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Foreword 

In the last few years, important and potentially far-reaching political and 
economic changes have begun to occur on the African continent. Demands 
for more accountable forms of governance have resulted in the liberalization 
of political systems and in the establishment of democratic rule in an in-
creasing number of countries. Moreover, the economic reforms that a large 
number of countries have implemented in the course of the last decade have 
also started to yield encouraging results. Indeed, for the first time in over a 
decade, Africa now seems to be on the verge of achieving sustained rates of 
economic growth that exceed population growth rates. 

These important developments, as well as the momentous changes that 
are taking place on the global scene—and which have had, and will 
continue to have, far-reaching ramifications for the continent—call for a 
rethinking of the relations between Africa and its development partners. It 
was thus with great pleasure that the African Development Bank agreed to 
host the seminar on the theme “Towards a New Partnership for African 
Development”, as part of the on-going efforts of the Government of Sweden 
to re-examine its development partnership with Africa. 

The seminar provided an opportunity for a frank and open exploration 
of the relations between Africa and its partners in general, and between 
Africa and Sweden, in particular. Quite a large number of interesting papers 
covering a wide range of topics was presented. These have now been col-
lected in this volume and are being published jointly by the Nordic Africa 
Institute and the Bank’s African Development Institute to make them more 
widely available. 

As the reader will note from the papers and the synthesis prepared by 
the editors of the volume, the seminar reached consensus on a number of 
key concepts and ideas. These are viewed as critical for forging a new and a 
more equitable relation between African countries and their development 
partners. I believe that the ideas set forth in this volume will receive wide 
support from Africans and their development partners. 
For its part, the African Development Bank, with the support of its regional 
and non-regional shareholders, will continue its efforts to bolster the 
economies of African countries to enable them to play a more dynamic role 
in an increasingly interdependent global economy. In this endeavour, the 
Bank will take on board a number of the ideas and proposals advanced in 
this volume, as they have the potential for enhancing the effectiveness of its 
development efforts 

Omar Kabbaj 
President, African Development Bank 
Abidjan, April 1997 



Foreword 

Africa is entering a new phase. It is leaving its post-colonial history behind 
and a new generation is taking responsibility for the future. Africa is not 
uniform and violent conflict is ravaging the lives of millions of people. But 
new opportunities are created by a much more open political and economic 
climate in many countries across the continent. It is there for anybody who 
cares to see. 

African societies are acutely aware of the choices they face. But does the 
outside world see them? What are the responses of Africa’s partners to the 
changes that the African societies are pursuing? Clearly, the past approaches 
have reached the limits of their usefulness—to put it politely.  

Now that the cold war and post-colonial interest in Africa are gone, what 
could be a really useful framework for political dialogue? Now that many 
countries are again showing substantial economic growth, what is required 
to sustain and increase that growth, make it really change the life opportuni-
ties of the poor and relink emerging African business with the international 
economy? How can aid dependency be broken, the structural adjustment 
programmes be superseded, and sustainable modes of international co-
operation for Africa’s development be shaped? 

Africa’s friends and partners are grappling with these issues, but a co-
herent and broadly shared response has not yet been formed, which is 
hardly surprising. This time around, the response cannot come from Africa’s 
partners alone. This time, the response must intrinsically build on the ac-
tions taken and answers given by African societies. More than ever, Africa’s 
friends and partners need to listen and reflect on what is actually being said 
and done in Africa. 

The liberation of Africans is primarily a task for Africans themselves. 
Africans must become the subjects of their own destiny, not the objects of 
somebody else’s design. It is evidence of the flawed nature of much of the 
world’s relations with Africa that these obvious political premises need to be 
recalled. We should be aware, however, that this powerful insight may well 
be misused and perverted into “Let the Africans solve their own problems!” 
It then becomes a cover-up for disengagement. And many in the North 
would be only too happy to disengage. 

But if we remain committed, we must from this premise of who actually 
should wield the power over development choices draw conclusions in 
favour of engaged cooperation. A new partnership can be shaped with a 
sovereign, increasingly self-reliant and democratic Africa. In order to suc-
ceed it can only be built on trust and shared values. Countries which take 
responsibility for the public good have a right to claim their share of what 
the world owes Africa—and the international community’s own long term 
interests.  
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Ideas of this kind have been advocated by many Africans. They inspired 
the Swedish Government to reassess its overall Africa policy. With the help 
of a special 1997 “listening” exercise—Partnership Africa—the Swedish 
Government will ask the Swedish Parliament for a mandate to guide our 
policy into the next century. One important event in this attempt was a 
seminar that was arranged by the Nordic Africa Institute and the African 
Development Bank in collaboration which took place in Abidjan, 20–21 
January 1997. You hold some of the results in your hand. 

The seminar was a very valuable opportunity to listen in on the African 
debate today. As seminars go, I found the mode of discussion exceptionally 
creative. The papers and the summaries speak for themselves. Among the 
many conclusions that could be drawn, I found some new perspectives on 
the idea of partnership particularly inspiring . 

To achieve a new partnership we must look at it both from its qualitative 
aspects and from its more technical aspects, the modalities. To summarise, 
partnership quality should perhaps involve the following seven characteris-
tics: 
1. A subject-to-subject attitude. There is need for a real change of attitude. 
2. Being explicit about values. You cannot engage in a partnership without 

sharing values and sincerity in the relationship is particularly impor-
tant—a major element that has certainly often been lacking. 

3. Transparency in interests. Even if interests diverge—and interests may con-
flict without that necessarily being something malevolent—one can strike 
deals and find common ground. In a partnership, negotiations are best 
made when interests are placed squarely on the table. 

4. Clear standards. The new contractual relationship should focus on the criti-
cal factors for success, and avoid the plethora of conditionalities that now 
bedevil the politics of cooperation.  

5. Stick to the agreements. The reverse side of clear contractual standards is 
that they must be upheld by both parties. Backtracking by the African 
partner must not be dealt with by misplaced acceptance. If real problems 
arise, they should be faced jointly, but there should be no room for an 
essentially paternalistic and humiliating attitude in the face of unwarrant-
ed backtracking on an agreement. 

6. Equality of capacity. In entering a fair contract, both parties need to be in 
equal command of all the issues included in the contract. The aid relation-
ship may be inherently unequal—one has money, the other does not—but 
you can have and essentially must have equality in terms of the capacity 
to analyse and judge the terms of a contract. In a development partner-
ship, that capacity has to be broadly exercised in society. 
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7. A code of conduct. Perhaps the qualitative aspects should be made more 
explicit in order to provide a basis for and further develop the modalities 
of partnership. 

Wherever we take the ideas of a new partnership from here, the discussion 
at Abidjan showed that the trust that goes into a partnership must be sup-
ported by African societies continuing down the road of creating stronger 
democratic cultures and Africa’s partners making new efforts at creating a 
global environment where real integration can take place. 

The discussion at Abidjan also showed how valuable a cross-border ex-
change is between those who are engaged in their debates at home. An open 
debate between African societies is still not a daily event. Many participants 
shared the desire for more active networking across Africa.  

I hope the reader will be as inspired as we were by the debate at this 
seminar—and will be as convinced that Africa really is entering a new 
phase. 

Sincere thanks are due to the African Development Bank and to the 
Nordic Africa Institute—and, most of all, to each and every participant at 
the Abidjan seminar. 

Mats Karlsson 
State Secretary, Ministry for Foreign Affairs, 
Stockholm, April 1997 
 



Towards a New Partnership for African 
Development—An Introductory Synthesis  

Henock Kifle, Adebayo O. Olukoshi and Lennart Wohlgemuth 

INTRODUCTION 

A two-day seminar on the theme Towards a New Partnership for African Devel-
opment was held in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire 20–21 January, 1997. The seminar 
was organized, at the request of the government of Sweden, by the Nordic 
Africa Institute (NAI) and the African Development Institute (ADI) of the 
African Development Bank.  

The seminar was organized as part of the effort by the government of 
Sweden to (re)-examine its relations with the countries of Africa with a view 
to placing them on a more equal and sustainable basis. As such, the broad 
goal of the seminar was to critically re-examine the relations between Africa 
and the rest of the world in general and between Africa and Sweden in par-
ticular, in the context of the major changes that have taken place on the 
global and regional scenes over the last decade with a view to sketch out the 
main elements that could form the basis for a new partnership for develop-
ment. 

The seminar was attended by scholars, government officials, and civil 
society activists from many sub-Saharan African countries, officials of the 
government of Sweden and the other Nordic countries, researchers from the 
Nordic Africa Institute, as well as officials and staff from the African 
Development Bank. (See Annex for the list of participants). It provided par-
ticipants with an opportunity to discuss and debate a wide range of issues 
on the development challenges facing the African continent as well as those 
centring on the relationship between Africa and its development partners.  

The seminar was organized around five major themes: 
– Africa’s Development Challenge in a Changing Global and Regional Envi-

ronment; 
– Relations between Africa and Sweden—Case Studies; 
– Democracy, Governance, and Popular Participation—What Role for 

Donors?; 
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– Economic Liberalization, Growth and Poverty Alleviation—New Policies 
for the Post-Structural Adjustment Period; and 

– Reducing Africa’s Aid Dependency and Marginalization—Policies for 
Domestic Resource Mobilization and Capacity Building. 

This synthesis of the seminar proceedings seeks to present a broad overview 
of the major ideas and proposals that emerged in the course of the two days 
of debate and discussion that took place in Abidjan. While the synthesis can 
never do justice to the richness of the discussions that were held, we have, 
nonetheless, made an effort to capture, as faithfully as possible, the broad 
thrust of the debates and analyses that dominated the seminar. An im-
portant feature of the seminar was, indeed, the broad convergence of views 
on the need for and desirability of a new set of post-cold war and post-struc-
tural adjustment policies that could underpin relations between Africa and 
its development partners. There was also a broad convergence on the main 
elements that should constitute the basis for the new relationship.  

Our synthesis of the issues raised at the Abidjan meeting is organized as 
follows: Following this introductory section, we present the main features of 
the changing global and regional environment within which the quest for a 
new partnership is being pursued. After this we identify the main elements 
of what participants believed should constitute the new partnership. 
Thereafter, we indicate some of the specific areas of partnership—support 
for the democratization process, sustainable development and poverty alle-
viation, gender etc.—that participants felt should be at the heart of the new 
partnership. In concluding the synthesis, we reiterate the hope expressed by 
many participants in the closing session of the Abidjan meeting, that 
Sweden will take advantage of the opportunity provided by its decision to 
open discussions about a new partnership with Africa to set new, high stan-
dards for development cooperation which other donors could emulate. 

THE CHANGING GLOBAL AND REGIONAL SETTING 

Participants took note of the fact that the quest for a new partnership be-
tween Africa and its development partners is occurring in a rapidly chang-
ing global and regional setting. A number of salient features of this 
changing setting stand out. 

On the global scene, the end of the cold war and the exigencies which it 
had spawned would, on the face of things at least, appear to have reduced 
the geo-political importance of Africa to the great powers. In the wake of the 
disappearance of the great East-West divide, new political and economic 
groupings are being created, with the Africa region seemingly being left out 
or left to its devises. Sweden itself has been affected by these changes, as it 
has now become a member of the European Union, with all of the attendant 
obligations and responsibilities which membership carries.  
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Another fall-out of the new post-cold war political configuration would 
appear to be a lessening of support for multilateralism and for global co-
operation. Participants noted the danger that this poses for international co-
operation and solidarity on a wide range of issues—from conflict resolution 
to ensuring environmental sustainability. Some participants, noting the in-
creased pace of globalization and interdependence in the contemporary 
world, made a vigorous case for embracing the notion of global citizenship, 
with all the rights, responsibilities, and duties that go with it. While such a 
notion may appear idealistic at present, it could well be the foundation for 
global survival in the long run.  

The post-cold war period has also witnessed an acceleration of the glob-
alization of production and trade. The official statistics would seem to sug-
gest that Africa is a marginal player in this process. Indeed, from all avail-
able evidence, the share of Africa in global output, trade, and in interna-
tional capital flows has declined in the last decade. But while these devel-
opments must necessarily be a cause for concern, participants rejected the 
Afro-pessimism that it has spawned in some quarters. Despite the hardships 
that many African countries face, participants noted that the peoples of 
Africa have shown tremendous resilience, and have managed to carve out 
new strategies for their survival and livelihood. These need to be fully taken 
into account in all assessments of the region’s future prospects. 

Participants noted the momentous political changes that have taken 
place in Africa since the late 1980s. There was general agreement that these 
changes signal the dawn of a new era in African politics and provide a con-
text which, if carefully nurtured, could be conducive to a new partnership 
between Africa and its development cooperation partners. The challenge 
ahead is for African countries to move beyond the formal structures of elec-
toral democracy towards the construction of a just and sustainable social 
contract that takes full cognisance of the political and economic aspirations 
of all citizens. The impressive stride that has been made towards political 
liberalization and democracy by over thirty countries in the region in the 
last decade is indeed a cause for optimism about the future.  

As to the economic prospects of the continent, participants noted that a 
decade and a half of structural adjustment has unleashed changes in the 
economies of the continent, irrespective of whether the market reforms were 
successfully implemented or not. The economies of African countries are to-
day much different than a decade back, with the state having withdrawn 
from the dominant place it traditionally occupied, and economic liberaliza-
tion measures having been implemented in many countries. Nonetheless, 
the case was made for a balancing of the need for economic rationality with 
the maximization of the welfare of the citizenry. It was noted that the satis-
faction of the formal conditions for a market economy is not a guarantee that 
socially sustainable growth will be delivered in the long-term. Markets can 
be “captured” and the benefits of economic growth could easily accrue to a 
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small elite, rather than being broadly shared. The new economic foundation 
on which Africa’s development will be built should, therefore, take account 
of the requirements for growth, equity and transparency as part of a com-
prehensive package. 

ELEMENTS OF A NEW PARTNERSHIP FOR AFRICAN DEVELOPMENT 

Following the period of independence around the 1960s, Africa’s relation-
ship with the donor community witnessed a gradual expansion. During the 
1960s and 1970s, the relationship was largely project based; with the intro-
duction of stabilization and structural adjustment programmes in the 1980s, 
and the array of conditionalities that went with them, the aid relationship 
assumed broader dimensions. Today, the language of development co-
operation includes concepts such as ‘good governance’, ‘ownership’, etc. 
which underlines the ever-expanding boundaries of the aid relationship. 
However, despite the expansion of the relations between African countries 
and their development partners, the relationship is not one between equals 
and there is profound dissatisfaction on all sides with aid dependence and 
ineffectiveness. In this regard, participants noted that the wide disparity 
which exists between current notions of “ownership of the development 
process” and the actual practices in the field which negate local ownership, 
reproduce dependence and weaken aid effectiveness needs to be drastically 
bridged as part of the construction of a new partnership.  

Participants agreed that the starting point of any new partnership be-
tween Africa and Sweden must be the recognition that Africans should nec-
essarily be the subject of their own history and destiny. The relationship be-
tween Africa and the outside world must, therefore, be a subject-subject 
relationship and not a subject-object relationship. This is fundamental to the 
long-term prospect for the sustainability of a new partnership.  

Although efforts must be made towards re-defining the current relations 
into a new partnership for development, participants were, nonetheless, 
aware that as long as African countries relied heavily on external assistance 
for their development, the relationship would necessarily reflect the existing 
power equation. The issue for the foreseeable future is, thus how to qualita-
tively transform the imperatives towards dependence in a manner that per-
mits equality to be fostered in all relations as, for example, in the negotia-
tion, design, implementation and evaluation of aid. Participants argued that 
despite the current situation of aid dependence, a number of measures could 
still be taken to change the donor-recipient relationship into a more equal 
partnership.  

A more equal relationship will require that Africa’s partners agree to 
embrace the full ramifications of what “local ownership of the development 
process” entails. While it is increasingly recognized that sustainable devel-
opment implies that African countries become the initiators and implemen-
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tors of their own development projects, the international donor community 
still finds it hard to abide by the full implications of this axiom. Indeed, the 
actions taken by some African countries to set their own development 
agenda and to re-define the contours of their relations with their partners 
has created serious discomfort in many donor quarters. A new relationship 
requires that Africa’s partners refrain from “over-determining” policies and 
programmes through the use of conditionalities which are being increas-
ingly shown to be counter-productive. 

A number of participants noted that fundamental to a genuine partner-
ship is the need for shared values and for honesty and transparency in such 
a relationship. Without a set of anchoring values and without trust, it is evi-
dent that there will be no genuine partnership. Partnership does not, how-
ever, imply the forging of identical values and cultures, but, rather, a will-
ingness to show respect and humility as regards the values and norms of 
others. The partners must be forthright and bring to the table the goals and 
interests that they have in the partnership. Genuine partnership also re-
quires seriousness of purpose on all sides, and the avoidance of paternalistic 
modes of behaviour. Africa’s development partners will need to demon-
strate respect for African governments and institutions by expecting from 
them the same standards of behaviour and performance as they would from 
others. 

A new partnership for development would also require that particular 
attention be paid to the process involved in the creation of such a relation-
ship. While there may be agreement on the broad goals and objectives of the 
partnership, there is likely to be considerable difference in the capacities of 
the partners to forge such a relationship. A more open and transparent sys-
tem for policy formulation, as well as a democratization of the aid process 
itself, is fundamental for the new relationship. While donors could expect—
and even demand—accountability, transparency and the fulfilment of con-
ditions, these conditions should be negotiated and agreed in advance and in 
a spirit of equality, and not unilaterally dictated. The discussion that took 
place on the modalities of that negotiation process was perhaps the most 
constructive and rewarding moment of the entire seminar. 

A genuine partnership should not be uni-dimensional and restricted to 
state-to-state relations. Instead, it should be multi-dimensional, covering 
political, economic, and cultural affairs. The relations between countries can 
become sustainable only if they are deepened to include people-to-people 
relations and if the institutions of civil society are also encouraged to estab-
lish independent relations among themselves. Moving beyond the relations 
characterized by aid dependency would, indeed, require such a broadening 
of relations. 

In the long-run, the creation of a new partnership for development 
would require that Africa’s development be self-sustaining and less depen-
dent on aid. The construction of a new basis for relations should thus strive 
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to create conditions which make it possible to achieve self-reliance. Africans 
and their partners should therefore begin to think seriously of a no-aid or a 
limited-aid relationship, and how current relations and cooperation on devel-
opment could be used to bring it about. 

SPECIFIC AREAS OF COOPERATION IN A NEW PARTNERSHIP 

The seminar took up for discussion a number of selected topics with the aim 
of outlining the broad contours that cooperation between Africa and its 
development partners should take in those areas. Three broad areas were 
tabled for discussion, namely, (i) democracy, governance, and popular par-
ticipation; (ii) economic liberalization, growth and poverty alleviation; and 
(iii) reducing Africa’s aid dependency and marginalization—policies for 
domestic resource mobilization and capacity building. 

Democracy, governance, and popular participation 

Two areas were of primary concern to participants, viz., the framework 
within which the process of democratization and responsive governance 
could be promoted in Africa, and the role that Africa’s partners could play 
in this process. There was a general consensus that economic development 
would not be sustainable in the long-run without democracy. Yet, partici-
pants were also quick to point out that it was important to come to a general 
understanding of the conditions that must prevail before there can be gen-
eral agreement that a framework for democratic governance does in fact 
exist. 

While agreement can be reached on some of the basic features of what 
constitutes a democratic form of governance, participants argued for the 
avoidance of simplistic and formalistic models which, for example, equate 
democracy with multiparty elections. It will always be important to take 
into account the broad range of actors/actresses and social forces in each 
country and the mechanisms that exist for their effective participation in the 
political process. It was also suggested that discussions about the process of 
democratization in Africa should be tied to the politics of resource mobiliza-
tion, literacy, poverty, basic needs, civic education, and the regulation of the 
market. 

In the longer term, the process of democratization will require capacity 
building and greater dialogue among the diverse forces and groups in soci-
ety. Some participants noted that the democratization process in Africa 
would require the creation of a culture within which governments are held 
accountable. It would also require building the capacity of those bodies set 
up to check and balance the powers of government. Similarly, the capacities 
of the institutions of civil society, including those of the media, will need to 
be built up in order to hold governments accountable. An important aspect 
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of democratic governance worth focusing on is the promotion of local policy 
formulation capacities that would influence the process of central govern-
ment decision-making. Examples were cited from Southern Africa where the 
development of such capacity has played an important role in promoting 
interaction and policy dialogues among state and non-state agents as well as 
intellectuals. 

As to the issue of promoting democracy and “good” governance, there 
was a general consensus that there is indeed a role for Africa’s partners to 
play within the new framework. There is, however, a need, in the first in-
stance, for the partners to seek to understand the complexities of the politi-
cal process within each country, and to be influenced not only by the 
general values about democracy but also by the national context of the 
democratization process. In this regard, Africa’s partners should avoid 
playing an overly deterministic role in the democratization process. They 
could, however, play a role in deepening democracy by helping to build the 
capacity of the relevant state and non-state actors/actresses and thus 
enhance their abilities to play a more effective role in the democratization 
process. 

Economic liberalization, growth, and poverty alleviation 

Participants noted that poverty alleviation in Africa requires above all that 
African economies achieve high rates of economic growth. The seminar de-
bated the implications of this for trade patterns and structures, investment 
levels, and aid flows. In addition, participants sought to answer the follow-
ing questions: What should be done to ensure that economic growth is sus-
tainable? How should gender issues be incorporated into the mainstream of 
growth and poverty alleviation efforts? How should Sweden and other 
partners help Africa create the kind of environment that would enable 
African countries to address these issues?  

