijk!"

ê Katanga
Basiness portrays
the struggle and
inequality faced
by local miners
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O A la clii'fér'ence de Clirarleroi. 1es lnines c1r-r Kut:rrrgzr

continuenL zi tournt"r. Dri cobal't ::rtr cuivre et cLes cliamants au
raclium. lc sud'cst de lar région représenle un verir:rble paraclis
pour 1e s inrrestisseurs. Néanmoins. ceite i:bonclancr
de richesses naturelles n'a réussj c1u'à c1é'boucher sur Ia

colruption et la liarudc gérréralisôes, arllant c1e concert âvec Lln

mâr-lcllle clbrg:l'risatiot't et cles investissements lintités. Resr-tltat :

la population vit toujor-us clans nn éLat d'extren-te panrrreté. les
infrastrLlctLlrcs sont niclirnenteriles et 1es sen'ices publics
nâr'ti, rrliôr,'11..rrt rndrrit c

"Sous \4obutLr. les mines ciu Iiatangzr éterient narionalisees
r I *r'tF, : pirr Ilr tInrr L,cr rrrTr,rr' s. prnp|ir't,; rl- lLiAt. rlUr r
rapidement bascr-r1é clans la corruptron ct coitcluit 1't ntrcprtst
:ru bord de la fajllite.' poursr:it N{ichcl. Dans la pét-iode clui a

suili son r-cgnc, 1e r,)nrntr-rcc a 11e nouveau étc privertisé. On a
irssistô à l'arrir,ée de nor-rve1les jr:urrts cornltatgtrics et. fait
rmpo|tant. cles renégzlts sorrcierrr:r cic l:ii|e |apiclement cir-r prOItt

or.rt commencé :i inhltrer le malchrl porrl rcvcnclre et exporter
illiciternent des minerais br-uts. \'or-rs avez clonr: d'un côti. lt:
srclcrrif ofllcicl. clarns lecluei les n')LltinaLion:rles occidenlales et

arsieLticlucs lrlilisrnt L'ur-s rt'icthoclcs ci rsploitirt:ion et:rpportel-li
lcnr propre main d'ceur.re. et cit lalitt'e. 1e' secteur iutornrel,
artiseual oit les mineltrs exca\:e1]t ei ( r-arlstnl a ia m:titl. cl:rns

r:n inrljeu totalement nou régr-tlc.

Une bataille est en train cl'être 1i"r'ec ititltLri:1cs ql-osscs

compaguies rnr,ritinaiticlnales. en tr( L " ll L i ll L ll I \ L L,llr Llrrents

el les économics émergeantes, sur' lirncL c'qiLlt't.ni:nt cle guet're

sociale 1:our les Africains clui assistt't'tt :rLr piirlrqe des profits
géneres par ia terre cle leurs ancêtres. cL cioi.t'r louL le tnonde
ben(:ficie sauf e ttx. En r)r.rtre, on cicplole cl ttttrt'ncs rlégâts

envirorrnement:rnr suite à ln déforestation Par' lr'''q qrosscs

inclustries cle pans entiers de tcrrain, bJtn c1r-rr'ctla:trit r-rn

a.rspect sur 1ec1ue1 je ne rne suis pÉ1s erlrc:orc corlpli'tcrnt Lrr prnc hr'."

Katanga Busrrrcss, clue Michel ciécrit conrnr' r-rr.r thnllcr
économico-politiclrLc' basé sur la. r'iolencc soci:ric . nlonire
''l'eusernble des :rctcnrs impliclués dans k: cii'lLnrt clc la r'égion.

tanclis clue chacun teute dc' grappiller sa p.rrt clrr lrr-rLirr".

Pz,Lrmi ccs clerniers. on recense le patriarche indlrstliel belge

Gc'orge Folrest, clont l:r mine f:rrlili:rle ernplore cniiron B[J 000
trarrtrilleuls : Paul Foltirr, un Czrnzrclicn er.lqirsé Pilr 1a Llarnciue

N4oncliale et le qoLlr'ernernent congoleris clui '.en1e de serur,er

l?rgonisarte Géc:rmrnes : et les intérêts cle lEtirr chilrois rcl)réscntes

par Ni. N4irr, sumommé "1'homme aux ni:uf mjlliarcls cle clollars"
en référence à l accord d'invcstissement conclrr :rr,-er: Fortirr.

N4ais le réel cspoir du l(atanga se clessjt-rc sor-rs ia forme du
gou\iernelrr clc la province, cgelcnrcnr le helo: lor.rl. \Loïse Katumbi
Chapri'c. cn fonction clepuis fevrrcr lU{it. ,\ pLrltf .rsé cle -15 ans.
lo politit i|n , lr.riisntirtiqtt, . qui c:t ;rrt::i pt,,Dr i. t,'i , ,rrr r irrlr lon;rl

clc football TP Milzembe, incetrirc une nouvclic gcnération de

g-oLlverrLlnce. c1e cellc clui yroltrraiL :rider la région ii s enrirnr iper
c.lans ie contexte dc cctLc Lérrolutiott inc|,tstlierlie elt cottrs.

"Moise est un homme d'affaires i'isionnirire cllti compr-end

son peuple.' exlllique NIichel. "Lar province. tst i\ pt'ésent ferce

ai une rée lit- chance cic r-ér.olutionne r 1a iacon clont I'actir itc
minière est gérée. en établissant des règles et cles normcs de

r'égulertron cle sor-r comnerce, et en aiclant enfin les populertions

locailes er cle\r1rir autosutflserntes et :i."'ir,re dLt revenli cle ielirs
riciresses nalurclles grâce à clcs éclurperrer-rts de pointe."

I{atmga Business \.ient jr.iste cl ètre diflLsé sur les écrals et <lejir

X4ichcl trar,aille à son prochairr pr-ojet, un tour tlt{sic. \' , ( 'tnpris aLl

Tibet. Lorscltt'il a appris cge Les o{ïcir:ls chinois avaient à r'rouveaLr

fermé les frontières aur visitcu.r-s etLtLnger:. il s e:t escl:i11è : "ll
1àut croire cluc.jc n iLimc pas prenclrc le chemin lc pins sirnple." O