Participants recognised that, for better or for worse, the era of increasing 
official development assistance (ODA) is over, and that African countries 
may need to consider their future economic prospects within the broad con-
text of declining aid flows. Achieving high rates of economic growth will 
thus require not only the establishment of suitable macroeconomic condi-
tions but, also, the creation of the conditions for attracting international pri-
vate capital flows. This will, in turn, require that countries create the neces-
sary financial, legal, and regulatory frameworks to draw private capital. 
Africa’s partners can, for their part, assist the process by establishing vari-
ous guarantee schemes and by strengthening intermediary institutions, such 
as regional and sub-regional multilateral development banks. In addition, 
Africa’s partners could support African countries to expand their exports 
through such measures as lock-in mechanisms and export aid grants. 



20 H. Kifle, A.O. Olukoshi and L. Wohlgemuth  

While seeking to meet the resource requirements for development by 
attracting private capital flows and enhancing domestic resource mobiliza-
tion efforts, participants also noted that the economic reform and revival 
strategy of African countries must seek to generate poverty-reducing 
growth. This will require a pattern of growth which intensively utilises the 
factors owned by the poor—land and labour. In addition, the strategy will 
need to include an efficient delivery of social services, such as primary 
health care, basic education, and infrastructure and provide a safety net for 
the most disadvantaged members of society. Equally important, the strategy 
must make gender issues a central theme in the fight against poverty. 

The poverty alleviation issue was thus not only discussed from the per-
spective of main-stream macro-economics, but also from a gender perspec-
tive at the micro level. Here the concept of gender was used to characterise 
the existing division of labour between men and women in the rural areas 
and the ways in which they constituted an obstacle to increased rural pro-
duction. The importance of higher productivity in peasant agriculture was 
emphasised and various methods for realising these, such as improved in-
frastructure and credit facilities, were discussed. 

Seminar participants agreed that little was to be gained by Africa should 
it try to isolate itself from the world economy. It was instead noted that a 
more robust involvement of African economies in the global economy was 
essential if Africa is to achieve higher rates of economic growth. However, 
unlike other developing regions, Africa continues to lose market share in 
traditional exports, and its exports remain confined to a few primary com-
modities. African countries will thus need to make a concerted effort to re-
gain as well as expand market shares and diversify their exports. Africa’s 
partners could assist the region in this regard by reducing high entry barri-
ers for some commodities, and by providing assistance to enable African 
countries to cope with the requirements created by the recent global trade 
agreements, reached under the auspices of the WTO.  

Increased (sub-)regional integration was also put forward by participants 
as an important strategy for African countries in their efforts to achieve 
higher economic growth rates. Here, the discussion focused on two issues: 
the importance of pursuing an open regional policy and the advantages of 
closer economic cooperation between sub-regional groupings in Africa and 
advanced grouping of economies such as, for instance, the European 
Community. On the form of regionalism, there was a general consensus, 
that cooperation in the fields of investment, infrastructure, and macro-
economic policy harmonization were more promising methods than the 
more traditional efforts of intra-regional trade promotion. 
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Reducing Africa’s aid dependency 

Participants noted the paradoxical situation that although Africa’s depen-
dency on aid has increased over time, there is little evidence to indicate that 
increases in the volume of assistance have been effective and have led to 
sustainable development. In many cases, the reverse seems to have hap-
pened—aid seems to have created perpetual dependency on further aid. 
Given the overall trends in aid flows, several participants suggested that the 
time has come to pursue a strategy focusing on the gradual reduction of aid 
as a resource for development. Such a policy would require that more em-
phasis be placed on domestic resource mobilization and on promoting ex-
ternal trade.  

A strategy of reducing aid dependence in the longer term would also re-
quire effective policies for capacity building and for more efficient use of 
available aid resources. Developing national capacity for planning and im-
plementing government development programmes would ensure that aid 
resources are not used in unsustainable ways and that effective aid-coordi-
nation mechanisms exist. In addition, projects and programmes which may 
tend to undermine existing government administrative structures would not 
be started. 

Africa’s development partners could assist in the gradual phasing out of 
aid dependence through a variety of ways. They could start dialogues with 
recipient countries on the most efficient way of using aid and developing 
domestic capacity. They could also insist that aid-funded programmes and 
projects be implemented through existing structures rather than project-spe-
cific frameworks which tend to undermine existing governmental struc-
tures. Africa’s development partners should also be more amenable to the 
use of national mechanisms for aid coordination. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The closing session of the Abidjan seminar provided an opportunity for a 
more generalised reflection on the high points of the discussions of the pre-
vious days. One issue which was raised by several contributors centred 
around their hopes and expectations that the exercises which Sweden had 
embarked upon, as part of its quest for a new partnership, would serve as a 
catalyst for sober reflection on the entire complex relationship between 
Africa and Sweden, and not simply on the aid relationship alone. The hope 
was also expressed that Swedish officials will take to heart the many sug-
gestions made at the meeting and, in doing so, use the high regard which 
they enjoy among all recipients of Swedish aid to set new and higher stand-
ards of development cooperation, which others will find hard to ignore. To 
enable Sweden to achieve this goal, it was suggested that it take steps to 
deepen its knowledge of the local environments within which it seeks to 
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work in Africa. Also, it was suggested that Sweden could lead the way in 
transforming the business of development cooperation into a genuine part-
nership by developing and adopting a code of conduct to govern the prac-
tice of development cooperation. This should aim at placing the entire rela-
tionship on a higher moral and ethical ground than is the case at present. 
Sweden should then strive to ensure that the work of all its officials engaged 
in development cooperation is informed by such a code of conduct. 

The essays that follow represent the views of some of the participants at 
the Abidjan meeting, namely those who had been asked to prepare back-
ground papers to guide the discussions at the seminar. They are written 
from different perspectives, reflecting the differing experiences and back-
grounds of their respective authors. If they succeed in promoting further 
discussion and debate, then we would have succeeded in our objective of 
publishing them in order to make the views they convey available to a 
wider audience. 



IN SEARCH OF A NEW PARTNERSHIP 
—PROBLEMS AND PROSPECTS 



The Quest for a New Paradigm for Swedish 
Development Cooperation in Africa—Issues, 
Problems, and Prospects 

Adebayo O. Olukoshi 

There has, of recent, been a renewed focus on the theory and practice of 
development cooperation in the relationship between the countries of the 
North and the South. This renewed interest is the product of several factors 
most of which bear on the increasing dissatisfaction which is felt, both on 
the donor and recipient sides, with the entire aid system. This dissatisfaction 
has been variously expressed in the recent discourse on development co-
operation—the literature is replete with references to “aid fatigue”, “aid de-
pendence”, “aid effectiveness”, the “donorisation” of development, and the 
“second colonialism”, among others. Although most of the analyses that 
have been developed often describe the problems with the current practice 
of aid in terms of the concerns of the donors, the point ought to be under-
lined that there are also many in the recipient countries, not least in Africa, 
who have major complaints of their own against the international aid 
regime. Indeed, several of the papers which were commissioned for the con-
ference on Partnership Africa held in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire in January 1997 
and which form the basis for this synthetic essay leave no doubt as to the 
fact that there is profound, long-standing dissatisfaction in Africa with the 
history, nature, and organisation of development cooperation. Most of the 
papers are reproduced in this volume for the benefit of readers.  

The Abidjan meeting provided a forum for a cross-section of Africans—
academics and researchers from various disciplinary and ideological back-
grounds, politicians/parliamentarians, civil society activists, including lead-
ers of non-governmental organisations, diplomats and development 
bankers—to exchange views with Swedish development cooperation ad-
ministrators and academics on a possible new basis for conducting Swedish 
development cooperation in Africa into the next century. Although this 
move, initiated by the Swedish side, was generally welcomed by the authors 
of the papers whose critique constitutes the kernel of this essay, it is still 
worth noting the bitter irony in the situation whereby one small nation of 
about nine million people located in a remote corner of the world brings 
Africans from various walks of life together to discuss the problems of an 
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entire continent of some 750 million people in the context of its own bilateral 
assistance programme and aspirations. Would that the day comes very soon 
when Africa, renewed and confident, through individual and collective ini-
tiatives, convenes the world to discuss the state of its relations with Asia, 
America and Europe on the basis of its own hopes and aspirations.  

The bitterness in the irony of the fact that Sweden convened the Abidjan 
meeting is, however, more than mitigated by the many factors which favour 
Stockholm as a historically progressive actor in the international system 
generally and in Africa particularly. This is a point which is emphasised in 
several of the background papers for the Abidjan meeting and it is one 
which needs to be underlined. For, apart from the fact that Sweden was not 
directly implicated in the colonial occupation of Africa and played a front-
line role in the struggle against both colonial rule on the continent and 
apartheid and institutionalised racial discrimination in Southern Africa, 
there is a recognition among many Africans that there is something that 
puts it in a different league from many other donors whose primary concern 
is the bare-faced pursuit of raw national interests, including commercial ad-
vantages. Moreover, the duplicity that has consistently characterised the 
policies and actions of most donors active in Africa has taught most Africans 
not to take their pronouncements seriously or at face value but, rather, to 
judge them on their actual motivations and actions, a score on which many 
of them fail miserably.  

Yet, in spite of the good will that exists in Africa towards Sweden for its 
broadly progressive role in world affairs, there is little or no room for com-
placency and there are a number of areas where genuine concern about 
Swedish development cooperation policy has been expressed which are 
worth underlining. This is all the more so in view of the far-reaching 
changes which have been unfolding since the 1980s in the international sys-
tem, Africa and Sweden. At the global level, we have, among other things, 
witnessed the end of the Cold War as we once knew it, the re-unification of 
Germany, the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, the collapse of the Soviet 
Union and the creation out of its ashes of several independent republics, the 
formal jettisoning by most former Soviet bloc countries of “socialism” and 
their embrace of the “market” and multiparty politics, and the intensifica-
tion of the processes of economic globalisation facilitated by the revolution 
in information and communication technology. Permeating the changes in 
the international system, especially with regard to the world economy, is the 
spread, on a global scale, of the ideology of neo-liberalism with all of its im-
plications for the management of the world economy and development co-
operation.  

Within Africa, the momentous changes which have taken place have in-
cluded the end of apartheid in South Africa and, with it, the inauguration of 
Nelson Mandela as the President of the country, the elimination of the last 
vestiges of formal colonial rule on the continent, the proliferation of experi-
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ments with multiparty electoral politics in all the four corners of the conti-
nent and, with them, the removal from power of several self-declared life 
presidents as well as the expansion of the local space for popular self-organ-
isation, and a dramatic increase in the number of local non-governmental 
organisations on the continent. The broad economic context for these 
changes has, since the early 1980s, been the structural adjustment pro-
grammes designed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the 
World Bank and which many African countries have been compelled to im-
plement through the instrumentality of donor conditionality and crosscon-
ditionality. Structural adjustment has, itself, been a catalyst for change not 
only in the organisation of the formal economic, social and political sectors 
but also in the informal sector.  

As to Sweden, the changes which the country has witnessed have in-
cluded those associated with the changing structure of its economy, changes 
accelerated by the sharp deterioration in its public finances and 
international competitiveness and which have occasioned the application of 
some doses of neo-liberal economic crisis management. There is a lively 
debate within Sweden about the state of the “Swedish model” which once 
excited the attention of social democrats around the world for its capacity to 
generate growth in the context of a simultaneous striving for social equality. 
Outside Sweden, partisan interests like the World Bank have been quick to 
pronounce the death of the “model” if only to underline their message to 
African countries that neo-liberal structural adjustment is both inevitable 
and unavoidable. In the context of the post-Cold War re-alignment that is 
taking place in international relations, Sweden has taken up membership of 
the European Union, with all of the implications which it carries in terms of 
the quest for common financial, economic, political, cultural, defence and 
foreign policies, including development cooperation and immigration. Also, 
its historic links, both commercial and politico-cultural, with the Baltic states 
which were obstructed by the integration of Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia 
into the defunct Soviet Union, are once again being vigorously revived with 
consequences for the allocation of Swedish development cooperation and 
investment funds.  

Clearly, major changes have taken place in the international system as 
well as within Africa and Sweden which will have to be closely factored into 
any discussion of the avenues that exist for forging a new partnership be-
tween Stockholm and the countries of Africa. Of course, the content, pace, 
and effects of the changes are uneven; uncertainty as to their final outcome 
means that they can only at best be understood as ingredients in the 
multiple processes of transition that are unfolding. Transitions, by defi-
nition, often provoke pessimistic or optimistic responses from those who ob-
serve them. This has been especially apparent with the treatment of the 
African transition which has generated the disease of Afro-pessimism that 
would seem to afflict many more people outside Africa than those who live 
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their daily existence in Africa as the subjects and objects of change. For, 
amidst the apparent decay and stagnation that seem to characterise contem-
porary Africa, there is an underlying dynamism/energy which is seeking to 
assert itself as a positive force for the transformation of the fortunes of the 
continent but to which the theoreticians of Afro-pessimism pay little or no 
attention.  

In view of the changes we are witnessing in the world system, Africa and 
Sweden, it is pertinent to ask two preliminary and inter-related questions. 
First, does Sweden still see a role for itself in Africa? Second, does Africa see 
Sweden as still being relevant to its aspirations as the 20th century draws to 
a close? These are not idle questions given that, in the post-Cold War world, 
all countries, especially the countries of the North, are busily attempting to 
rebuild the basis for what they consider as their “national interest” through 
new trading, financial, and political alliances that will enhance their position 
in the global power and influence equation. The reality of the changes that 
define the post-Cold War world is that every country is confronted with the 
need to make clear choices that fit into its definition of what its best interests 
might be whether these be enlightened or not and whether they are cast in 
terms of the short-run or the long-run. In this context, it cannot be taken for 
granted that relations constructed during the Cold War years will necessar-
ily endure into the new post-Cold War situation—and with the same vigour 
and vitality as well as on the same terms. If African countries and Sweden 
determine that there is a basis for the continuation of their relationship in 
the area of development cooperation, then the terms for the relationship will 
need to be clearly articulated and agreed in a manner which will bring about 
the best possible benefits for both parties.  

Assuming that Sweden sees a role for itself in Africa and that African 
countries are willing to accommodate that role, the next logical step in the 
formulation of a new partnership is the definition of the scope for the rela-
tionship. Here, it is important to emphasise the point, even if we do not go 
into it in any detail, that partnership entails much more than aid and in-
cludes, in a holistic manner, the entire spectrum of economic, political, social 
and cultural relations between the cooperating parties. It also encompasses 
such values as trust and openness that are difficult to measure but which 
cannot be avoided if the partnership is to endure. For example, to focus on 
the economic side of the relationship, questions of investment, trade, tech-
nology, communications (including aviation and shipping), and infrastruc-
ture which are crucial for African countries at the present conjuncture are 
areas where Sweden could seek fruitful cooperation with them and around 
which Stockholm could build a credible role for itself within the European 
Union, for instance, as an advocate of Africa’s interests and aspirations. 
Defining partnership within a holistic framework will certainly be less nar-
rowing than a one-sided emphasis on the aid relationship; it also provides a 
basis for strengthening cooperation beyond the lifespan of any particular aid 
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project or programme. This inevitably means that Sweden must develop a 
long-term perspective in its relations with Africa and not be easily dis-
couraged or swung in different directions by the slowness of results or tem-
porary reversals in the fortunes of the continent. It also calls for faith in the 
will and capacity of African to master their destinies in an appropriate in-
ternational setting.  

When it comes to the specific question of the aid relationship which is 
the main concern of this essay, there are some important points which need 
to be reckoned with if there are to be bright chances for the promotion of a 
new partnership between donors and recipients. These points bear directly 
on the entire history and practice of development cooperation and their 
recognition will be crucial to the success or failure of efforts at reforming the 
aid process. The first issue in this regard is the historically authoritarian 
nature of the aid relationship. The interplay between donors and recipients 
essentially embodies a power relationship which, in practice, is mostly 
loaded in favour of the donors. This has resulted in a situation in which 
donors tend to impose their preferences and concerns on recipients without 
adequate cognisance of the preferences of the latter. Many a donor official, 
sometimes unwittingly, conduct themselves as though they were the reposi-
tory of all wisdom and their prescriptions should carry the weight of a holy 
writ that must be adhered to in letter and spirit. Nothing has made the aid 
relationship more authoritarian and more one-sided than the regime of 
conditionality which has been employed by donors in their dealings with 
Africa from the early 1980s. In some cases, the multiplicity of conditionali-
ties imposed by different donors have tended to work at cross-purposes and 
have made the business of government almost impossible for some coun-
tries. There is clearly a need to revisit the basis of donor-recipient relations 
with a view to making the development cooperation process more demo-
cratic and less obstructive of the task of administering the recipient country.  

In the context of the search for ways of making the donor-recipient rela-
tionship more democratic, some of the essays in this volume, and much of 
the discussion at the Abidjan meeting, focused on questions of method and 
process in the initiation, design, implementation and evaluation of aid pro-
jects and programmes. The emphasis is on the joint involvement of donors 
and recipients in all stages of the aid relationship as equals bound by the 
same set of rules and expectations that are mutually arrived at in open and 
transparent negotiations. A proper partnership calls for nothing less than 
that and it is one way of ensuring that development cooperation is more 
organically tied to local aspirations and capacities than to the often changing 
interests and priorities of the donors. It is also a way of mitigating the ten-
dency among donors to take unilateral actions; consultation and dialogue, 
mutual respect, an open and honest recognition of differences in approach 
where they exist, and a conscious effort to build on shared values without a 
one-sided imposition of norms are essential for the construction of a more 
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democratic basis for the aid relationship. Furthermore, there is a need for a 
systematic shift from the present, predominantly supply-driven approach to 
the practice of aid to a much more demand-driven one. This way, recipients 
of aid can be put much more directly in the driving seat insofar as the initia-
tion and “ownership” of projects and programmes are concerned.  

The second issue in the practice of development cooperation which 
needs to be directly addressed, and one which has been much discussed re-
cently, relates to the dependency “syndrome” that is associated with the 
disbursement of aid. This question has mostly been discussed in relation to 
the recipient country and there is, indeed, no doubt that many African coun-
tries have been caught in a sorry situation in which very little moves which 
is not associated with donor/external initiative and resources. But this is 
only one side of the story, for the dependency syndrome is as much an in-
dictment of donor practice as it is of recipient passivity. The temptation for 
donors to over-determine policy and projects in the recipient countries is 
such a strong one that only a few are able to resist immersing themselves 
even in minutiae. The impression which is associated with the development 
cooperation process that few local ideas are worth following through has 
helped to fuel recipient passivity and even indifference. Overcoming aid de-
pendence therefore requires a full recognition that the problem is a two-
sided one which will require as much re-orientation on the part of the recip-
ient as on the side of the donor.  

The third issue which is worth emphasising here relates to the failure of 
donors to sufficiently understand that within every African country, there 
are some dialogues which take place but which are either not open to them 
or are inaccessible in terms of their detailed import for the well-being of the 
polity. The details of what constitutes the social fabric of a country include 
discourses which are not always spoken but whose relative weight is fully 
understood by those who are the citizens of the country. Such dialogues are 
crucial to the political well-being of countries but may appear alien or even 
outrightly bizarre to outside observers. It is, therefore, absolutely necessary 
for donors to approach their enterprise with considerably more humility 
both in their method and in their ambitions. The instinct to want to over-
determine every aspect of cooperation in a one-sided manner arises out of 
an insufficient appreciation of the way the heart and soul of the recipient 
country are constituted; few are the donors who act in a full understanding 
that development cooperation, of and by itself, will not move mountains. 
The task of organising and sustaining change has to derive out of internal 
efforts in recipient countries; aid can, at best, only act as a catalyst for 
change but in some cases, it also does obstruct change. All of this suggests 
the need for greater attention to be paid to the internal political sociology of 
recipient countries if only to enable donors to gain some insight into the 
nature of the existing social contract and the balance of social forces that 
underpins it.  
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Deriving from the three issues we have discussed in the preceding para-
graphs, there were several specific concerns about the aid relationship 
which were mentioned, with varying degrees of emphasis, in the eight 
papers that form the basis for this synthesis. Among these concerns, the 
concept of ownership is one which features frequently. This is, of course, 
one notion which has become highly fashionable and as such has been 
adopted by all donors in their rhetoric, including, the good, the bad and the 
ugly among them. But there is a very wide gap between rhetoric and 
practice on this question and many are the donors who publicly proclaim 
their support for local ownership of development policies and projects—but 
on terms defined solely by them and imposed on recipients. If Sweden is to 
be seen to be different in its application of the concept of local ownership, it 
has to ensure that its development cooperation policies allow ample scope 
for recipient country initiative from the outset and throughout the life span 
of every project/programme.  

Related to the concern about ownership is the disquiet that has been ex-
pressed in Africa about the counter-productive efforts on the part of many 
donors to by-pass, circumvent or even outrightly undermine and destroy 
local institutions in recipient countries. The oft-cited justification for this 
among donors is that the local establishment’s effectiveness has been 
undermined by corruption, lack of transparency, red-tape and a weak 
capacity. Yet, in most African countries, there are local struggles going on 
led by citizens who are unhappy about the poor record of governance in 
their countries. These struggles are however waged not with a view to 
undermining the institutions and structures of governance but with a view 
to reforming them to make them more effective and responsive. The donor 
approach, oblivious of these local struggles, often amounts to throwing the 
baby out with the bath water and feeds into the one-sided anti-statism that 
is integral to the orthodox adjustment policies which the IMF and the World 
Bank have been promoting in Africa since the early 1980s. This approach 
needs to be abandoned as part of the push for a new partnership in the 
development cooperation process.  

Furthermore, the near unanimity with which donors have attempted to 
promote the notion that there is no alternative to their preferred policy op-
tions for the revival of African countries has been a source of discomfort for 
most critics. This TINA (there is no alternative) ideology, as it has been de-
scribed, presupposes that donors know what is best for Africans and that 
their prescriptions are inherently right. But everything in life has an alterna-
tive and it is a matter for concern that the right of African countries to free 
choice in the policies which they pursue has been seen as a legitimate target 
of attack by donors. The fundamentally anti-democratic import of the TINA 
ideology is not mitigated by the fact that many of the donors that are 
presently its most vociferous advocates were, only a decade or so earlier, de-
fenders and financiers of one variant or the other of state planning in Africa. 
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One advantage which Sweden enjoys over other donors is that in its post-
1945 international relations, it once helped to ensure that the peoples of the 
third world were offered a choice in a world increasingly gripped and polar-
ised by Cold War tensions. Its support for the non-aligned movement, Cuba 
and the African National Congress of South Africa are just a few notable ex-
amples. Stockholm will do well to distance itself clearly and unambiguously 
from the TINA ideology and defend the right of its cooperation partners in 
Africa to freely choose their economic policy preferences. Such a principled 
stance should be taken without prejudice to the particular economic policy 
package which Sweden itself might be following at home.  

As part of the strategy for boosting local ownership of development pro-
grammes, the donor appetite for recruiting foreign experts to supply 
“technical” assistance (even in not-so-technical assignments) to the recipi-
ents of their aid needs to be drastically checked. The World Bank has ob-
served the irony of the situation in Africa today in which there are more ex-
patriate consultants working in different parts of the continent than at the 
time of independence around the 1960s. This is obviously not a situation 
that is acceptable, especially as, for all their best efforts, many of the foreign 
experts often fare badly in their assessment of local realities. Sweden could 
help reverse this trend by ensuring that in its development cooperation 
programmes, greater use is made of local expertise than is presently the 
case. Also, rather than rush to recruit consultants from the North, deliberate 
efforts could be made to recruit expertise from one African country where it 
is available for use in another country where it may be absent. Such horizon-
tal deployment of expertise will probably serve more useful purposes, in-
cluding the deepening of knowledge about one another among Africans, 
than the current vertical flow of technical assistance from the North to the 
South.  

Since the onset of the structural adjustment years in Africa, there has 
emerged a trend whereby Sweden, like many other donors, has subsumed 
important parts of its development cooperation programme under a multi-
lateral umbrella dominated by the IMF and the World Bank. This approach 
was initially justified on the basis that donor “coordination” was necessary 
to reduce conflicts in objectives but it soon became a strong weapon in sup-
port of conditionality and the TINA ideology. Unfortunately, in submitting 
important elements of its development cooperation programme to the 
leadership of the Bretton Woods twins, some of the priorities and “trade 
marks” of Swedish aid have tended to be swamped by the disproportionate 
concern of the IMF and the World Bank to push SAP through by all means 
necessary. The “concessions” which the Bank and the Fund made in such 
areas as the social dimensions of adjustment were largely formalistic and 
did not go far beyond the embrace of a rhetoric that enabled the multilateral 
financial institutions to claim to be responsive to criticism. Assuming that 
Sweden went under the umbrella of the IMF and the World Bank not with 
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the intention of eliminating all room for manoeuvre for African countries, 
then a case can be made for it to begin to retrieve those areas which it virtu-
ally surrendered to coordination from Washington and to re-integrate them 
into its own bilateral programmes. This seems to be one credible way of 
restoring the distinctiveness that once endowed Swedish aid with its re-
spectability.  

Donors have often made vociferous calls for consistency and transparen-
cy on the part of recipients as though they are themselves immune from 
practices and procedures that are inconsistent and lacking in openness. But 
apart from the fact that the practice of development cooperation is marked 
by regular donor inconsistencies and methods that are questionable, aid 
administrators from the North have sometimes been prepared to compro-
mise the demands of transparency in the recipient country in order to satisfy 
the imperatives of accountability to the governing political institutions in 
their own countries. Consistency and transparency have to be seen and 
treated as a two-sided process requiring joint effort by donors and recipients 
for the attainment of the best possible outcomes. Recipients have as much 
right to expect the highest possible standards from donors as the latter have 
vis-à-vis the former. Much of the tension that is associated with develop-
ment cooperation occurs when one side, often the donor, attempts to claim 
moral and political superiority over the other side, usually the recipient.  

Beyond the broad areas of concerns that have been highlighted above, 
suggestions have also been made by several of the authors whose papers 
were synthesised as to particular areas where Sweden might wish to concen-
trate its energy as part of a new partnership with Africa. These include vig-
orous support for regional cooperation/integration efforts on the continent, 
a greater and more deliberate emphasis on gender equality in every aspect 
of Swedish development cooperation with the countries of Africa, strong 
assistance to African NGOs and autonomous civil society initiatives in order 
to ensure that Sweden’s Africa policy is not simply developed only at the 
level of state to state engagement, support for the educational and health 
sectors that have been severely battered by over a decade and half of eco-
nomic crisis and structural adjustment, the encouragement of investment in 
the renewal and expansion of the infrastructural base of African countries, 
the articulation of programmes for the reversal of environmental degrada-
tion in Africa, and some attention to conflict resolution. While the tendency 
for Swedish assistance to be concentrated in East and Southern Africa for a 
long time derives from some important historical factors and may have had 
its advantages, the time has come for its coverage to be extended to other 
parts of the continent, including especially the Francophone countries of 
West and Central Africa.  

What kind of a vision can be proposed to serve as a foundation on which 
a new partnership with Africa can be anchored? This is an extremely impor-
tant question with calls for deep reflection. It would seem that, in spite of 
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the neo-liberal onslaught that we have witnessed around the world in recent 
times, now, more than ever before, is the time for us to revive the notion of a 
global social contract, and with it of global citizenship as an anchoring value 
and project for a new partnership. In this age of globalisation, it is quite ap-
propriate that renewed commitments be made on a global scale to ensuring 
that everybody on earth is entitled to certain minimum economic, social, 
cultural and political rights and obligations that will enable everyone to live 
a rounded life irrespective of where they may find themselves on the planet. 
As the processes of globalisation march on, there is a need for an equally 
global vision that will move the business of development cooperation away 
from the realm of charity or cynicism to firmer grounds based on our shared 
humanity. Fortunately, Sweden, one of the few countries of the North that 
played a central role in the promotion of the two UN decades on develop-
ment between 1960 and 1980 and which has more recently been involved in 
efforts at promoting global governance along more open lines, has a rich ex-
perience to draw from that can feed into the quest for a global social contract 
within which Africa can hope to turn the table of underdevelopment.  

As the 20th century draws to a close, there is a new generation which is 
emerging out of the ashes of crisis and decline in Africa. It is a self-assured 
generation that is prepared to engage the world on equal terms. Its faith in 
the continent is deep-rooted and its determination to make Africa a home of 
which Africans can be proud is clear. That generation consists of people 
who are confident of themselves and are driven by a zeal to transform 
Africa both internally and in terms of its relationship with the rest of the 
world. It is a generation that is acutely aware of the potentials of Africa and 
the obstacles within and outside the continent that must be surmounted in 
order for those potentials to be fully realised. Its goal can be roughly 
described as entailing a quest for enthronement of developmental 
democracies in Africa. Under the leadership of this new generation, I 
envisage a situation where support from the international community will 
be welcome in the task of rebuilding Africa but not on any terms or at any 
cost, least of all on conditions drawn up and imposed from outside in a one-
sided manner. If need be, this generation is prepared to go it alone and the 
world should be willing to let it be—if the international community is not 
prepared to listen to and respect the self-articulated hopes and aspirations of 
these Africans, then it should, at least, not obstruct them. In a sense, that 
was a central message that flowed out of the formal and informal 
discussions that took place in Abidjan; donors will do well to heed it. 



A Point of View on Partnership between 
Sweden and Africa 

Maréma Toure 

The fact that one small country can take the initiative to bring together per-
sonalities to talk about its cooperation with a whole continent already tells a 
good deal about the state of the relationship between Africa and the rest of 
the world. What would it have meant for an African country to bring to-
gether women and men to hold a general discussion on that country’s rela-
tionship with Europe, America or Asia? The global nature of such a debate 
gives us food for thought. Admittedly, though, this is a laudable act. In the 
light of the contemporary context where new parameters provide a rejuve-
nating experience for afro-pessimism, we must welcome any initiatives 
which tend to lessen the persistent belief that Africans lack any vision at all 
for their own continent. 

In view of the common stance being taken by the industrialised coun-
tries, in their discussion, theories and practices about Africa, we must com-
mend this step taken by Sweden to pursue a dialogue with African women 
and men from all walks of life, on what has to be done for Africa. Although 
this is not the first time that a donor country has initiated a dialogue on 
Africa, the exchange taking place between Swedish officials and a cross-sec-
tion of Africans is expected to be a milestone in the history of cooperation. 
For, there is no doubt that it is through such novel acts that the seeds of real 
partnership are sown. 

In view of the globalisation process, the pressing need to have intelligible 
projects of a society capable of serving as a focal point for the mobilisation of 
the populace, is a challenge all African countries must take up. To my mind, 
this overriding need to think about Africa’s future, or at least, dream about it, 
implies that the continent must redefine all its notions on development and 
partnership. The main issue this essay attempts to explore is the dual neces-
sity to encourage Africans to reflect on their continent and to create an en-
abling environment for sustained dialogue among the various social forces 
in African societies. Although it is not possible to review them thoroughly, it 
is important to point out that the emergence of responsible citizenry and a 
culture of peace, support to the informal sector and the consolidation of re-
gional African organisations are areas in which Swedish cooperation could 
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have a comparative advantage. Quite obviously, gender equality should be 
at the centre of all activities. 

THE NEED TO RETHINK PARTNERSHIP 

For most of us, the term “partnership”, is a more modern way of saying “co-
operation”. I think that every partnership implies an interaction of the vari-
ous players, each with a clearly defined contribution, specific negotiating 
capabilities and most of all, attitudes based on mutual respect. Cooperation 
will not be viable unless it is engaged in by people who are aware of their 
strengths and weaknesses and their identity. However, experience has 
shown that relations and exchanges between Africa and the rest of the 
world have been dealt painful and unfair blows. Hitherto, these relations 
were based on subjugation, direct control and then on the theoretical and 
ideological direction of leaders and the restricted masses. Today, most 
cooperation activities in Africa are geared toward perpetuating her state of 
dependency. 

The most glaring expression of the inequality of international relations is 
symbolised by Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs), prepared for 
Africa by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). In 
people’s minds, as in actual fact, SAP conditionalities are seen as a mon-
strous aggression on the sovereignty of African governments. Of course, it is 
quite possible to wonder why, even with the dire need to adjust their 
economies, African governments, once again, had to wait for outsiders to 
tell them what to do. Why is it that after decades of SAP, African countries 
still do not have any permanent recommendation or even a coherent and 
joint outline to present to the Bretton Woods institutions? Why is that even 
with the pressures of the world environment, Africa is still lagging behind 
in carrying out a strategic reflection about current internal and international 
issues? These are pertinent questions but they do not justify the excess that 
have been perpetrated by the Bretton Woods twins in the name of SAP. 

Some doubt that African women and men are capable of taking their 
future into their own hands and using Africa’s own criteria to analyse the 
most critical events on the world stage. So be it; if some people are steepled 
in such ignorant position, we have no apologies to make. But whatever the 
answers to the questions we raised in the preceding paragraph, it is clear, 
that Africans and friends of Africa have every reason to believe that the 
whole issue of cooperation will have to be rethought. This task is all the 
more pressing as the new international structure compels Africa and its 
partners to reconsider the basis of all their relations. 

The world is now a village of contradictions. Everyone agrees on the 
facts, and the players are aware of the magnitude of the ongoing restructur-
ing process. We must, however, point out that changes in the system of ref-
erence, caused by globalisation, should not make Africa lose sight of its per-
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vasive “backwardness”. The fact that some citizens of planet earth are in 
regular contact with the occupants of planet Mars, while others are 
languishing in famine and cruelty of endemic diseases, is the result of a 
historical process. 

We know that development, as a concept, a theory and a practice has 
often been a controversial issue. While in the 1950s, development went hand 
in hand with modernisation, today, the issue is a much more complex one. 
Save for a few, African countries have been virtually marginalised in the in-
ternational development process. Although African leaders have had a hand 
in seeking alternatives in order to bring about social progress, their thoughts 
have had no significant impact on the construction of the major develop-
ment models we see today. 

Under the guise of “cooperation”, development theoreticians have come 
out with debates on “economically backward” countries which ignore the 
basic aspirations of the local people and liken them to minors in need of 
support for their economic growth. Defined sometimes as “under-devel-
oped”, or “developing”, those whom “history has passed by” are today be-
ing ostracised by the Western world for not being economically indepen-
dent. 

In addition to the prevalence of “ethnocentric” bias, Third World women 
also have to contend with an equally serious “androcentric” distortion. Since 
its inception, development cooperation has resolutely been gender blind. 
Women have for a long time been absent from the development scene, both 
in their position as potential targets and as analytical categories in the de-
sign and update of development models. Like the under-developed, women 
are seen from the outside through concepts which, by denigrating their dif-
ference or minimising them, try to justify why they are subject to domina-
tion. Despite a host of mechanisms aimed at ensuring equal rights, we are 
conscious of the wide gap between concepts and the reality. Both at the in-
ternational and country levels, domination and exploitation still hold sway 
over the involvement of government and people in decisions which shape 
their own destiny. 

Variations in “democracy” and “participation”, have in no way pre-
vented cooperation from being guided by the strong will to implement in 
Africa, the same procedures that were allegedly successfully implemented 
elsewhere, with positive results and without any regard for the local dy-
namics. African women and men who are neither listened to nor heard are 
the silent “targets” of an assortment of theories and strategies whose logic is 
foreign to them. These strategies are followed by a number of initiatives that 
cannot be ignored and whose implementation results in sociological conse-
quences still to be thoroughly studied but which anecdotal evidence sug-
gests are disastrous. 

What is new about this context is that both the North and the South 
agree, at least, in theory, on the explosive nature of the current imbalances. 
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Something must be done. We have to focus on new international values and 
what contribution Africa can make to build these values. This challenge, to 
me, implies that the framework of international solidarity needs to be redefined so 
that it becomes finally accepted that Africa’s “development” should first and 
foremost be Africa-thought and Africa-led. This in no way precludes the needed 
contribution from international partners. Some cooperation methods with a 
measure of justice and humanism have used (not abused) their prerogative 
to foster fundamental universal values such as the equality of the sexes, democ-
racy, peace and good governance, which should also be important values for 
Africa. 

Sweden and the other Nordic countries have played an important role in 
giving international relations a human face. They have shown that it is pos-
sible to “help” without making interference the name of the game. These 
countries have no colonial stigma, do not claim to be superpowers, are firm 
in their refusal to side with domineering countries which barter aid with 
trade (trade not aid), and are sincere in their commitment to Africa—these 
are attributes which have endeared their concept of cooperation to many an 
African. However, the environment is cloudy. In Africa, as in Sweden, it 
would be difficult to escape the current of neo-liberalism and this has had 
direct consequences for the content and quality of cooperation on a global 
scale. 

Sweden, herself, is currently promoting internal debates about its inter-
vention in the countries of the South. Some papers produced by the country, 
(e.g. An Assessment of Swedish Activities in Guinea Bissau), give the impression 
that the Swedes are too self-critical. Although it is quite courageous to admit 
one’s limits, we must not overdo things. As an African, what I can say about 
Sweden’s presence in Africa is the country’s critical and sustainable support 
to new African initiatives. Sweden’s cooperation activities with Tanzania 
and Guinea Bissau, and with organisations such as CODESRIA, and SADC 
are, without doubt worthy of some evaluation in spite of the vast room for 
improvement that exists. 

Taking advantage of the ongoing review of Sweden’s development co-
operation, the point should be made that Sweden ought to expand its sup-
port to other areas in Africa. This means that she must integrate all that the 
continent’s diversity implies. Need we say that the gap between Botswana 
and Burkina Faso, for instance, is as wide as that between the Nordic coun-
tries and our former colonial powers? Sweden differs from France not only 
in terms of their concepts of cooperation but also in their practice. Africa’s 
past history has, alas, left some vestiges which need to be examined and 
reckoned with. In Africa, language is not the only barrier between 
Anglophones and Francophones. 

I also think that gender relations ought to be considered systematically 
when carrying out cooperation activities. Irrespective of any improvements 
envisaged, this partner, regarded as an ally of Africa, should pursue its cata-
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lytic role. Quite apart from its economic significance, the concept of Swedish 
cooperation serves as a source of hope for people, both in the North and 
South, who are of the opinion that a different partnership ethic ought to be 
forged. All committed Swedes and Africans are therefore compelled to work 
together to protect this tremendous symbol. 

SUSTAINING REFLECTION AND DIALOGUE ON AFRICA BY AFRICANS 

Nowadays, development theories do not entirely exclude women and the 
“under-developed”, although their “air-time” still remains limited. This is 
particularly true for Africa. While we see in reality, that African countries 
have up until now, been left out, Africa’s elite, “with no fixed abode” on the 
international market scene, do not seem to have come to grasps with the line 
of action to take for reliable and sound alternatives to their own destiny. 
More than 30 years after independence, African intellectuals still cannot 
bring an end to their perpetual debate on apportioning blame to both out-
side forces and to our own countries which do not seem to be capable of 
addressing the continent’s problems. 

Some people are simply obsessed with the past. They fall back on the 
slave trade and colonisation to propound their historical theories, or rather 
to make up for their lack of argument. Others blame the whole situation on 
the Bretton Woods institutions, undoubtedly the undisputed perpetrators of 
Africa’s internal inconsistencies but whose role has been blown out of pro-
portion. They also blame the situation on other entities who, in analysing 
the situation of the continent, are bent on masking the significance of the 
past and the disparities in North-South relations. The mentality of Africans 
is also to blame. “Ethnicity”, the “lack of rationality” and the “lack of a 
democratic tradition” are some of the factors used to illustrate the 
impediments to African unity. These accusations and what they are based 
on are not new. It is odd though, that these presuppositions are taken over 
by intellectuals who often project their Africanity only to gain some measure 
of credibility. 

In 1980, hit by a general crisis which was worsened by the implementa-
tion of Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs). African Heads of State at 
a meeting in Lagos stated that the main cause of the economic crisis was the 
subjection of their economies to global market rules defined, one-sidedly, by 
the world powers. Through the Lagos Plan of Action (LPA), they laid down 
guidelines for the continent’s economic development and measures for re-
structuring the economic foundations of their countries based on a far-
reaching regional approach and collective self-sufficiency. However, this 
attempt by African countries to re-direct the debate along other lines was 
negated by the response of the West. In 1981, the World Bank, in its 
publication called Accelerated Development in Africa criticised Africans for 
having attributed the crisis to external causes. It stated that the reasons for 



 A Point of View on Partnership 39 

the crisis were rather internal and built up a whole argument accusing 
Africans of side-stepping the main issues militating against their devel-
opment. 

Are the Bretton Woods institutions just deliberately making Africans feel 
guilty or are they indeed objective witnesses? This is a point that has been 
vigorously debated. Whatever the case may be, it is clear that they have suc-
ceeded in shifting the focus of African elites in the direction they wanted. 
Caught up in the endless urgent task of managing its crisis and exorbitant 
debt, Africa has given up the search for prospective or even operational 
strategies for its development, and has thus sanctioned the inegalitarian 
world set-up which has turned the continent into a field of experiment for 
foreign theories. Africa’s elites seem to have come to a tacit agreement to 
shelve development on a national/continental scale without considering the 
era of humanism and the accompanying language of generosity; they have 
quietly but resolutely adopted the new prevailing value of individual suc-
cess. 

Confident of the support of industrialised countries, the World Bank and 
the IMF have stepped up their leadership role in thinking for or, better still, 
engineering the absence of any reflection on Africa by Africans themselves. 
The fastidious pursuit of economic and financial goals has gained ascend-
ancy over exploring other possible avenues considered more appropriate for the 
economic, social and cultural associations of the continent. The 1980s insti-
tuted an era marked by a disturbing absence of debate. The economic ad-
justment model and its consequent “domestication“ of people is now the 
order of the day with no protest to match its severity. 

Yet, although there are still people, even in Africa, who defend the SAPs, 
the limitations of the results obtained in relation to their own objectives can-
not be disputed. The most ardent defenders of this “panacea” which, not so 
long ago, used to be presented as “the miracle solution” for restructuring 
African economies, are gradually admitting that the model has failed. The 
designers of the SAPs are themselves busily inventing “additional 
formulae” for correcting their harmful effects. “Social Dimension”, 
“Democratisation”, “Good Governance”, “Gender Equality”, “Poverty Alle-
viation”, and so on and so forth are recommended, it is said, to offset the 
causes of the failure of SAPs or ease their effects. However, there are real 
and pertinent questions to ask. It would be unfortunate if they are only 
mentioned to make the people accept a pill they have regurgitated. There 
can be no possible success unless they are examined in a calm atmosphere. It 
is now time for decision-makers to question the theoretical and conceptual 
justification for current policies. 

Policies and programmes recommended for Africa are, more than ever, 
based on a vision of “neo-modernisation“ that is not openly stated but is 
resolutely injected, at a high dose, into the standardised SAPs. Even when 
initiators of development projects are aware of the social realities of the 
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people, they are hampered in their dynamism by external demands. 
International decision-makers, like those who govern Africa, seem to share 
the conviction that Africa’s problem boils down to a lack of modernism 
which should be remedied by its integration into the world market. 
Obviously, as far as these “neo-modernists” are concerned, success can be 
achieved by simply adjusting Africans to the performance criteria and com-
petitive pressures required by the globalisation of economic relations. 

Paradoxically, in spite of this major factor which takes us decades back 
to rediscovering the unilinear outlook of modernisation, the exaltation of 
culture, which is based on the need to “to give development a human face”, 
has become redundant as far as developers are concerned. The failure of the 
development model is such that now, none of the actors of international co-
operation can afford to overlook the need to acknowledge the central nature of 
what should, appropriately, be called culture in the development process. 
However, must we repeat the often-stated fact that the socio-cultural factor 
is based on a complex reality that should not be compared with other 
standard development conditions? In my opinion, “yes“, because even 
when Africa’s partners in development sincerely wish to listen to people, 
they do not always assimilate the fact that comprehending the socio-cultural 
variables calls for classificatory, analytic and assessment tools that do not 
conform to the same criteria of objectivity as in economics. There seems to 
be agreement on the fact that women’s and men’s attitude to techniques, 
tools and initiatives are based on the vision they have of their own future. 
Although this obvious fact is accepted in principle, the practical conse-
quences that should logically result from it are far from being a reality. 

Canadian feminists have suggested “the Africanisation of concepts and ap-
proaches” and African intellectuals have stressed “the naturalisation of techni-
cal know-how”. It appears to me that in addition to this two-fold necessity, the 
overall development process from the conceptualisation of models to the implementa-
tion of initiatives should be Africanised. Beyond incorporating the so-called 
social measures into a programme, it is necessary for all those campaigning 
for a new partnership to acknowledge the central nature of the socio-cultural 
factor in any initiative. 

There are objective reasons for changing the current direction of devel-
opment to cooperation including, among others, the clearly limited results 
obtained after close to 40 years of development cooperation in Africa. There 
is need to create subjective reasons for formalising a new partnership philo-
sophy. There are people in Africa and elsewhere who are working towards 
the emergence of another model, but communication between them is, to 
say the least, poor. 

Although cooperation is still dominated by a masculine and Western 
outlook, fundamental changes have occurred. The African people have 
developed strategies of resisting and/or appropriating all the intellectual 
pronouncements made concerning them. Capitalising on this could help to 
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enlighten those fighting for a new partnership. Africa’s elite, for their part, 
are increasingly putting pen to paper to express their views on their own 
realities. By breaking the monopoly others have on theorising and analysing 
actions initiated in Africa, they have toned down some of the most out-
rageous stereotypical assertions about the continent. 

In the last few decades, the combined efforts of feminists, international 
institutions and justice-loving people have shown the central place women 
must occupy in any approach to social matters. It is now admitted that 
social gender relations as an influential force in society and the vital role 
women and men play in development initiatives constitute just as important 
factors as economic, political and cultural considerations. 

One of the problems currently confronting Africa is not so much the lim-
ited capacity of its intelligentsia, as the fact that they act in isolation. In spite 
of attempts to initiate the exchange of ideas between political decision-mak-
ers, academics and other players, each group confines itself to parallel and 
often conflicting reasoning. The theoretical output of African intellectuals is 
dispersed. They rarely approach the issue of development in terms of com-
posite projects for societies and social forces that are capable of executing 
them successfully. If there are any proposed solutions, they are often so un-
circumscribed and broad they cannot be prescribed. What is even more seri-
ous is the “confidential” nature of this output and the really limited manner 
in which it is disseminated. 

The few fora organised in Africa, with Africans from different back-
grounds, each time show the absence of dialogue. Yet one would think that 
African elites now need, more than ever, to learn from each other and be at-
tentive to the dynamism of the masses. Africans need, in the present context, 
to agree on priority actions for the initiation of change. Even if they are 
forced to attend to the emergencies created by the present situation, African 
decision-makers can no longer afford to ignore indigenous knowledge on 
African realities, which is constantly being formulated in the poorly 
equipped African universities. 

Torn between the duty of being attentive to what is happening in the rest 
of the world and the need to harness local resources, African intellectuals 
must reinvent platforms for the exchange of ideas on their suffering, hopes 
and strategies for intellectual and physical survival. In view of the need to 
institute effective dialogue between those who have to think out the destiny 
of Africa and those who have the formidable task of managing policies, 
places of “mediation” will have to be established where the actors of en-
dogenous development could negotiate their divergent viewpoints. 

A country like Sweden can assist in this process. In view of her experi-
ence, it seems to me that she has a comparative advantage in promoting and 
steering dialogue between Africans themselves and between Africa and the 
rest of the world. In my opinion, Sweden could also use her influence to 
highlight the need of including gender issues in such fora and raising the 
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gender awareness of policy makers. It should be acknowledged that in 
Africa and elsewhere, resistance to social change is not only encountered 
among the less enlightened, especially as far as women’s empowerment is 
concerned, but also among the educated. This factor defies the most intimate 
convictions on which the socialisation of men and women is based. It is the 
right and duty of Africa’s genuine partners to support the just cause of 
powerless people. 

A COURSE OF ACTION TO TAKE IN THE PRESENT CONTEXT 

Various analyses of the present context have helped to create a vision of 
Africa that raises a lot of questions about its future. This partial and often 
deliberate image of a leaderless, splintered and plundered Africa is some-
times based on objective shortcomings. Neglected, devalued and increas-
ingly abandoned by its traditional “customers“ (Britain and France espe-
cially), Africa finds itself caught in a stranglehold of diverse conflicts of 
power and interest. The front pages of newspapers are filled with headlines 
such as: Implosion in Liberia, Break-up of Somalia, Mass Uprising in Zaire, 
Mutiny in Central African Republic, Social Upheavals in Rwanda and 
Burundi, Sustained Tension in Western Sahara, More or Less Aggravated 
Sabre-Rattling in Sahelian Countries, Stormy Calm in South Africa, Famine, 
AIDS, EBOLA, Malaria, and so on. 

The end of the 20th Century has shown, however, that Africa does not 
have the dismal monopoly of the horrors attributed to it. Elsewhere in the 
world, there has been the Gulf War and the worsening Middle East conflict. 
With the outbreak of ethnic, religious and ideological problems in former 
Yugoslavia, Europe has been forced to tone down its pronouncements on 
“backward mentalities”. Problems of nationalism, borders, etc. are on the 
rise in Europe following the fall of the Berlin Wall and the break-up of the 
Soviet Union, which marked the end of the Cold War. 

The world context has become more complex despite the new prospect 
of a unipolar power balance. Africa has not only experienced wars and con-
flicts, it has, among other things, overcome the shame of this century—
Apartheid. Many countries have initiated democratisation processes even if 
the results are rather modest. Multipartyism, even if it is only in name, is 
now a reality in many countries. Some Africans can even boast of being 
ruled by elected presidents, and even re-elected ones in a number of cases. 
Of course, the process is still fragile and is compounded by the contradic-
tions, resistance and irrational thinking of some Africans, but no one can 
deny that real and irreversible changes are taking place on the continent. It 
would be good to provide guidance in this area. It would be useful if 
Sweden could commit herself to supporting the emergence (or consolidation) of a 
responsible citizenry and working towards the institution of a culture of peace. 
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With the signing of the Marrakech Agreement and the establishment of 
the World Trade Organisation, member States endorsed the globalisation of 
the world economy. Africa represents only 3 per cent of international trade, 
but it must find the ways and means of surviving in the environment of in-
tensifying competition and the inherent competitiveness the new situation 
demands. With the advent of the Internet and information highways, Africa 
must gauge the extent of this globalisation, which in addition to markets, 
also influences finance, technology, transportation, trade, and even the be-
haviour, personal and mental attitudes of people in the world. Against this 
background, it therefore seems pertinent to me that assistance should be 
provided to restructure African economies in order to enhance their ability 
to survive in the increasingly impenetrable economic momentum. 

Globalisation also calls for the consolidation of African organisations. At 
a time when large entities (business consortiums and regional groupings) 
are being established, the heavy tribute of Balkanisation could prove fatal to 
Africa’s survival.  

Sweden seems to have already understood these needs. She would sim-
ply have to consolidate and expand her already generally progressive con-
cept of cooperation in order to help unleash the energies of Africans to take 
their own destinies into their hands more fully and comprehensively. 



Democracy, Good Governance, and Popular 
Participation—What Role for Donors? 

Ruth Meena 

INTRODUCTION 

Democracy is a hotly contested concept because, both in theory and in prac-
tice, it has carried different meanings during different epochs and in differ-
ent contexts. It is also contested because of the wide gap that often sets its 
theory apart from its practice. 

During this century, two major perspectives—the liberal and Marxian—
have dominated the discourse on democracy. While the liberals place em-
phasis on individual political liberties and freedom of choice in the political 
process, the Marxists underline the centrality of collective rights and the 
supply of socio-economic opportunities to the mass of the people. In the re-
lationship between Africa and the international donors, the liberal perspec-
tive has tended to predominate not only because the leading donors that are 
active are western but also because many African countries, being 
“products” of western colonisation, are heavily influenced by western per-
spectives. 

Aid is part and parcel of the foreign policy of a donor country and it is 
primarily given for the purpose of furthering the donors’ specific interests. 
There is a variety of factors which have determined the interests of donors 
throughout the history of the aid relationship. These include commercial, 
ideological, humanitarian and other factors. The form, the modalities and 
the very content of aid have also been shaped by the interests that exist and 
which are at play during the particular period when the aid is being negoti-
ated and agreed. For instance, what constitutes Swedish aid policy is the re-
sult of compromises and dialogue both within Sweden and between the 
Swedish government and the recipient of its aid.  

Swedish aid policies are influenced by two apparently contradictory ten-
dencies. On the one hand, there is the concern with material gains for 
Sweden in the aid relationship, while, on the other hand, there is also a con-
cern with non-economic issues. Prior to the 1970s, the general belief was that 
altruism, more than the promotion of self-interest was at the root of Swedish 
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aid policy. From the 1970s, however, Swedish official development assis-
tance came largely to be marked by the “... increasing permeation of aid 
with commercial and economic interest, yet in forms which had not de-
manded major shifts in the principles guiding aid policy” (Government Bill 
1977:135). The economic recession of the 1970s, for instance, weakened the 
competitive ability of Swedish industries which started seeking government 
protection against other capitalist firms in the markets of the developed 
states. As a result of the recession of the 1970s, Swedish industries began to 
find it difficult to sell their goods in their traditional markets. Thus, 
although developing states had not been “significant” suppliers of raw 
materials for Swedish industries, they nevertheless became significant both 
as complementary sales markets and as profitable fields for capital and 
technology investments. In this context, altruism per se in the aid 
relationship could no longer be over-stated; the aid relationship had to be 
mutually beneficial to both parties, either by using aid as an entry point for 
more permanent relationships or through ensuring that aid resources 
benefited both recipients and donors. It is in this context that the new 
concern with partnership in the aid relationship is being conceptualised. 

A partnership connotes a relationship which is mutual; in a sense, it is 
the antithesis of dependency. It assumes a commonality of interests among 
the partners. Furthermore, it requires a transition from the aid relationship 
to more permanent forms of relationship in which both parties benefit. 
Presumably, during the transition period, certain foundations have to be 
built. Democracy, good governance and popular participation have been 
considered as important ingredients in the construction of a proper partner-
ship. Let us now turn our attention to the role which donors can be expected 
to play in this new partnership. 

GOOD GOVERNANCE AND THE ROLE OF DONORS 

Like democracy, “good” governance is also a hotly contested concept. Its 
most general usage in the literature has been to refer to greater efficiency in 
the governmental process, “transparency”, and “rationality” in the alloca-
tion of resources. According to Sawar Lateef et al. ( 1991), there are three as-
pects to the concept. These are: 
(i)  he form of political regime,  
(ii) the processes by which power and authority are exercised,  
(iii) capacities to design, formulate and implement policies (World Bank: 

1990). Although the concepts of democracy and good governance are 
sometimes conflated and treated as two sides of the same coin, in fact, 
they are different. While democracy deals with the political and socio-
economic framework for government, governance deals with the 
process and procedures of government. 
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Historically, people have fought and struggled to have good governance. In 
western Europe, it constituted part of the struggles which led to the separa-
tion of the king’s personal accounts from public accounts and which also 
demanded that public officials be held accountable for their acts, pushed the 
case for transparency and effective management systems, and promoted the 
adoption of effective methods of communicating with various stake holders, 
among other things. The struggle for good governance also entailed de-
mands for a separation of duties, responsibilities and power between vari-
ous state agencies. The thrust was to establish institutions which will not 
only deliver services efficiently and effectively, but which will also limit the 
power of the state over individual rights and freedoms. 

What is the role of donors in building “good” governance. As indicated 
in the previous section, good governance results from internal forces which 
pressurise and at times force the state to allocate resources rationally, and to 
establish a management system which is effective and transparent. Internal 
forces pressurise governments to be responsive to the demands of various 
local constituencies. But where outcomes are perceived to be contrary or 
detrimental to the interests of donors, they might respond by empowering 
the state to strengthen its repressive organs to counteract the sources of in-
ternal pressures. In other words, donors might facilitate a condition which 
enables the state to be in power without the mandate of the people over 
which it governs. 

Alternatively, donors might support and enable the state to build its 
capacity to respond to the needs of its internal constituencies. This can be 
done either by supporting popular movements which force governments to 
be accountable to internal forces or by giving assistance to governments to 
establish more efficient and transparent management systems. The effective 
management of resources and rational allocation of such resources de-
mands, among other things, the establishment of rule of law.  

The rule of law and donors 

Are donors genuinely interested in supporting a process which leads to the 
development of objective rules and in building functional institutions which 
will ensure the appropriate application of such rules? Is it feasible for 
donors to support a legal framework and build an independent judiciary 
which is capable and willing to enforce laws independently? Alternatively, 
can donors facilitate the execution of justice in a recipient state? And do they 
have the capacities to do it? Can donors contribute towards enhancing the 
legitimacy of states? And can donors facilitate the task of making the law 
supreme in a given country? Assuming that the answers to these questions 
are in the affirmative, would a role for donors be morally acceptable and 
what will it imply for the principles of democracy, sovereignty and self-
determination of the recipient states? It is not the intention of this essay to 



 Democracy, Good Governance, and Popular Participation  47 

give answers to all these complex questions. They are posed only to guide 
discussions and dialogue during the period of transition when some states 
are attempting to redefine the traditional aid relationship. 

In the western states, the rule of law was not imposed on governments 
by external forces. It largely originated in the struggles between the people 
and state. This is despite the fact that the concept is considered to have orig-
inated from the ancient Greeks and was imported to England from Greece 
during the 17th century. It was internalized into the British political and 
judicial system in recognition of the struggles between the monarchy and 
parliament, and between the emerging bourgeois and monarchical and aris-
tocratic forces. In the same spirit, while donors might inspire, they should 
not assume the responsibility for imposing the rule of law, however defined, 
on African countries as this will only deepen the legitimacy crisis of the state 
and might not be sustainable. 

Rule of law, legitimacy, and the role of donors 

The legitimacy of government is generated and nurtured over time; it is also 
rooted in the belief among citizens that those exercising power do so, within 
the law, rather than arbitrarily, and that the law is well founded to take 
cognisance of accepted values as well as achieve the best results. In other 
words, legitimacy can only be internally generated. The legitimacy of a 
democratic state is related to the credibility of the state in delivering those 
goods and services promised to the people during the electoral process. The 
containment of corruption also enhances the legitimacy of the state. 

What is the role of donors in enhancing the legitimacy of the states? 
Where there is a legitimacy crisis what roles should donors assume? 
Reviewing the post-colonial African experience, it is clear that donors have 
played both a negative and positive role in enhancing the legitimacy of a 
state at any given time. Some donors have persistently supported states 
which have lost credibility and legitimacy. Most (military) dictatorships in 
Africa exist in part because they have support and backing from the donor 
community. In other words, donors have been supporting illegitimate states 
which would have otherwise been hard-pressed to survive. The apartheid 
regime in South Africa survived for so long because of the support given to 
it by different external agencies or powers. It was only because of the 
growth of the international sanctions movement that a legitimacy crisis was 
created which contributed to the dismantling of the racist government. Idi 
Amin’s oppressive and authoritarian regime survived for 8 years due to 
support from some donors. General Mobutu is surviving partly because of 
the support he is getting from some of the western allies who have a stake in 
the Zairian economy and geo-political position. But, on the bright side, aid 
can also be used to enhance the legitimacy of the state if support is directed 
to strengthening the forces of democracy in civil society so that they are em-
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powered to demand accountability from public officials. Support for the 
mass media, for instance, helps to facilitate exposure of corrupt tendencies 
and inefficiencies in the system.  

Accountability and role of donors  

How can donors contribute towards making governments more accountable 
to their internal constituencies? Governments are normally forced by tax 
payers to be accountable for their actions. If the tax payer is not an electorate 
which can decide to either use the “voice” or “exit” mechanism to force 
accountability what are the alternatives? Accountability is not something 
which many governments willingly embrace. Historically, governments 
have had to be forced by the various constituencies upon which they de-
pend for finances to be accountable for their actions. This being so, the best 
that can be hoped for is for donors to play a catalytic role. Donors cannot be 
expected to displace or supplant the internal forces which must be the main 
bearers of the struggle for accountability in their countries. 

Historically, donors have played both positive and negative roles in 
making governments accountable to their citizens. Donors who make their 
support transparent, and who demand the participation of local 
communities throughout the process of the project cycle will empower the 
targeted population to demand accountability of the use to which aid 
money is put by those who administer it (in both the donor and recipient 
countries). In other words, the aid process has to be transparent and 
participatory. The targeted population should participate not as passive 
actors but effective actors who are able to autonomously identify their own 
problems and articulate their own needs. In the majority of instances 
however, aid money is negotiated between states with little information 
reaching the beneficiaries.  

In the long run though, governments can only be made accountable for 
their actions if there are mechanisms which allow citizens to have access to 
information. In other words, transparency is absolutely essential. For effec-
tive citizen participation, and for the citizenry to be able to hold office bear-
ers accountable for their actions, they need to have access to information. 
The role of donors in facilitating this is, however, questionable because most 
citizens do not have access to information on donor funding in many 
African countries.  

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS  

In this essay, we have argued that a genuinely democratic system can nei-
ther be imposed on a people nor defined by external forces. In an ideal situa-
tion, external actors should play a role of inspiring and supporting autono-
mous movements for democracy as defined by the people who ultimately 
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will have to struggle to sustain the democratic project and extend its bound-
aries. It is in this context that the roles of donors should be defined. As the 
seeds of democracy grow from within the recipient country, donors should 
content themselves only with facilitating the creation of an enabling en-
vironment which, of necessity, will, in its details, vary from place to place. 
One strategy of doing this is through the democratization of the aid process 
itself. In both recipient and donor countries, aid has to be subjected to audit-
ing and accounting systems which are transparent. 

We also argued that development partners should refrain from support-
ing oppressive and illegitimate regimes and direct their material and moral 
support to democratic forces. Furthermore, donors and development part-
ners should allow the oppressed to creatively and innovatively define the 
nature and form of democratic governance in their countries. I do not sub-
scribe to formulas and recipes in the process of building and sustaining 
democracy. For instance, Uganda’s experience with democratic struggles 
might be more relevant and applicable to some African contexts than im-
posed models which do not function or which do enjoy a popular root 
domestically. 

For their part, Africans should realise that democracy is not something 
that is ready-made, nor can it be given. Civil society has to be prepared to 
shoulder the costs involved in the struggle for the enthronement of democ-
racy because, in the final analysis, it is the African people who will have to 
demand accountability, rule of law and the effective allocation of resources. 
Indeed, it is the African peoples who will win or lose the democratic strug-
gles. 

In this context, the new partnership which Sweden and other like-
minded donors are seeking, will be useful if it is able to build links with the 
forces for change in Africa and support the process of democratisation as 
defined by Africans themselves. The new partnership also has to reject the 
exploitative relationships which govern the links between the North and the 
South. It has to be a partnership of the peoples from North and South united 
by a common vision of a fairer world in which conscious efforts will be 
made to fight poverty and social injustice. 



Some Points on How Sweden Can Promote 
the Development of Africa 

Narciso Matos 

PARTNERSHIPS AND COOPERATION THAT WORK 
From aid to partnership 

Today aid and development assistance are increasingly under political pres-
sure and are clearly on the decrease. A projection of a policy about relation-
ships to be developed over the next two decades or so must be based on an 
entirely different paradigm from today. Notwithstanding the time frame re-
quired for transition from the current aid dependency to new types of rela-
tionships, one would envisage this to entail a: 
– partnership among equals, or at least, an increasing quest for equality; 
– partnership that works and is successful because all stakeholders have a 

sense of giving to and taking from them, all parties benefit. 

Among the elements which will make partnerships work, a number are con-
sidered in the following paragraphs: 

Personal chemistry 

– Partnerships are initiated by individuals 
– They need committed partners from both sides 
– They require identified and interested individuals at each stage 
– They call for friendly relationships and mutual trust 

Commitment of leaderships 

To promoting cultural exchanges and nurturing mutual understanding and 
acceptance of values and cosmogonic views. 

To addressing global issues such as democracy, human rights, global 
security, peace, environmental protection, population growth and food 
security, etc., reaching beyond the specific framework of the prevailing or 
envisaged agreements. 
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To promoting international relations geared towards a new world order 
whereby large and small countries, strong and weak nations, whatever the 
definition, are equally respected. 

To fostering strategic national interests, new markets, protection and en-
largement of linguistic, cultural, economic spheres of interest and at the 
same time respecting the national interests of the partner. 

Interests and benefits for all partners 

Joint identification and definition of content and forms of linkages/coopera-
tion, ensuring joint ownership of the programmes. 

Well defined sets of objectives, strategies for achieving them, activities to 
perform within specified terms and conditions—each programme needs a 
clear starting and closing date. 

Open formulation and recognition of pursued advantages and benefits 
for each partner in a balanced combination of solidarity and profit seeking. 

Conducive political and socio-economic environment 

Attention to and promotion of the fundamentals for national and regional 
hence global socio-political stability. 

Attention to fundamentals of sustained and steady economic growth, 
which requires cooperation over long periods of time and across periods of 
highs and lows. 

Elements of sustainability  

Ensure proper institutional and legal framework for the linkage, whereby 
the relationships with other activities, structures and management levels are 
well defined. 

Include components of institutional capacity building, which can be 
summarized as in a recent publication: 
– human and institutional capacity building; 
– ownership of project design and implementation; 
– avoidance of aid dependency through well defined time scale for projects 

and phase out; 
– importance of higher education institutions in the process of capacity 

building. 

BILATERAL RELATIONS 

Multilateral institutions like the World Bank and IMF are important and 
play an increasing role in policy formulation of African countries. 

Sweden has had a positive influence over the policies of these institu-
tions. 
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In particular, the attention that Sweden has been giving to education, 
health and to the social sectors in general is very commendable and should 
be continued. 

This emphasizes the importance of bilateral relations, that should never 
be neglected, subordinated to or substituted with the relationships estab-
lished under the umbrella of multilateral institutions. 

Bilateral relations provide a much suitable interface for dialogue and 
mutual understanding. 

Most important aspects of national development cannot be entirely cov-
ered in the agendas of multilateral dialogues, and can only be appropriately 
dealt with within a government to government, people to people relation-
ship. 

Bilateral relations should therefore be furthered and used for consulta-
tions about issues which can be best handled in multilateral settings. 

REGIONAL AND SUB-REGIONAL INTEGRATION 

Globalization of trade and the evolution of a world market in recent years 
has been accompanied by strengthening of regional groupings such as the 
European Union, the Asia and Pacific Region, NAFTA, etc. 

Africa cannot survive and thrive as an economic entity unless regional 
integration in the continent is developed. 

The existence of groupings like ECOWAS, in West Africa, SADC, in 
Southern Africa, COMESA/PTA, in East Africa, the CFA Zone, and others, 
offers some hope. 

A policy pointing to the future should consider the strategic importance 
of these groupings and envisage consultation and mutual cooperation with 
them. 

A special place should be reserved for Africa-wide regional institutions 
like the OAU and the ADB. 

OAU and ADB are singularly endowed to understand—or to develop an 
understanding—of the African situation, problems and alternative 
solutions, in a better fashion then broader institutions like the UN, the 
World Bank, IMF and similar world institutions. 

OAU and ADB should be encouraged and helped to develop themselves 
as the first “external” party to “intervene” in problems faced by African 
countries, and to offer models and advice to other international institutions. 

Their understanding of African history and values, and the wealth of in-
formation and knowledge they possess should be tapped and brought to 
good use for the benefit of the continent. 

The active and potential comparative advantages of this and similar 
African organizations should not be underestimated.  
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CONTENT AND FOCUS OF COOPERATION 

Public sector—Community services 

To be effective, bilateral assistance and cooperation must be focused. 
The capacity to prevail for a period long enough to generate societal im-

pact—which is more than programme results—and the need to devote ade-
quate resources to the programmes of cooperation, requires prioritization. 

Mention has been made of the unique role played by Sweden (and other 
like minded countries) in the social development of Africa. 

The practical experience accumulated in this process, the need for devel-
opment of education, health and civil society institutions for many years to 
come. 

The recognition of the fact that in Africa only the public sector is in a po-
sition to provide schools, vaccinations, disease control mechanisms, family 
planning and other health and community services to the overwhelming 
majority of the population—who cannot afford to access the very few and 
very expensive private providers. 

The acceptance of the fact that NGOs, national and foreign, can play an 
even more valuable role if properly coordinated and as a complement to 
well established national systems—and never as alternatives to and even 
less as substitutes for government institutions. 

All this together underlines the importance of cooperation and support 
to the public social sector. 

Private sector—Economic development 

After decades of investment in state enterprises and in the public sector of 
the economy, for reasons beyond the scope of this presentation, it is today 
widely accepted that economic and social progress in Africa requires the 
development of a strong private sector. 

Indeed, most of the agricultural production and trade, including that 
across borders, is developed by family and/or private small entrepreneurs, 
particularly by African women, who constitute over 50 per cent of the popu-
lation and the active workforce in Africa. 

The missing element so far is the recognition of this centuries long tradi-
tion and the provision by governments of an adequate and conducive envi-
ronment for their development. 

The “informal sector” in Africa, despite government restrictions and 
attempts at “taming it” is the most lively sector of African economies, pro-
viding self and family employment and sources of revenue and survival in 
many cases to over 80 per cent of the population, in particular in the rural 
areas. 

It is therefore good policy to recognize this and search for ways and 
means to promote small and large scale private initiatives. 
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Regional focus 

One further aspect relates to the selection of sub-regions or countries for co-
operation. 

It has to be acknowledged that no country however wealthy it might be 
has the human and financial resources to engage in cooperation without 
limits and still have some relevance. 

The choices made by Sweden to cooperate preferentially—and we as-
sume not exclusively—with some regions and countries of Africa should be 
maintained and encouraged. 

Clearly a few links that work and are effective are better then many 
small and meaningless interventions. 

HUMAN RESOURCES—HIGHER EDUCATION AND RESEARCH 

The divide between affluent societies and developing countries today has 
less to do with availability of natural resources then with the quality and the 
productivity of the workforce. 
Large numbers of expatriates can only contribute to development in a limit-
ed way and during bridging periods, but are not the key to the development 
of Africa—one would compare them with relief programmes, which can 
never be confused with development programmes. 
In the long run Africa will regain control of her destiny by providing each 
and every African country with indigenous African experts, sufficient in 
number, adequate in training and skills and wide in coverage of all sectors 
of societal endeavour. 

This can only be achieved through long term investment in basic educa-
tion and vocational/professional training—education must therefore be 
seen as an investment and not as a costly expenditure (as known ignorance 
is much more expensive). 

As the private sector of the African economies is still weak, this will only 
marginally—even if not neglected—contribute to educating the African 
women and men required in the future of the continent. 

It remains therefore the overwhelming responsibility of governments to 
articulate cooperation agreements that pay due attention to education. 

Higher education and research and the universities and research centres 
responsible for this deserve major re-shaping and investment. 

Special attention should be given to models of regional cooperation in 
graduate training and research, to regional systems of pulling together the 
disposable, often scarce, human and financial resources. 

There should be no illusion about the fact that there is simply no choice 
on this for any country, including those in Africa, in order to attain sus-
tained and long term development. 
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Only higher education and research can provide the knowledge base and 
the man and woman-power necessary to bring about development. 

Again, the unique role that Sweden has played in the past and can con-
tinue to play to encourage and support development in this direction is 
worth noting. 

LIKE MINDED GROUP 

Swedish foreign policy has been experienced as being similar to that of other 
Nordic Countries, The Netherlands and Canada. 

The role of Sweden individually and of other like minded countries to-
wards the World Bank, IMF and similar institutions deserves to be under-
lined. 

Bilateral relations, coordination with like minded countries and pro-ac-
tive interventions at multilateral level can provide much needed support to 
put across policies that serve the development of the African society. 

FINAL REMARKS 

I wish to thank the Swedish Government, the ADB, the organizers of this 
conference and the Nordiska Afrikainstitutet for inviting me to share these 
views. 

I cannot fail to mention that it is also commendable that a country like 
Sweden should seek the views and advice of worse off partners in shaping 
its cooperation policy for the future. 

I am sure that it is this very approach and open mindedness to hearing 
and sharing that explains what some of us regard as a more human-sensi-
tive, and at the same time successful type of society. 

 



Electoral Politics and Popular Participation 
—What Role for Donors? 

Bience Gawanas 

The decade of the 1990s has been heralded as a decade of change and trans-
formation in the politics of Africa. At the heart of these processes of change 
are the various transitions from authoritarian government to democratic 
rule, the attainment of independence by former colonies such as Namibia 
and the triumph of majority rule in South Africa. All over Africa, since the 
beginning of the 1990s, many countries have been declaring themselves to 
be democratic states. Their claim to democracy has, thus far, been measured 
mainly by the extent to which these countries have achieved political liberal-
ization in the sense of allowing multiparty activity. 

In (re-)introducing multiparty political activity, most African countries 
have adopted constitutions which they claim would lay the foundations for 
“good” governance. In other words, constitutions have on the face of things 
at least, been designed not only to outline the basic structures and processes 
of government but also to serve the negative function of preventing abuses 
of power by providing checks upon the state vis-à-vis citizens and commu-
nities. The essential features of the new political order include: 
a) the establishment of competitive electoral systems based on multiparty 

politics; 
b) the creation of a governmental system based on the separation of powers 

and the rule of law; 
c) the introduction of certain legislative structures providing for communi-

ties and citizens to participate in the democratic processes; and  
d) the adoption of a Bill of Rights guaranteeing and protecting fundamental 

human rights and freedoms. 

The transitional period in Africa has also witnessed the reconstitution of po-
litical parties: liberation movements have transformed themselves into polit-
ical parties, new parties have emerged and old ones have consolidated 
themselves. Politics is now for the most part narrowly defined so that partic-
ipation can only be achieved through membership of a political party. This 
is not to argue that those activities which fall outside mainstream politics 
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have not had the potential to influence change but that the pathway to 
power and decision-making is now mainly through political parties. 
Nevertheless, political liberalization has created a space for citizens to pur-
sue their objectives and raise their concerns. 

In many countries, democracy has been embraced only as a strategy for 
gaining legitimacy through the embrace of multiparty politics and the con-
vening of periodic elections. The consequence of this is that fundamental 
issues have not been addressed and abuses of human rights have continued 
unabated. When people make use of the space that has been created and call 
for accountability, responsibility, responsiveness and transparency, consti-
tutional principles are very quickly forgotten and accusations that 
“democracy” is being undermined are made. 

The alliance built to end colonial rule has created a complex situation 
during the transition to democracy. The locus of power has shifted to the 
ruling party and its anti colonial alliance partners have had to study the new 
situation carefully. The issue posed before them is either to remain autono-
mous and become marginalised from the mainstream of political activity or 
to continue their alliance with the ruling party and face the danger of co-
operation. The question of building a vibrant civil society is at present the 
preoccupation of many, if only to ensure good governance and some mea-
sure of popular participation. 

The acceptance of democracy as a form of government is the product of a 
combination of internal and external forces. Disempowered people have 
seen democracy as a necessary condition for allowing participation; for in-
ternational institutions, it is seen as a way of extracting accountability. 

It must be appreciated that although democracy can allow for a con-
ducive environment in which the populace might pursue its objectives, there 
are some contradictions which affect the process of establishing a viable and 
democratic political order. These include:  
– Nation building—the question is how can governments ensure unity in 

the face of diversity whilst still allowing representation through the 
preservation of cultures and diversity in terms of race, gender, class, 
ethnicity without imposing the dominance of alien structures? How can a 
nation be reconciled without forcing people to forgive and forget atrocities 
committed against them? 

– Lack of a human rights/democratic culture—the appropriate political cul-
ture needs to be nurtured in order to avoid a situation where calls for an 
open government are seen as subversive and wherein people will know 
what their rights are and can enforce these without fear of victimization. 
In other words, the development of a culture which would give life to 
constitutions, thereby making participation meaningful, is absolutely 
essential. 
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– Lack of political will—bodies are set up to serve as sources of checks and 
balances but are then treated with disdain by the same government that 
set them up. How can we ensure that these bodies play their role effi-
ciently and effectively in combating abuses of human rights and power 
and the spread of corruption? 

– Relative freedom to act—whereas some governments are committed to 
bringing about meaningful changes, there are limits placed both by inter-
nal and external forces on the sorts of policies they can pursue. Most con-
stitutions do not necessarily provide a framework for development as 
most of the rights they protect are civil and political. Social and economic 
rights come in the form of state principles and can only be enforced 
through the development of strategies for holding governments to their 
commitments. 

The limits of democracy in ensuring active participation by the people are 
evident once it is seen merely in the context of multiparty elections and rep-
resentative government. The concern here is with the election of representa-
tives once every few years and a declaration that the elections were free and 
fair. Yet there are many activities that people are engaged in aimed at influ-
encing policies or for economic survival. But because these do not fall within 
the ambit of conventional politics, they are at most seen as either acts 
allowed by a benevolent government or as marginal to the political process. 
This is erroneous. There is a need to analyze not only the activities of the 
government and political parties but also those of the social movements in 
order to capture the ways and extent to which their activities are geared at 
making governments accountable and transparent. 

ROLE OF DONORS 

Donors have generally been seen by many people as serving their own ends 
rather than assisting countries to bring about meaningful change. Some 
donors have cast themselves as prophets of democracy and, therefore, as 
watchdogs over Africa. This has made them to be accused of yet another 
form of foreign imperialism. The negative attitudes that prevail towards 
donor assistance among the recipients of aid have been attributed to various 
factors. Among them are the suggestions that: 
1. the administrators of aid are themselves biased and prejudiced to the ex-

tent that they ignore the values of the societies in which they operate; 
2. aid does not at all times coincide with priorities set by African countries; 
3. aid has to be accounted for in a time frame suited to donors with the re-

sult that recipients are forced to spend money irrespective of the objec-
tives to be achieved. 
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Donors can help in promoting democracy, good governance and popular 
participation by: 
1. creating a culture within which governments are held accountable to the 

people they represent and not only to the donors; 
2. building capacity of (a) those bodies set up to serve as sources of checks 

and balances, (b) government institutions to become more transparent, 
effective and efficient, (c) NGOs to assist them in holding governments 
accountable through enhancing also their advocacy and lobbying capaci-
ties, including in particular to ensure that gender is part of the national 
agenda; 

3. assisting the media (e.g. local community radios or papers) to effectively 
disseminate information and encourage participation at the local level; 

4. building the research capacities of local institutions in order to help them 
to become more focused on issues which can further promote local and 
national democratic discourse. 



Strengthening the Third Sector 

Janet Rae Mondlane 

Being a teenager in the decade of the 1950s, I shared with many other 
Americans the prevailing optimism and enthusiasm of that time about the 
future of the African continent. Transplanted to Africa in the early 1960s, my 
enthusiasm grew but a creeping doubt which I hesitated to share with 
donors also tempered my optimism. I began my professional life as a mili-
tant in the struggle for national liberation in Mozambique; then came years 
of service in the government of the newly independent state; after this, came 
the management of five factories; from there to the private sector; since 1987, 
I have worked in civil organizations—the third sector. Now, feeling like an 
old baobab tree, roots in a Western culture, heart in the African soil and 
with the benefit of the laser 20/20 vision of hindsight, my mind seeks to find 
solutions to a dream that has gone awry. 

This short essay uses Mozambique as a point of departure; yet many 
states on this continent are not unlike my country—even states on other 
continents. In the Mozambique case study of the War-Torn Societies Project of 
UNIRSD, it was suggested that a functional scenario in post-war Mozam-
bique could be based on the interplay of conflict resolution, reconciliation, 
and reconstruction. It was also argued that “....the Mozambican process of 
governance, of political and social stability and of economic development 
can only be felt if they function within this (triangular) relationship. There-
fore, there is a need to coordinate actions and programmes, and maintain a 
permanent dialogue among the actors”. 

One of these actors, a very major one at that, is often not invited to the 
conference table. For want of a better term, we can call this actor the common 
people. Whether one discusses population growth, the GNP, balance of trade, 
the debt burden, aid target groups, education, health and human resources 
all are based on a huge pool of humanity which does not necessarily re-
spond to paradigms designed by development thinkers. When Africa was 
popular in the 1960s and 1970s, many African leaders and their foreign sup-
porters viewed the common people as a shadowy mass to be acted upon or 
for. Problems arose when state leaders failed to fulfil the needs of the people 
and thus could not gain their assent to be governed. 

In newly independent Mozambique, the government could or would not 
tolerate diversity. As the central government weakened (for various 
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reasons) and still was unable to provide basic community needs, a 
significant legitimizing of traditional systems reappeared, and ethnic group 
membership became ever more important. Today, the appointed governors 
of each province are acceptable only if they come from the local ethnic 
group. With the up-coming local elections, group identity, with its incipient 
conflict, will be even more accentuated and regional tensions may increase. 
The social misery of absolute poverty has forced the people to turn in upon 
themselves, tacitly rejecting the state and the concept of national identity 
through the simple expedient of ignoring them. 

What the subsistence-scratching peasant and the poverty-stricken urban 
dweller cannot know is that almost every improvement they hope for is 
couched in an interdependent global economic system and that except 
through a legitimate government, there is no connection between them-
selves and that all-embracing mechanism. What the government needs to 
recognize and act upon is that, in the absence of a legitimate top-to-bottom 
administrative structure, there is an urgent need for the establishment of a 
tremendous multiplicity of links with the common people, that enormous 
pool of humanity that can be touched almost exclusively through what must 
be essentially a one-on-one contact. 

I would venture to suggest that what international aid actors need to in-
form themselves about is the earnest movement towards an array of tradi-
tional societies based on ethnicity which are gaining strength because they 
are fulfilling functions that the Mozambican government has not been able 
to fulfil and which touch the common people’s very survival. Immediately 
after independence, the concentration on large economic projects (which 
ultimately failed) channelled scarce resources away from the peasant farm-
ing population. This in turn helped to build up the number of urban poor. 
There is no way to recoup time, energies and investment lost. However, 
there is definitely the possibility that through a multiplicity of small inputs 
on the part of interested Mozambican citizens, inroads can be made into the 
alleviation of poverty and a new hope can be generated within populations 
hitherto neglected. To this end, I would suggest that the infant though fast-
growing civil society organizations can serve as the link between the 
government and the traditional societies.  

Thus, while not ignoring the needs of government, donor support 
should be given to the development of, and capacity-building in, third 
sector organizations, encouraging an informal framework within which 
democracy and finally legitimate governance can flourish. Civil organi-
zations join citizens together from every strata of society; participation on 
the part of the members is essential; best of all, it is not necessary to wait for 
a bureaucrat to say “yea” or “nay”. 

In the whole of Africa, voluntary organizations have doubled and in 
some cases even trebled in number since the early 1980s. In part, this phe-
nomenon reflects donor discouragement with governmental credibility. It 
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also speaks to the growing interest of citizens to actively participate in 
community processes. In Mozambique last year, 240 non-governmental and 
community institutions were listed as being engaged in some kind of activ-
ity. Of these, 25 per cent were national organizations which is an increase 
from 0 per cent (with the exception of the Red Cross) since the mid-1980s. I 
cannot say at this moment how many of the national civil groups depend on 
outside funding but if those which are truly functional follow the normal in-
ternational pattern, northern NGOs fund their southern sisters as well as 
operate their own programmes, representing an estimated 14 per cent of net 
disbursement of western aid to developing countries (1970 through 1993). 
Looking at these figures, it is not to be wondered at if donors who are ana-
lyzing their development cooperation programmes also think about the role 
the NGOs might play. 

There is every reason to believe that in Mozambique and in the Southern 
Africa region the participation of civil society in development is going to in-
crease. Mozambique is indeed delayed in forming quality organizations for 
some of the same reasons that a governmental branch confronts difficulties. 
Operational policies are weak. Personnel is inexperienced. Organizational 
infrastructure is, in most cases, non-existent. On the other hand, the people 
who establish and then participate in projects/programmes have a funda-
mental interest in what they are doing; otherwise they would not even be in 
the group. Enthusiasm is genuine. Exceptionally important, although the 
founder(s) may hail from a middle-level elite, is the involvement and re-
liance on grass-roots level participants—common people within their own 
environment. It is the rule and an absolute necessity. If the national NGO 
does not embrace the village or the suburban population, it dries up. This is 
a distinct advantage in that it helps to keep the civil society market cleaned 
up since even if a group’s name is on the roster of NGOs, no attention need 
be paid to it if it is non-functional. This is very different from the govern-
ment bureaucrat who may be non- or dysfunctional but does not disappear 
together with his/her ineptitude. 

I earnestly believe that the necessary multiplicity of links with the grass 
roots can be carried out by civil organizations. Thus, the pride of ethnicity 
need not be taboo but can be constructively and naturally used to enlist the 
cooperation of the people and eventually better their economic and social 
situation. If such a positive scenario develops, if the poverty of rural and 
urban populations is seen to be of interest to others than to just themselves 
and is finally attenuated, the conflict component of ethnic division may 
diminish. Ethnic and regional divisions exist in Mozambique. Not talking 
about it will not make it go away. A people in anguish will go to their ethnic 
roots for comfort because it is in the soul and need not be purchased. It 
behoves those interested in peace and in whatever obtainable paradigm of a 
democratic social order, to be knowledgeable about ethnicity and to use it 
positively when it manifests itself. Every single Mozambican has an ethnic 
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background, is aware of it, and today, even exploits it. This is the picture of 
our situation and it would be foolish to try to ignore this fundamental real-
ity. 

It would be incorrect to think that civil society can replace the state. It 
cannot. It can, however, give the state more time to organize itself, to do 
some house-cleaning and discover new methods for fulfilling its priorities. 
Citizen associations, with their functioning ties to traditional society, on the 
one hand, and their better understanding and more cooperative attitude 
towards government, on the other, can be the bridge so necessary at this 
point of Mozambican contemporary history. There is a need to build a 
healthy nation state, but it takes a very long time, and patience, and peace. 
Abrahamsson and Nilsson in their excellent book Mozambique: The Troubled 
Transition (p. 175), speak about the difficulties of forming an education pol-
icy and wrote lines that can be aptly applied to every area of our develop-
ment: 

The difficulties in developing a comprehensive and coherent strategy should 
also be understood in the light of the ongoing transition from war to peace 
and the political instability and insecurity that the country is currently facing. 
The failure of the modernisation strategy and the search for an alternative 
strategy, which is more territorially oriented and which integrates the vision 
of modernisation with the prevailing cultural/traditional values, make this 
formulation a very complex process indeed. 

Mozambique needs time to find this process and reconstruct itself if it is not 
to follow the road to Rwanda and Bosnia. 

Civil society, given adequate scope to develop, can complement the roles 
of the state and the market in national, social and economic development. It 
must work in partnership with the government and the private sector and 
initiate and maintain a dialogue with national government representatives 
and donors. 

When comparing levels of sophistication of development among the 
state, the private sector and civil associations in Mozambique, the latter 
group is definitely the weakest and needs strengthening. It is worthwhile to 
do so, even urgent, although the framework within which this can be done 
needs to be thoroughly discussed among the various actors. In its promotion 
of a democratic society, the Mozambican government has not put obstacles 
in the path of the development of civil associations. If these have lacked 
support, it has been because of an incapacity to do so rather than the result 
of a decided policy. In a somewhat laissez-faire environment, civil society 
organizations have made mistakes essentially different from those that 
government usually makes and on a far smaller scale. Compared with 
government’s needs, a little goes a long way when dealing with the civil 
sector. 

There is more than sufficient space for the functioning of the third (civil) 
sector. Northern NGOs should be encouraged to be gradually less operative 
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and help in the capacity-building exercise needed for the healthy growth of 
their southern counterparts. As recipients have of necessity listened to 
donors, the donors need to keep an open ear to the goals and aspirations of 
the recipient even though they may seem to be off the beaten track. The fact 
is that grass-roots populations reside off the beaten track and undoubtedly 
their solutions are not necessarily those of their more modern donor friends. 
Like putting clean sugar into a deep bodily wound to substitute alcohol it 
works just as well, perhaps better. Although the culture may be different, 
yet the actors care about the larger society, are responsible citizens who are 
looking for ways to put into practice what the more complex analysts call 
sustainable development with a human face. 

We need to put together our respective experiences in civil organization 
in a massive dialogue in order to learn from each other, donor and recipient. 
We need to discuss our roles. And last but certainly not least, we need to 
have confidence in one another, that we are participating with the common 
people to satisfy their own economic and social needs. 



Policy Dialogue, Improved Governance, 
and New Partnerships—Experiences from 
Southern Africa 

Sam Moyo 

INTRODUCTION 

During the past two decades the main attempts made by African govern-
ments to improve the socio-economic, cultural and political conditions of the 
continent have been based upon rather rigid and externally designed 
models of economic and political reform such as the implementation of 
Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) and simplistic forms of multi-
party democracy. It had been claimed that these macro-policy interventions 
were essential if Africa were to evolve a policy environment conducive to 
good governance and effective economic management. Particular attention 
was given, in these models of reform, to the importance of good governance 
in attracting external investment, and as such most of these reforms were 
conditionally financed by external donors. Such investment was not forth-
coming, the net transfer of resources from Africa grew, brain drain continu-
ed and conflicts escalated, while development assistance sustained bad 
governance and ineffective macro-policies.  

Current understandings of good governance emphasize the ability of the 
state to legitimately exercise power and authority over the control and 
management of the country’s affairs in the interest of the people and in 
accordance with the principles of justice, equity, accountability and trans-
parency (UNDP, 1994). Good governance is thus essential for the legitimacy 
of governments, the advancement of civil society, the efficient performance 
of state institutions and the building of harmonious relationships among 
various groups within the state. The present governance global agenda is 
thus to develop useful partnerships between the state and society on the one 
hand, and between the state and its international stakeholders on the other 
hand, within a framework of liberalised market economies (SARIPS, 1996).  

If the primary concern of African states is to achieve sustainable human 
development and steady economic growth, sound governance implies the 
ability of the state to identify and support the best development practices, 
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strategies and initiatives. This requires the building of responsible leader-
ship at all levels of government; promoting accountable and transparent 
decision-making processes; development of effective legislative systems and 
an independent judiciary; the advancement of a pluralistic society that en-
sures the development of competitive politics; reforming the public 
management systems; encouraging the freedom of the press; development 
of a sound and socially responsible private sector; and recognising the im-
portance of the civil society and expanding its role. Thus good governance is 
meant to encourage public participation in decision-making and the respon-
siveness of governments to public concerns through: 
a) public debate and participation in decision-making; 
b) intellectual inputs to problem-solving; 
c) fast and informed response to public issues, and the; and 
d) establishment of structures for accountability and transparency among 

public office bearers. 

In practice African governments have paid little attention to most of these 
specific issues of good governance and accountability, although in some 
countries there is increased dialogue among public authorities 
(government), private institutions and the civil society, on how best to im-
prove and strengthen institutions that promote a culture of good 
governance and accountability. Public involvement in defining new 
partnerships has however not been central to policy making and the design 
of development assistance. 

BUILDING CAPACITY FOR GOOD GOVERNANCE 

In a rapidly globalising world, wherein Africa is the least developed conti-
nent which, moreover, has experienced growing national and regional con-
flicts arising from competition for control over mainly natural resources by 
both internal and external economic and political forces, it has become 
apparent that the current systems of national and global governance have 
failed to deliver growth, development and democracy to the continent. 
Recognition of this failure has made the issue of good governance a focal 
concern within and outside the UN system, particularly the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), among the Bretton Woods and allied 
International Financing Institutions, as well as among bi-lateral donors. For 
instance the new Secretary General of the UN believes that greater emphasis 
is required on resolving the political problems facing Africa, if development 
or investment is to occur. African multilateral organisations, particularly the 
OAU, have recently begun to intensively programme their work around 
good governance and peace and security with donor support, as a means of 
creating an enabling environment for development.  
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Empirical experience with the promotion of good governance suggests 
however that the question of national and African sovereignty in the design 
and implementation of new systems of governance remains the most con-
tested, in the context of a changing form of multilateralism within an in-
creasingly uni-modal hierarchy of geo-political and global market power 
structures. 

Recent formulations of governance interventions in African development 
assistance programming suggest at least a rhetorical effort to adapt such in-
terventions towards building broadly based internal ownership and com-
mitment to change.  

A notable example of this direction is the UNDP strategy of 1994, which 
suggests that the key features of good governance are: 
– periodic holding of elections to ensure legitimacy of a given political 

regime; 
– freedom of expression, association and participation; 
– the existence of democratic law making and enforcement agencies; 
– a government’s accountability and transparency on all its operations to the 

electorate; 
– the ability of government to timely inform and educate its people; 
– the importance of a two way communication systems between govern-

ment and various interest groups; and 
– the ability by government to create an enabling environment for active and 

meaningful participation of the civil society in every sphere of the econ-
omy. 

In this context a crucial strategic concern is how to build the capacity of 
public and private organisations to achieve their purposes effectively and 
efficiently. Central to this is the upgrading of the capacity for identifying 
problems requiring public action, assess options for responding to these 
problems, formulate policies that constructively address these problems, 
implement activities required by these policies, and sustain such activities 
over sufficient time to have an impact on conditions for economic and social 
development. Capacity development involves the interaction among at least 
five levels of factors: 
– the action or societal context: the extent to which the social, economic, po-

litical and cultural context is favourable to effective governance; 
– the institutional framework: the extent to which legal frameworks such as 

the constitution, and institutions provide a strong foundation for rule-
based effective governance; 

– the network of organisations that perform a certain function or share a 
common goal: to what extent are these organisations structured to effec-
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tively collaborate and perform without duplication, conflict and ineffi-
ciency; 

– the lead organisations responsible for performing and coordinating the 
function in collaboration with the other organisations: the extent to which 
such organisations are organised, equipped and managed for the maximi-
sation of their effective and efficient performance; 

– the human resources within the organisation: the extent to which the 
organisation has full capacity in managerial, professional, technical and 
administrative areas in order to perform its mandate effectively. 

For good governance to succeed, it is important to create credible and 
dependable institutions, which ensure effective good governance processes. 
But this process has to be matched with not only the strengthening of insti-
tutional capacities of those organisations that are charged with the respon-
sibilities of guaranteeing such a process, but also the capacities of various 
stakeholders that impact on such institutions. 

Given the disappointing results of experiments with democratisation in 
Africa during the 1990s there is need for new strategies in promoting good 
governance. Interestingly there is a shift in development thinking among 
donors, NGOs and governments towards the need to strengthen the capac-
ity of government institutions in order to promote problem solving tech-
niques and create a conducive environment for public participation in vari-
ous activities. The failure of past efforts, which merely focused on 
“oppositional“ forms of promoting democratisation, such as contending 
political parties, opposition party based NGOs and various other forms of 
externally driven organs of civil society, has now led to the appreciation of a 
need to work within and outside of government structures at various levels 
of operation. There is also recognition of the need to intervene simultane-
ously at the national, local and sub-regional levels of governance.  

These shifts have however not been matched by the allocation of addi-
tional and new resources to sustain the expected changes, nor by adequate 
research and resources for human capacity development on the African 
Continent. Capacity building programmes for improved governance have 
proved to be painstaking and costly for most developing states. Moreover it 
remains increasingly clear, to the states and their external partners, that such 
capacity building programmes can hardly succeed if they are not initiated 
by the developing states themselves. The effective utilisation of local human 
resources, good management of task-oriented organisations, the develop-
ment of institutions that facilitate problem solving and an enabling eco-
nomic, political and social environment to sustain the improved capacities, 
are the key requirement in any efforts aiming to build capacity for good 
governance. 
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SOUTHERN AFRICAN CONTEXT 

The Southern African region, like other regions of the world faces various 
governance problems rooted in the very nature of its social and economic 
development strategies. Some of these problems can be traced back to the 
region’s colonial legacy and their common political, cultural and economic 
backgrounds. Due to their shared history of minority rule, there is a com-
monality in the governance and development problems faced by most 
Southern African states. These problems include underdevelopment, dis-
torted growth of populations, unequal patterns of social and regional devel-
opment, lack of complimentary economies, environmental degradation, per-
sistent unemployment, civil strife, military destabilisation, political conflicts 
and refugee problems.  

The Southern African region seems, in recognising these common prob-
lems of governance, to have begun to emphasize the need to develop collec-
tive regional governance mechanisms for sustainable human and economic 
development. However the various institutions which are charged with 
safeguarding and guaranteeing good governance face tremendous contex-
tual and organisational problems.  

A major contextual change which augurs well for the fostering of good 
governance and accountability is the renewed prospect for peace and secu-
rity and democratisation which has occurred during this decade. In 1990, 
Namibia became independent ending decades of domination by the 
apartheid regime. In 1991, Zambia held multiparty election that ended 
decades of one party rule, while Mozambique and Angola signed peace 
accords which proclaimed multiparty constitutional democracy and an end 
to the one party state systems. Lesotho also returned to multipartyism in 
1993 after abandoning it in 1970. The year 1994 witnessed even more drama-
tic events as South Africa, Malawi and Mozambique all held peaceful multi-
party general elections, leading to a new leadership, while in Mozambique a 
strong parliamentary opposition was instituted. The same year saw the re-
negotiation of the Angolan peace settlement culminating in a cease-fire in 
June, 1995. Some countries remain de facto single party regimes because of 
the weakness of their oppositions and various legislative constraints.  

However, these political transformations, especially regular elections, 
have not necessarily yielded democracy and sound governance. A growing 
consensus among the Southern African people is that it is too simplistic to 
identify democracy with the holding of elections, since these only reflect the 
competitive struggle for the people’s vote. Growing voter apathy in various 
countries has enabled autocrats to claim to be democratic because they hold 
multiparty elections. This means that the international community’s 
approval of free and fair elections in Southern Africa has tended to be a cari-
cature of democracy based upon elections and multipartyism. Local debate 
on the definition and content of democracy, good governance and account-
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ability, has thus become focused on how to strengthen civil society as a 
check on governments in the region.  

The region has thus witnessed the growth and development of new 
social movements which seek political and economic change. Civil society 
exhibits strong and expanding aspirations and demands for a better eco-
nomic and social life, particularly through “antagonization“ movements 
which demand more meaningful participation in decision making. The in-
ability of the post-colonial regimes to guarantee the existence of civil society 
and to create an enabling environment for their participation in the design 
of alternative development strategies is evident in the lack of effective struc-
tures through which civil society can channel their demands and hold the 
office bearers accountable to society. Despite the trend towards multiparty-
ism, most of the regimes still practise paternalistic and autocratic rule, and 
racially distorted tendencies of resource allocation that have had negative 
impacts on government delivery systems within various social, political and 
economic sectors.  

Building new partnerships and good governance requires the redress of 
the basic factors which have led to perennial conflicts among the states, poor 
governance and the lack of participatory democracy in the SADC region. 
Firstly, the arbitrary and artificial nature of colonial boundaries could not 
provide secure and stable political entities or defensible borders. Secondly, 
the policies of divide and rule, with regard to ethnic groups or assimilation, 
subjected civil society to the code of silence and obedience thereby affecting 
their dignity and self-esteem leading to rebellious anti-government move-
ments throughout the region. Thirdly, the region became a playground for 
the geopolitical fight for spheres of influence during the cold war era as it 
provided ready markets for the most deadly arms/weapons which con-
tributed to civil wars in Angola and Mozambique.  

A long period of political and military destabilisation enhanced the 
organisation of various armed groups and the arms trade in different coun-
tries as well as increased armed conflicts, robbery and poaching for natural 
resources. Armed dissidence is still endemic in most states while there has 
been an increase in the size and capacity of the army in certain states and 
huge budget allocations to the military. The power of the military in re-
source allocations and policy direction is pervasive despite the absence of 
formal military governments in the sub-region. The reward of ex-combat-
ants with land and various state subsidies as well as the space allowed to 
the military is a clear testimony of the fears that undermine democracy and 
sound governance. 

Since the SADC Treaty of 1992 conflicts between or within states have 
occurred with an alarming frequency, and the resolution of one crisis after 
another has revealed inadequacies in existing regional security mechanisms. 
For instance, there was a conflict between Botswana and Namibia over the 
Sidudu Islands which has since been referred to the International Court of 
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Justice; a border dispute between Lesotho and South Africa; civil-military 
upheavals experienced in Lesotho which were solved by an ad hoc select 
group of key leaders in the region; civil war in Mozambique which was 
finally solved while regional leaders were/are closely involved in searching 
a lasting solution to the Angolan crises; and civil disruptions by the labour 
movement in Swaziland on a scale not witnessed before and centred on un-
democratic political restraints.  

The current Structural Adjustment Programmes being implemented in 
the region have resulted in massive privatisation of state-owned enterprises 
leading to increased competition over the control of the means of 
production and markets as well as access to state support. The economic 
adjustment programmes have also led to the emergence of new struggles 
over tender systems, affirmative action and human rights groups. These 
place new types of demands for improved governance on government 
institutions which at present have no matching capacity to deal with the 
demand for rapid change. Furthermore the emerging institutions of civil 
society also lack the capacity to effectively promote alternative governance 
mechanisms for the redistribution or reallocation of government controlled 
resources.  

Governments in Southern Africa generally lack human and institutional 
capacities to effectively plan for and manage their economies for the benefit 
of their people. But poor governance and political and economic instability 
have contributed to the weak nature of these regimes. The aid dependency 
syndrome has also exacerbated the situation. Development assistance has 
worsened the situation by financing externally based institutions to design 
alternative development strategies, and thus failed to empower these soci-
eties through appropriate training and the transfer of skills. The external 
training of people and reliance on external technical assistance continue to 
misunderstand the political and social environment in which human re-
source capacities and skills could be best utilised. Brain drain thus continues 
to have significant effects on the sustainability of economic and social devel-
opment in the region.  

Therefore efforts to promote democratisation in the Southern African re-
gion, require that funds spent on costly technical assistance can be rechan-
nelled to strengthen the development of public policy making for economic 
and social development. Development assistance is only necessary if it pro-
motes a sense of responsibility and ownership of governance reforms in the 
region so that all the people identify their own capacity building priorities, 
problems and programmes, and enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of 
public sector institutions. The capacity of civil society in the region needs to 
be strengthened in order to broaden the expression and definition of priori-
ties, address concerns about the government services delivery systems and 
ensure more effective ways of using government resources. 



72 San Moyo  

DEVELOPING POLICY MAKING CAPACITIES FOR NEW PARTNERSHIPS 

At the regional level, one of the critical strategies for improving global part-
nerships based on self-reliance is to influence discourses on governance and 
democracy through various activities such as public policy dialogue, policy 
research and capacity building training in policy making. For instance 
SARIPS’s approach is to promote policy development capacities in civil 
society and governments in Southern Africa in order to evolve endogenous 
development strategies. The strategy of promoting public participation in 
the policy making process must aim, however, to change the existing 
polarised political, economic and institutional conditions of the Southern 
African sub-region, which underlie the unequal, inefficient, externally-led 
development framework. The specific problems relate to the under-utilisa-
tion of labour and natural resources through capital intensive and specula-
tive resource utilisation, which service minority domestic markets and trade 
in unprocessed primary goods.  

Sharp racial and class cleavages that were consolidated over a century 
mean that civil society and the state are peculiarly differentiated, in a man-
ner which emphasizes minority private over majority social benefits. White 
organisations of “civil society“ are the dominant form of NGOs as well as 
business associations for commercial farming industry and other sub-sectors 
of the large scale formal economic sector. Policy arenas such as the environ-
ment, aid, specialist disease prevention associations, and recreational associ-
ations are white led. Black organisations of civil society are dominant in the 
associations of labour, students, small farmers, material self help groups, 
and savings and credit associations. The “development NGO sector“ which 
mainly addresses the poor is dominated by black-led organisations which 
focus on project implementation, while the few white-led rural NGOs pro-
vide technical and management services and policy advocacy services. Thus 
the state development and governance policies are conditioned by highly 
organised but minority based organisations of civil society. 

Human rights, governance and policy advocacy NGOs are in the minor-
ity and they tend to be dominated by white elites. These have limited direct 
linkages with the majority rural population and their advocacy is largely 
media and publications based, suggesting that most strategies to enhance 
public participation in the policy process are limited to the elite. Intellectuals 
tend to be poorly organised, lacking in resources and few in number. They 
are more accountable to western academic institutions rather than the policy 
agendas of the majority poor. In this way global partnerships’ development 
strategy and the “rules of the game“ are designed by a few with external 
support. 

Middle class black organisations of civil society have during the 1990s 
been galvanised towards the “indigenisation“ of the economy, the media, 
scholarship, and, various trades and services largely in response to local 
white dominance, and the overarching influence of external donor agencies 
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in the policy process. But black elites also compete for access to foreign di-
rect investment and aid, which has tended to enter through the state or 
through white business interests and NGOs. The indigenisation movement, 
which during the 1990s has replaced socialistic ideological pretensions of 
governments and NGOs, largely reflects a new middle class consensus over 
the enhancement of market oriented economic management and the reduc-
tion of government interventions which do not promote the emergence of 
black private enterprise.  

Therefore, the state and civil society are increasingly split between those 
interests seeking resource access for black and white elites in a market econ-
omy with state support, and, those developmental NGOs and many small 
popular community based associations (CBO) which seek redistributive 
policies that require strong state interventions and accountability to the 
majority. Within this framework, a complex range of strategies are used by 
various segments of civil society to co-opt and/or coerce the state towards 
their interests, while the state continues to direct, restrain or promote given 
policy agendas. Multiple relationships between the state and civil society 
based upon varied approaches to enhancing public participation have thus 
evolved. These include: “entryism“ of members of the state or organisations 
of civil society into their respective institutional processes; simple coopera-
tion in policy design and programme implementation and in various educa-
tional or ideological efforts; and resistance or confrontational strategies such 
as illegal community land occupation, natural resource poaching, illegal and 
underground networks of trade and crime, high profile media campaigns 
and street demonstrations etc. Future partnerships have to countenance this 
complexity of process rather than remain tied to old statist and simplistic 
notions of pluralism and good governance. Negotiation and dialogue must 
be strategically defined in this context. 

The capacities of organisations of civil society to articulate their demands 
and to ensure that these are met is also highly differentiated according to the 
resource base of the organisations. Formal sector business lobbies are well 
endowed in terms of finance, expertise, control of the media, and in their 
ability to procure access to the state, through various incentives and infra-
structural advantages. NGOs are highly dependent on external donor fund-
ing since local industry has little empathy with their redistributive policy 
agendas. Moreover, the state provides little tax relief for such support since 
it prefers to monopolise such revenue given the narrow tax regimes of the 
sub-region. Middle class members of associations mobilise small financial 
contributions coupled with their voluntary labour. The largest resource 
contributed by developmental NGOs and the majority of CBOs to the public 
agenda is free and unskilled labour for the construction of infrastructures 
and social service facilities, and the administration of projects. Thus 
popularly grounded redistributive policies and efforts to make government 
accountable to the majority poor are disproportionately under-resourced 
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and under-represented. Future partnerships need to ensure continued 
development assistance which will reshape these imbalances in policy 
influence. 

Because policy expertise is scattered among numerous NGOs and the 
few universities in each country, there is hardly a critical mass of intellectual 
inputs to policy making within the mostly small states of Southern Africa, 
where less than 5 per cent of the populations have policy analysis and 
management skills. Dominant political party regimes thus succeed in their 
hegemonic non-action over the redistributive policy demands of the major-
ity because of the weakness of organisations of civil society as well as their 
control of state infrastructures and other resources. They can co-opt or 
coerce local elites and leaders of CBOs and NGOs operating within their 
electoral constituencies, while physical constraints to communication within 
civil society are also a critical element of the comparative advantages of 
dominant political parties over the former. Much greater investments will be 
required to truly capacitate the policy interests of the majority. 

The involvement of intellectuals in enhancing public participation in 
promoting improved governance can be critical particularly in policy analy-
sis and in promoting sustainable alternatives. Intellectuals however are scat-
tered, few in absolute numbers and in their areas of competence, and there 
are few fora through which they express their policy concerns. More impor-
tantly the effectiveness of intellectuals in enhancing public participation has 
tended to be limited by their weak understanding of and linkages to organi-
sations of civil society. Intellectual output in Southern Africa tends to be re-
stricted to undergraduate teaching, narrow consultancy work for donors 
and inaccessible journal articles. 

Their role in policy research, policy dialogue, training policy analysts, 
disseminating policy relevant knowledge and information, and in building 
policy analysis and advocacy capacities among organisations has been 
marginal and disorganised. A few independent policy institutes have 
emerged within most countries but these face narrow core management 
capacities, narrow networking frameworks, extreme competition for fund-
ing and acceptability among government and donors, restrictive incentives 
available to policy researchers and poor information resources. There is 
hardly any local state or private sector funding for most such institutes. A 
few such centres are increasingly funded by local business to conduct nar-
row policy advocacy research agendas. Most policy centres are small and 
dominated by a few dedicated professionals, and more accountable to 
donors than to their wider public constituencies. Micro-democratic tradi-
tions in these organisations are based upon advisory boards and trustees, 
and limited reporting systems, rather than through rigorous responsiveness 
to the policy research demands of organisations of civil society. 

There is a strong tradition of self-censorship among intellectuals and in 
the media in Southern Africa due to a long history of their maltreatment and 



 Policy Dialogue, Improved Governance, and New Partherships 75 

marginalisation by the state. Intellectual careers are hardly attractive politi-
cally and materially thus leading to an exodus into government, the private 
sector, NGOs, neighbouring countries and international agencies. The 
“brain drain“ from policy analysis has been most extreme under SAP 
programmes as incomes declined, and as intellectuals who remain in 
academia venture into formal sector income-generation strategies. The stiff 
competition faced by national policy centres vis-à-vis the policy work of 
multilateral agencies has also skewed the development of policy capacities 
against local centres. 

While short term direct confrontation with specific policy problems is 
essential to accountability and provides the basis for evolving a learning 
curve, these approaches need to be buttressed by more broadly based and 
longer term strategies aiming to deepen the scope, depth and quality of in-
terventions which enhance government accountability in the design and im-
plementation of macro-policies. There is a critical need to widen the scale of 
exposure to public policy through the dissemination of critical information 
on a range of policies, facilitation of public policy dialogue, developing pol-
icy analysis skills and capacities in governments, NGOs, the private sector, 
among donors, intellectuals and the public in general. 

A tested approach here is to mobilise intellectuals into policy dialogue 
networks, using sound empirical research towards the policy advocacy 
work of civil society and dialogue with governments. It is now possible to 
change that old practice by both intellectuals and governments of excluding 
each other from policy work, while the latter depend on external advice for 
largely failed policies. Many NGOs themselves have tended to be anti-intel-
lectual partly in response to the abstract elitism of intellectuals and partly 
due to their own lack of strategic planning and impatience with “theory“. 
Strategies to enhance public participation need to correct this falsely 
“oppositional“ tradition of policy development and to enhance concerted 
collaborative policy advocacy. 

The policy analysis skills gap in civil society is also a key problem. Macro 
level policy, particularly macro-economic policy is the supreme arena of 
governments and the preserve of economists, donor based experts and small 
numbers of government functionaries, mainly in the ministries of finance 
and to a lesser extent of industry, trade, mining and agriculture. Most gov-
ernment sectors receive macro-economic policy directions from reserve 
banks and finance departments. Many sectors do not even know about, let 
alone understand, major policy reforms of a national character in the eco-
nomic sphere. 

Few NGOs deal with macro-economic policy: they may have interests in 
some small component of fiscal policy. Even fewer NGOs address entire sec-
toral policy issues let alone multi-sectoral interrelationships of policy. Worse 
still most NGOs focus their interests on single issues within sectors and tend 
to address the particular interests of spatially and socially restricted seg-
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ments of civil society. In general most NGOs implement rather than design 
or advocate for policy change, such that their policy influences are indirect: 
through the long term lessons learnt from small specific projects. Policy ad-
vocacy is new for the majority of NGOs in Southern Africa, except for busi-
ness associations. In addition there are too few policy centres and mature 
skills to rapidly up-scale successful policy advocacy practices. 

A useful strategy and approach is thus to mobilise intellectuals, govern-
ments, NGOs, and the public towards constructive public policy dialogue 
within a multi-country framework of public participation and accountabil-
ity, in an attempt to address the above institutional, contextual and expertise 
gaps in the Southern African policy making environment, based upon multi-
disciplinary and interactive processes of policy development. 

Policy capacity development must thus capitalise on the evolving re-
gional unity and tendencies of the SADC area, to achieve economies of scale, 
comparative insights and shared responsibility in policy research and analy-
sis, publication, dissemination and training. The networking of individuals 
and organisations for public dialogue activities is intended to create the al-
ternate development models. The main challenge of this strategy is to en-
hance positive interaction between organisations of civil society and indi-
vidual governments and the SADC organs, as well as among the highly dif-
ferentiated organisations of civil society. Small professional staffs can pro-
vide frameworks, fora, facilities and incentives for intellectuals to interact 
with NGOs and governments. Through this work the challenge is also to 
develop coherence in the public mission of individual intellectuals and uni-
versities towards improved policy making, by adding value to their work 
and improving incentives for policy work of relevance to governments and 
civil society, and to external partners. 

The thrust is to mobilise a critical mass of scarce, scattered and de-moti-
vated policy analysis expertise, and to protect individuals and national 
organisations from state repression and control, as well as from hegemonic 
globalism, by providing an “ubiquitous“ framework for accessing policy re-
sources and public policy dialogue. Numerous sensitive policy themes 
which are not being addressed nationally can thus be addressed in respect 
of “other“ countries within a region. The multi-disciplinary, multi-sectoral 
and multi-country spread of comparative and cooperative policy analysis 
and learning programmes is best pursued through four key activities: policy 
dialogue, policy research, policy information and dissemination and 
training. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Improved governance systems and new partnerships can best be improved 
by developing local policy capacities which design and influence the forma-
tion of policies. While state repression can demobilise policy analysis infra-
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structures required by civil society, these can be effectively mobilised 
through flexible, multi-sectoral and multi-national efforts. The low density 
of intellectual resources available to policy analysis in Southern Africa can 
be successfully networked through relatively low cost strategies which seek 
to achieve economies of scale and add value from comparative analysis.  

Contrary to previous simplistic oppositional strategies, it is feasible and 
there actually is demand to formally enhance interaction among the state, 
non-state agents and intellectuals in policy dialogue when it is structured 
around empirical knowledge. Inter-governmental cooperative institutions 
which seek collaborative responses to global problems, and to minimise the 
costs of global governance to individual governments, can be a positive 
framework and resource for enhancing public participation, promoting ac-
countability and developing more effective policies. 

The highly differentiated organisations of civil society which have 
favoured accountability mainly for white and a few black elite segments, 
sustain political conflict, ineffective governance systems and poor policies. 
Thus the notion of accountability for whom and towards what interests 
needs to be clarified in policy support work. The complexity of organisa-
tions of civil society and their policy interests requires in-depth targeted 
analysis of policy problems and their varied constituencies. There is need for 
systematic investment in the building of differentiated networks and 
alliances in a highly differentiated civil society towards articulating their 
policy demands and searching for consensus. The capacity building for 
good governance within organisations of civil society can be organised 
using local intellectual resources. 
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Sweden and Africa—Some Personal Reflections 

Adebayo O. Olukoshi 

When, towards the end of the 1970s, the countries of Africa began, one after 
the other, to slide into what has turned out to be the most prolonged eco-
nomic crisis in the continent’s history, the response that emanated from the 
international community was varied. Initially, there was some hope that the 
crisis would only be a temporary, short-term affair and that in time, African 
countries would return to the task of tackling poverty and underdevelop-
ment. This response was often accompanied by pleas for more aid resources 
to be channelled to Africa to help tide the continent over its “temporary” 
difficulties; no major push was made for drastic policy changes even if the 
case was made for the re-prioritisation of developmental objectives. But as 
the economic crisis in Africa deepened and took its toll on the social sectors 
and institutional capacity, a strong case was made, under the institutional 
and political leadership of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the 
World Bank, for the abandonment by African countries of the state-led 
pattern of development that was the defining feature of the post-1945 world 
and the embrace of a peculiar neo-liberal project of market-led development. 
It marked the birth of the era of structural adjustment in Africa.  

The model of structural adjustment prepared for Africa’s economic re-
structuring and recovery by the IMF and the World Bank was, to say the 
least, a very radical blueprint which, if successfully implemented, would 
mean a fundamental alteration of the foundations on which the state, econ-
omy, and society in Africa have been built. The merits and/or demerits of 
the IMF/World Bank structural adjustment economic model are not of 
direct concern to us here as such. Suffice it, therefore, to note only that in 
reality, as has been pointed out by an innumerable army of critics, in design 
as well as in ambition, the model was bound to run into profound difficul-
ties not only because of the questionable theoretical and conceptual as-
sumptions that underpinned it but also because it sought to promote in 
Africa an idealised notion of state-market relations the like of which have 
not been concretely experienced in the history of the contemporary world.  

Insofar as our immediate objectives in this essay are concerned, what is 
really important to emphasis is the fact that structural adjustment, and the 
array of conditionality clauses that were required to attempt to force it 
through, represented perhaps the most far-reaching usurpation of the 
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domestic policy and decision-making arena by external institutions and 
agencies since the colonial incursion into Africa. This usurpation, charac-
terised by some scholars as being nothing less than the re-colonisation of 
Africa, was, in great measure, justified by the thick air of Afro-pessimism 
which increasingly enveloped much of the intellectual and policy discourse 
about the continent. For, Afro-pessimism, the notion of Africa as an alleged-
ly irredeemable basket case marching inexorably, and in spite of the best in-
ternational efforts/good will, towards apocalypse was, itself, fed by a pecu-
liar but highly fashionable interpretation of the African social and political 
reality that saw little beyond a horde of people immersed in self-destroying 
rent-seeking and neo-patrimonialism.  

It is ironic that in spite of the array of conditionality clauses that were 
deployed in support of the IMF/World Bank structural adjustment model, 
and in spite of the exaggerated claims which were made in its favour at the 
time of its initiation, over a decade and half after its introduction, Africa re-
mains steeped in a cycle of economic and social decline. Whatever the 
causes/sources of the failure of structural adjustment as an economic crisis 
management model may be, there is now a growing international appetite 
for a radical reform of the mode and range of external intervention in the 
affairs of Africa. This has been most vividly manifested in the increasingly 
critical view that has been cast among many influential donors on the entire 
conditionality system and its utility/efficacy. The concern, in most cases, 
has not, of course, been to downplay the magnitude/severity of the African 
economic and social crises and the political costs which they have exerted; it 
has been to insist that local policy and political concerns, including the 
structures of legitimation, should be more fully and squarely taken account 
of. The growing unease felt in many quarters with the external over-
determination of Africa’s domestic policy probably marks the beginning of a 
“paradigmatic” shift in the conceptualisation of the way in which relations 
between Africa and the donor community have been structured over the last 
two decades; a key challenge at the present time is for this to be infused into 
the practice of the aid relationship which, viewed over time, has been gener-
ally authoritarian and one-sided.  

Historically, Sweden’s association with Africa was fashioned out of a 
strong tradition of solidarity with third world causes which, quite often, 
meant that it embraced foreign policy stances which were, in large measure, 
autonomous of the Big Powers in the pre-World War II period and the Cold 
War rivals in the post-1945 period. It successfully carved a niche for itself as 
a credible middle power which acted to impose some “morality” on the 
conduct of international affairs in general and the behaviour of the big pow-
ers in particular. For the countries of the third world, it served, on the 
whole, as a relatively reliable ally, offering an opening, almost a “third way” 
in international relations that is partially captured by the notion of the 
“Swedish model”, which various countries in Africa, Asia and Latin 
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America benefited from. As a donor, it served as a prime advocate and 
example of “enlightened” aid policy which was not solely driven by narrow, 
partisan, self-interest but by bigger ideals consistent with the vision of 
making the world a fairer, safer and more just place. 

Yet, as the debate gathers momentum as to what Sweden’s role in Africa 
should be in the years ahead, it is worth keeping in mind that the world, 
Africa, and Sweden itself have all undergone profound changes that bear 
directly on the possibilities that exist. Insofar as the world is concerned, 
some of the most significant changes to have occurred centre on the end of 
the East-West Cold War around which much in the post-1945 world was 
built. Associated with, deriving from, or conditioned by this development 
were such landmark events as the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union and the creation out of its ashes of a host of new 
sovereign states, the re-unification of Germany, the termination of apartheid 
in South Africa, the successful resolution of some long-standing 
regional/local conflict situations, and the spread across Africa, parts of Asia, 
and Latin America of experiments in political pluralism. The latter process 
has been attended by a resurgence in local ethno-regional and religious 
forms of consciousness; nationalism also seems to have re-asserted itself as a 
potent force in world affairs.  

The changes in international politics which have been unfolding have 
been under girded by an inexorable march towards the globalisation of the 
world economy, a development which has been fired by rapid and momen-
tous advances in communications technology. A key component of this 
globalisation is the economic dynamism which has been exhibited in South 
East Asia and China, suggesting a gradual shift in the main locus of interna-
tional production and commerce. The emergence of Asia as an increasingly 
central player in the world economy has definitely benefited from the end of 
the Cold War. However, the termination of the war as we once knew it does 
not amount, as has been erroneously suggested by some, to the end of ideol-
ogy in world affairs. For, the “new” world order, dominated as it is by the 
United States, is a strongly ideologically-driven project which also poses its 
own dangers to international peace and security.  

As to Africa, the changes which have been witnessed on the continent 
have been no less far-reaching. Amidst the continent’s continuing economic 
difficulties, local and external pressures for political reform combined to en-
sure that a host of military and single party authoritarian regimes opened 
up the local political space to other socio-political forces within the frame-
work of a new or restored electoral pluralism. Between 1989 and 1995, vir-
tually every country in Africa underwent multiparty elections which, for all 
the unevenness of their outcome, did result in a significant alteration of the 
political map of the continent. The main question which is posed at present 
within the framework of the political changes that have taken place in Africa 
centre on the extent to which elected governments, faced with deep-seated 
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national economic crises and worrisome levels of social and institutional de-
cay, can remain faithful to democratic politics whilst simultaneously mobil-
izing national energies for economic reform and recovery. We shall return to 
this issue shortly in the context of the policy possibilities that may be open 
to Sweden.  

Regarding Sweden itself, apart from the fact that the end of the old East-
West rivalry and of direct colonial rule in sub-Saharan Africa have, among 
other things, compelled a major re-thinking of its foreign policy objectives, 
its domestic socio-economic arrangement has come under a great deal of 
strain immediately deriving from the sharp deterioration in its public 
finances. Some local commentators in Sweden even speak today of the be-
ginning of the end of the “Swedish model” with all the consequences that 
accompany such a major turning point. The country’s decision to join the 
European Union (EU) after a great deal of internal soul-searching is some-
times cited as one piece of evidence that is symptomatic of the end of the 
“model” which Sweden once represented; whether this is right or not, there 
is no doubt that the vote in favour of EU membership, narrow though the 
margin was, marked a significant development in the annals of Swedish in-
ternational relations, the full implications of which are still unfolding.  

Without over-flogging the issue, Sweden’s EU membership can, and has 
been interpreted as being first and foremost an attempt by the country to re-
orient the pursuit of its national interest in the light of changing global geo-
politics and economic imperatives. This, by itself, is fair enough but it also 
directly broaches the question of how, in the re-definition of Sweden’s na-
tional interest that it entails, the third world generally and Africa in particu-
lar can expect to fit in. In a world in which naked, unenlightened pursuit of 
narrow “national” interests hitherto subsumed under the Cold War rivalries 
is now increasingly the norm (witness the increasing popularisation of the 
notion of “fortress Europe” and the pressures for a “new isolationism” in 
the US), this is not an idle concern. One challenge which it poses is the 
necessity for a clear elaboration to be offered of how the current 
understanding of the Swedish national interest relates to ideals which it 
cherishes as a country in the world system. For, to emphasis the point again, 
it is not at all clear that Sweden can take it for granted (any longer) that its 
historical advantages as a friend of the third world will remain intact or that 
those advantages are interpretable in the same light in spite of the 
momentous changes the world, including Sweden itself, has witnessed. Nor 
can it be taken for granted by the third world, a group that is now by far 
more internally differentiated than ever before, that there is still a 
sufficiently strong appetite, will or even capacity in Sweden for a foreign 
policy orientation in which solidarity with them occupies a central place.  

What do all of the changes that have occurred in the world, Africa, and 
Sweden itself imply for the country’s international relations generally and 
Sweden’s Africa policy particularly? Or, to pose the question in another 
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way, in view of the changes which have taken place in the international 
system , what new set of anchoring values can Sweden fashion to underpin 
its foreign policy? This is obviously a very broad and difficult question 
which cannot be fully or satisfactorily tackled within the terms of reference I 
have set for myself in this essay. But insofar as Africa is concerned, it seems 
to me that there are a number of ways in which Sweden can adapt its poli-
cies to the changed circumstances I have described earlier in order to be a 
positive and relevant factor for the development of the continent. This im-
mediately implies that I envisage some role for meaningful Swedish inter-
vention in Africa but it does not address the issue of the kind and levels of 
intervention that are desirable. As a general principle, it seems to me that 
while intervention is not by and of itself a bad thing, what is disquieting and 
which is also often quite counter-productive is a mode of intervention that 
seeks to supplant or circumvent local policy and political institutions and 
processes as well as to over-determine the content of local policy blueprints 
according to the particular taste of the intervening agency or the new politi-
cal, economic, cultural and/or ideological fashions that have come on 
stream.  

It is important at this stage in Africa’s history to emphasise the necessity 
for local policy and political institutions to be taken more seriously than 
they have been in recent years given that in many countries, concerted 
efforts are being made at (re-)building democratic institutions and processes 
of one kind or the other which the international donor community will do 
well to respect. These institutions and processes are largely still fragile and 
tailoring intervention in a manner which strengthens, rather than weakens 
them is probably the biggest challenge which will confront the donor 
community in the next few years. This is an area where Sweden can take a 
lead not only in terms of ensuring/insisting that packages of external 
intervention, no matter how well designed/intentioned, follow and are seen 
to follow the best democratic practices and do not circumvent or undermine 
them, but also through targeted support for the institutional expressions of 
the democratic aspirations of the peoples of Africa within and outside the 
state system.  

This, of course, also implies that Sweden will have to endow its Africa 
policies with considerable consistency and coherence, two attributes which 
have suffered some erosion in recent times. The kinds of shifts in orientation 
from broad social democratic positions in Swedish development coopera-
tion to the almost uncritical embrace, during the 1980s, of IMF/World Bank 
positions and leadership in dealings with Africa do not commend 
Stockholm to its partners as a reliable and consistent ally. Similarly, the con-
tradictory messages on Swedish development cooperation policy that em-
anate, on the one hand, from the finance ministry and the central bank and, 
on the other hand, from the development cooperation arm of the foreign 
ministry have been a source of great confusion and disquiet; sorting this 
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problem out will have to be a priority element in the reconstruction of 
Sweden’s Africa policy.  

Connected with the question of support for local policy and political pro-
cesses and structures during this transitional period in Africa is the question 
of the rehabilitation of state institutions decimated both by the dynamics of 
economic decline and the one-sided anti-statism of the structural adjustment 
years. The work of economic reform and recovery which will continue to 
dominate the African policy agenda is one which will benefit greatly from 
the deliberate measures aimed at the rehabilitation of public institutions. In 
a number of countries, the so-called “collapsed states” especially, the task of 
rehabilitating public institutions is one which is clear enough; in the rest of 
Africa it would, among other things, have to involve re-equipping public in-
stitutions, reviewing public sector pay policy, and upgrading/updating the 
skills of staff members. In relation to the latter, a major contribution can be 
made simply through greater focus on the African educational sector at all 
levels, including especially the universities whose foundations have 
suffered drastic erosion but without which high level human power cannot 
be formed and reproduced locally. Continuing attention to the social sector 
in Africa will also no doubt feed into the creation of a more conducive en-
vironment within which the task of reconstruction can take place.  

The recent upsurge in internal conflict situations in various parts of the 
world is one which is attracting a great deal of scholarly attention. Africa 
has had its fair share of internal politico-military conflicts, some with clearly 
genocidal dimensions. Apart from the obvious cases of Rwanda, Burundi, 
Somalia, and Liberia, there are many other countries which are tottering on 
the brink of violent internal strife. The objective local and external factors 
heightening the propensity for internal conflict are accentuated by accumu-
lated historical grievances and a deepening economic crisis. In many cases, 
local institutions and personalities are too tainted by partisan interests to be 
of help in dousing the embers of violent internal conflict; so too are the big 
powers, including Africa’s former colonisers, self-interested partisans. There 
is, therefore, a possibility for a country like Sweden to take on an active role 
as a credible mediator especially, but not exclusively, in those countries 
where its aid relations also give it some considerable local presence and a 
knowledge base to tap. Conflict management and resolution can become an 
important plank of Sweden’s post-Cold War Africa policy.  

One way of effectively managing intra- and inter-state conflicts in Africa 
which has recently been exciting the attention of scholars is through the re-
vival of regional cooperation/integration projects. Such projects also have 
the added value of assisting African countries to pool their efforts and re-
sources in their struggle to turn the table of economic underdevelopment 
and increase the continent’s share of global commercial and financial activi-
ties. Support for regional cooperation/integration schemes initiated by 
African countries themselves is one further area where Swedish policy can 
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be developed to play a constructive role. In a sense, this is already being 
done in relation to Sweden’s support for the work of the Southern Africa 
Development Community; what is called for, therefore, is the deepening 
and extension of existing policy in that area as one possible way of making a 
meaningful impact on the lives of the greatest number of Africans.  

It is now widely recognised that Africa’s problems are, at the very least, 
as much a product of internal factors as of external factors. The creation of a 
more conducive international environment is, thus, something from which 
Africa will stand to profit immensely. Perhaps it was in recognition of this 
that Sweden gave active support not only to the first and second develop-
ment decades declared by the United Nations in the 1960s and 1970s but 
also backed the demands of the countries of the third world for a new inter-
national economic and communication order. There are, it seems to me, at 
least two ways in which Sweden could rekindle its interest in international 
reforms with a view to enhancing the prospects of developing countries. The 
first consists of contributing to the growing movement for the reform of the 
United Nations system in general and the Bretton Woods institutions in 
particular with a view to making both more representative of and account-
able to the global commons. The second centres around utilising member-
ship of the European Union to impose some “morality” on the conduct of 
the bigger members, all of them former colonial rulers in Africa, which also 
have vested interests and whose actions are quite often obstructive of 
reform and change in Africa.  

To sum up: In the context of the changes which have taken place in the 
world, Africa and Sweden itself, there is considerable scope for Sweden to 
develop a new set on anchoring values/issues on the basis of which it might 
play an enlightened interventionist role in Africa. These values/issues, I 
suggest, might be summarised as democracy, conflict management, public 
and social sector rehabilitation, and regional cooperation/integration. While 
these are not radically new or grand values/issues in themselves, it should 
be emphasised that the policy challenge which they pose lies in the way in 
which they will be reformulated in the light of a changed environment and 
pursued in Africa to achieve the most effective result for the benefit of 
Africa and Sweden.  



A Personal Retrospective of Swedish/Ethiopian 
Cooperation in Agricultural Development in the 
1970s—Some Lessons from a Distant Past 

Henock Kifle 

INTRODUCTION 

Ethiopia and Sweden have had a long historical relationship lasting for over 
a hundred years now. Some of the earliest schools in Ethiopia were estab-
lished by Swedish missionaries, and many an Ethiopian owes his/her edu-
cation to the work of these early pioneers. Relations between the two coun-
tries took on a more formal turn in the post-war period, when Sweden 
started providing assistance to Ethiopia in many fields. Among some of the 
most notable development projects of the time were: the establishment of 
the first building college in Ethiopia; a highly successful secondary school 
building programme; and a programme to improve the nutritional status of 
children through the production of affordable, but highly nutritious, food 
for babies. 

In the late 1960s, the two countries agreed to extend their development 
cooperation to rural development by establishing the first integrated rural 
development project in Ethiopia. The project, known as the Chilalo 
Agricultural Development Project (CADU), was located in the fertile Arsi 
highlands of South-Eastern Ethiopia.1 The region produced wheat and bar-
ley as well as an assortment of other coarse grains and oil crops.  

CADU had as its primary goal, the improvement of the incomes of the 
smallholder farmers of the region. This was to be done through the intro-
duction of new agriculture technology, the provision of extension, credit, 
and marketing services, and the construction of needed rural infrastructure. 
After an initial start-up period of three years, the project went into full 
operation in 1970. By 1974, when the government of Haile Selassie was over-
thrown by a military coup, the project was providing a range of services to 
close to 50,000 farmers.  

                                                
1 The author joined the project in 1970 as an Economist, and later became its Executive Director 
in 1972, serving in this position until late 1975. 
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Many observers, inside and outside Ethiopia, considered the project, at 
the time, as highly successful; it was also seen by many as a model project 
for increasing the production and income of smallholder farmers. The 
Ethiopian government, with the assistance of the World Bank, even initiated 
a nation-wide agricultural development programme known as the 
Minimum-Package Programme (MPP), based on some of the successful 
practices of the project.  

The project, however, also became highly controversial both in Ethiopia 
and in Sweden, and, in time, it negatively affected the relations between the 
two countries. This was due to the adverse impact of project-generated 
activities on the livelihood of some of the poorest farmers in the area—ten-
ant farmers—and the seeming inability and unwillingness of the Ethiopian 
government to take timely action to stem it. 

In this brief retrospective, I will try to draw out a few lessons from this 
distant—though notable—experience in development cooperation between 
Sweden and Ethiopia. Although much has changed in Ethiopia, Africa, and 
the world in the last two and a half decades, I believe that some of these 
lessons still retain their validity. These are lessons which Sweden could 
profitably take into account in its re-examination of its development co-
operation with Africa. 

THE CADU PROJECT—SUCCESS AND FAILURE 

At the time the CADU project was established, rural Ethiopia, and in partic-
ular the Arsi region of Ethiopia, was generally viewed as a vast sea of rural 
backwardness. The agricultural practices of farmers, and the technologies 
they followed, dated back hundreds of years. Their yields and income were 
consequently very low. Land holding patterns were quite skewed, with a 
large proportion of the rural land owned by a small, and often absentee, 
landlord class. Consequently, close to a third of the rural population were 
tenant farmers.  

When the CADU project was being planned, the Ethiopian and Swedish 
project designers felt that, given the depth of impoverishment that con-
fronted them, it was necessary to address the problems of rural poverty and 
backwardness on as wide a front as possible. This was essential, they be-
lieved, if the project was to have any chance of improving the incomes and 
livelihood of the poor farmers. The project was thus conceived as an inte-
grated rural development project addressing simultaneously the problems of 
smallholder agricultural technology, extension, credit, marketing, and rural 
infrastructure. 1 

                                                
1 See B. Nekby, 1972, CADU: An Ethiopian Experiment in Developing Peasant Agriculture. Stock-
holm: Prisma.  
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As it was felt that the Ministry of Agriculture at the time did not have 
the capacity to manage the project through its provincial office, it was 
decided that a semi-autonomous project management unit—but reporting to 
the Ministry—would be established. And although the government of 
Sweden agreed to fund the bulk of the costs of the project, considerable 
efforts were made to ensure that it did not become a Swedish project. 
Towards this end, the two governments agreed on two important measures. 
The first was that the salaries of all the high and middle level staff of the 
project were to be paid by the Ethiopian government. Second, it was agreed 
that although the start-up of the project would require considerable Swedish 
technical assistance, a concerted effort would be made to develop Ethiopian 
managerial and technical capacity. Accordingly, considerable resources 
were allocated to training and developing the staff of the project.  

The project started up with a fairly high contingent of Swedish technical 
assistance, although the goals and mission of the project—that of promoting 
peasant development—started to attract a pool of talented and dedicated 
Ethiopians. Within a short period of time, the project started making con-
siderable progress and its impact began to be felt. More specifically, the suc-
cesses of the project included the following: 
– Through its agricultural research programme, CADU was able to adapt 

green-revolution technologies to the conditions of smallholder farmers in 
the region. This gave farmers in the area the potential to increase their 
production of wheat and barley two to three fold. 

– The project also established an effective agricultural extension, rural credit, 
and marketing system to disseminate research findings, to encourage 
farmers to adopt the new technologies, and to persuade them to change 
their age-old agricultural practices. 

– The project also built much needed rural infrastructure—primarily rural 
roads and water supply systems—which had considerable impact on the 
economic well-being of farmers. These investments soon began to have a 
marked impact on the social condition of farmers. 

– The project also succeed in developing the capacity of Ethiopians in the 
various technical and management fields, such that, although the project 
grew considerably and, in time, expanded its operations to cover the 
whole sub-region, the number of Swedes working in the project was re-
duced to a handful, five to six years after the start-up of the project. 

As well as meeting its immediate objectives, CADU began to have consider-
able impact on the agricultural production and income of smallholder farm-
ers. Farmers were quick to see the advantages of adopting the new green 
revolution technologies, and within a period of 5–7 years, the number of 
farmers using the project innovations was close to 50,000. The average in-
creases in income were also quite impressive, with some farmers doubling 
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their income, although, it should be said, incomes were quite low at the start 
of the project. The impact on the total production of wheat and barley in the 
area was also quite dramatic, with the sub-region beginning to account for 
an increasing share of the nation’s marketed surplus. The potential of the re-
gion for becoming the bread-basket of the nation was thus being realized. 

While the project thus succeeded in increasing the production and in-
come of a large number of smallholder farmers, it also helped unleash a 
powerful development which soon began to adversely affect the incomes 
and livelihood of the poorest farmers in the region, namely, the tenant farm-
ers. As the profitability of the green-revolution technologies that CADU in-
troduced became more apparent, large numbers of commercial farmers 
began to invest in wheat and barley production in the area. An increasing 
number of landowners began to take up farming themselves, evicting their 
former tenants in the process. And other commercial farmers, attracted by 
the high returns, also began to move into the area, offering higher rents to 
landowners than the tenant farmers could afford to pay.1 

The large-scale eviction of tenant farmers from the lands that they had 
traditionally occupied became an important political issue at the time, and it 
put the whole question of land tenure reform on the political and economic 
agenda of the country. The government promised to introduce legislation to 
regulate landlord-tenant relations and to improve the security of tenure of 
tenant farmers. But fearful of the powerful opposition of the landed interests 
of the time, it failed to take any action. For Sweden, CADU became a politi-
cal predicament and a liability, as a major project that it was supporting be-
gan to be associated with the large-scale eviction of poor farmers.  

The failure of the Ethiopian government to address a major structural 
issue that was at the heart of agricultural development in Ethiopia thus be-
came the Achilles heel of the project. For Sweden, it became impossible to 
support other rural development projects in Ethiopia without the land 
tenure situation first being a satisfactorily resolved. In the end, the failure of 
the government to address this critical policy problem became one of the 
most important political issues that galvanized opposition to the govern-
ment, helping to bring about its fall in 1974. 

SOME LESSONS FROM A DISTANT PAST  

Are there any general lessons that we can learn from this distant experience 
in development cooperation between Sweden and Ethiopia? Although the 
experience is limited to a single project that was implemented a while back, 
I believe there are a number of lessons that still retain their relevance today. 
In its re-examination of its relations with Africa, and in its endeavor to es-

                                                
1 See Henock Kifle, 1971, An Investigation into Mechanized Farming and Its Impact on Peasant 
Agriculture. CADU Publications No. 74. Asella. 
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tablish a more equal partnership for development with African countries, I 
believe that it may be useful for the government of Sweden to take note of 
some of these lessons from the past. 

I believe that five important lessons—four quite general and broad and 
one specific to rural development—can be drawn from the Ethiopian experi-
ence. The four broad issues pertain to: ownership of the development process; 
capacity building; equitable and socially sustainable development; and shared per-
spectives on fundamental structural issues. The fourth has to do with strategies 
for poverty alleviation. 

Ownership of the development process 

Although the Ethiopian government at the time failed to address one of the 
most fundamental political and economic problems that the country faced at 
the time, its seriousness of purpose was never in question. While willing to 
accept assistance from the international donor community, the government 
insisted that the development projects and programmes it launched retained 
their Ethiopian character, and remained under its full control. All the post-
war development institutions it established—the power and telecommuni-
cation authorities, the airline and shipping firms, etc.—had this essential 
quality. The emphasis was thus on building genuine Ethiopian institutions, 
but with the technical and financial assistance of donors.  

In the case of CADU, as I noted earlier, the government sought to ensure 
that although the project was largely financed by Sweden, it remained an 
Ethiopian undertaking. It sought to achieve this goal by ensuring that the 
senior Ethiopian staff of the project were perceived as government officials 
directly accountable to it. It was thus important that their salaries were paid 
by the Ethiopian treasury. In addition, a considerable and conscious effort 
was made to reduce dependence on Swedish technical assistance, and to de-
velop national capacity to manage all facets of the project. 

In today’s development jargon, this is of course what is increasingly re-
ferred to as ownership, with emphasis being put on the necessity of govern-
ments taking primary responsibility for development projects and pro-
grammes. Indeed, a new and equal partnership between African countries 
and their development partners has to built on the basis of African countries 
charting their own development path, and their partners supporting this 
process. It can not be any other way. As recent experience has shown, the 
development process cannot be sustainable, if Africa’s development part-
ners take the lead on major policy matters.  

Capacity building 

The CADU project also highlights the central role that capacity building must 
play in any process of sustained development. Although only operated on a 
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small scale, the project did show that national capacity can be built in a rela-
tively short period of time, even in some of the most demanding technical 
areas, such as plant and animal breeding. What is required is a determined 
effort on the part of African countries, with appropriate support from their 
development partners. 

With respect to the general problem of capacity building in Africa, it is 
now generally accepted that the capacity of African nations to manage their 
economies or, more broadly, their national affairs, has declined in the last 
couple of decades.1 Paradoxically, this is at a time when Africa probably has 
the highest number of highly trained people in almost all fields. The prob-
lem, as many have observed, is not the supply of qualified personnel as 
such—as the talent that is available in the increasing African diaspora 
attests—but the declining state of African institutions.  

A more equal partnership for African development would imply that 
Africans and their development partners have comparable capacity to discuss, 
to debate, and to chart a common agenda for development. In the absence of 
such capacity on the African side, the development agenda is likely to be 
donor-driven. Assistance for institutional capacity building must thus be a 
key issue for development cooperation, as it could go a considerable way in 
altering the character of the current relationship between Africa and its 
development partners. 

Shared perspectives on key structural policy issues 

A genuine partnership for development also implies shared perspectives 
between African countries and their development partners on key develop-
ment issues. In the case of the CADU project, as I noted above, it was the 
failure of the Ethiopian government to address a fundamental issue—that of 
land tenure and land distribution—that ultimately led to the weakening of 
Swedish support for rural development in Ethiopia, and to strained 
relations between the two countries. 

In today’s post cold-war era, where there would appear to be remarkable 
convergence in thinking on fundamental development issues, it could well 
be argued that there are perhaps no fundamental development issues over 
which disagreements between African countries and their development 
partners would arise. However, in practice this is unlikely to be the case. For 
even if there are agreements on the general thrust of the development pro-
cess, disagreements could arise over key strategic issues. For example, al-
though there is nowadays a consensus on the need to create conditions for 
private-sector led economic growth, there could still be disagreements over 
key strategic processes. These could include, the nature and pace of the pri-

                                                
1 See World Bank, 1996, Partnership for Capacity Building in Africa. Washington, D.C.: World 
Bank. 
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vatization process; the types of legal and regulatory frameworks that should 
be put in place and whether these would guarantee equal protection to all, 
and the degree of openness and competition that the new system would 
allow.  

In sum, agreement on fundamental development issues is essential, if a 
genuine partnership is to be created between African countries and their 
partners. In the absence of such an agreement, the development partnership 
is unlikely to be fruitful.  

Equitable and socially sustainable development 

As noted above, there has been in the last decade a considerable change in 
development thinking, with a consensus emerging on such key strategic 
issues as the importance of macro-economic stability, the desirability of 
private-sector led growth, and the need for environmental sustainability. As 
important as these issues are, it is also important to emphasize the need for 
promoting an equitable and socially sustainable development process.  

In the case of the CADU project, its failure, in the end, was its inability to 
address issues of social equity, as the forces it helped unleash began to ad-
versely affect the poorest farmers in the region. In a similar vein, current 
strategies of development will also need to address effectively issues of 
social equity, if economic growth is to be socially sustainable. In this regard, 
it is important to recall that the success of the rapidly growing economies of 
Asia has not only been in terms of their success in maintaining high rates of 
growth over long periods of time, but also their ability to reduce, over time, 
absolute and relative poverty.  

Seeking to address issues of social equity would imply that economic 
growth strategies incorporate certain approaches. A number of elements of 
such a strategy are worth mentioning. In agricultural development, it would 
imply following a strategy that targets the production and income of small-
holders. In industrial promotion, it would imply promoting small and 
medium scale enterprises, that have the potential of generating high levels 
of employment. And in social investments, the strategy would call for ade-
quate investments in primary health and education. As a new partnership 
between Africa and its development partners would imply the need for 
shared values, it is suggested that an important set of values that they could 
consider are those related to promoting a development process that is equit-
able and socially sustainable.   

Strategies for poverty alleviation 

The international donor community has for some time now stressed poverty 
alleviation as a major goal for its development assistance to Africa. Indeed, 
given the poor state of livelihood for most Africans, there can be little dis-
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agreement with this emphasis. As poverty largely continues to be a rural 
phenomenon, measures for poverty alleviation have to focus on rural 
poverty. At issue, therefore, is the type of rural and agricultural develop-
ment activities that should be pursued by African governments. 

Reducing rural poverty must, as a first goal, aim at increasing the pro-
ductivity and incomes of rural producers. While investments in social sec-
tors—such as schools and rural clinics—are essential for improving the 
livelihood of rural dwellers, the sustainability of such investments ulti-
mately depends on improving the rural economy. As part of the structural 
adjustment policies of the last decade, much emphasis has been placed on 
creating the right macroeconomic and policy framework for economic de-
velopment. And much progress has been achieved in this regard, as the 
large macroeconomic imbalances and incentive distortions that had been a 
characteristic of many African economies in the past have been reduced. 
With the exception of a few countries, however, the supply response of pro-
ducers has been rather limited; this is particularly the case for smallholder 
producers. 

What seems to have been overlooked over the last decade is the need for 
investments in agricultural support services for smallholder farmers, if their 
agricultural practices are to change, and their productivity and incomes are 
to rise. In this regard, what the CADU project in Ethiopia (and also projects 
elsewhere) conclusively demonstrated some time back was the feasibility of 
a rapid change in production technology among smallholder farmers, if 
adequate investments are made in agricultural support services. While the 
technology that CADU disseminated was based on earlier research results 
elsewhere, there is now a variety of new technologies that are available, and 
that have the potential of making substantial differences for the production 
and incomes of smallholder farmers throughout the continent. Yet due to 
budgetary constraints and the general deterioration of government institu-
tions in the last decade, little has been done to disseminate and make avail-
able these technologies. In the effort to alleviate poverty, African countries 
and their development partners will thus need to adopt new and more effec-
tive post-structural adjustment policies for agricultural and rural development. 
While building on the macroeconomic adjustment policies of the last 
decade, it would appear that a major effort needs to be made to build the 
supportive rural infrastructure needed to promote smallholder agriculture.  

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In this brief note, I have tried to draw out some important lessons from the 
experience of development cooperation between Ethiopia and Sweden, 
some two and a half decades back. While much has undoubtedly changed 
during this period, some lessons from this experience still retain their valid-
ity. Thus, in seeking to build a new partnership for development, it is in-
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cumbent on us not to overlook these key lessons, lest we repeat the mistakes 
of the past. In particular, I would like to emphasize that ownership of the de-
velopment process and the capacity to manage it, as well as agreement on funda-
mental development issues and strategies and a common set of values for pro-
moting equitable and socially sustainable development, should underlie the new 
partnership that we seek to build between Africa and its development part-
ners.  



Towards a Redefinition of Relations 
between African Countries and Sweden 
—A South African Case Study 

Teboho Moja 

A REVIEW OF PAST RELATIONS 

In proposing terms and issues for re-definition of the relationship between 
African countries and Sweden, it is necessary, at the outset, to review the 
nature of the past relationships between them. In doing this, I will use South 
Africa as a case study, but also refer from time to time to the entire Southern 
African region. 

Swedish humanitarian support to Southern Africa dates back to the early 
1960s. Support came from individuals doing voluntary work, and from the 
Swedish NGO sector that participated actively in designing and channelling 
non-material as well as material support to the region. Financial support 
targeted refugees (mostly for the award of scholarships), individuals, civil 
rights groups and the trade union movement. There was also financial sup-
port to liberation movements in Mozambique, Angola, Zimbabwe and 
South Africa. A large proportion of Swedish aid was targeted at organi-
sations working for democracy, especially the trade unions and churches. 
Other areas that benefited from aid were education, legal assistance, social 
welfare and health care, the media and publications, and culture. The con-
text for this support changed when, following the end of apartheid and the 
inauguration of Nelson Mandela, Sweden and South Africa signed a bilat-
eral development cooperation agreement in February 1995 which expired in 
December 1996. 

The aim of the February 1995 cooperation programme was to support 
the development of democracy and human rights, including culture and 
media education, public administration, and urban development (including 
housing). Cutting across these sectors are gender issues and environmental 
awareness. There was also a fund established for short-term technical assist-
ance in the areas of policy development and capacity building. The support 
on offer was channelled through national and provincial government de-
partments, parastatals, NGOs, CBOs and higher education institutions. 
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Education received the biggest share of support followed closely by demo-
cracy and human rights, and then urban development. Media received the 
smallest allocation in that agreement for the period ending December 1996 
and focused on education in journalism and the training of journalists. 

Beyond development cooperation, there is also a booming commercial 
relationship between South Africa and Sweden, Swedish industry has been 
active in South Africa since the turn of the century. Swedish companies have 
established offices and manufacturing facilities in South Africa. In the expec-
tation that both commercial and non-commercial relations between Sweden 
and South Africa will grow in the years ahead, it is useful to embark on 
some stock-taking before making proposals for a redefinition of the relation-
ship between these partners. Inevitably, the implications of the relationship 
between the two countries for the Southern Africa region will have to be 
taken account of. In the Southern African region, the expansion and promo-
tion of the Southern African Development Community (SADC) is impera-
tive for dealing with national, regional and global issues. For South Africa, 
coming out of the era of apartheid isolation, re-linking with Africa is as im-
portant as re-linking with the rest of the world. 

Development initiatives for Africa have had little or no impact on the 
development of the continent. For example, the United Nations develop-
ment plan tagged the New Agenda for the Development of Africa and launched 
five years ago with the intention of flagging off a fresh start in international 
development cooperation was not successfully implemented. The mid-term 
review indicated that the continent’s population of 750 million is expected to 
double to 1.5 billion by the year 2025 and that the population of as many as 
35 countries has grown faster than their economic production, while the 
Official Development Assistance (ODA) of the UN continued to drop. In re-
sponding to that review, another effort, described as A Special Initiative for 
Africa, was launched by the Secretary General. Priority action programmes 
re-emphasised provision of water, food security, health, and capacity build-
ing for governance (Brauer 1996). 

The provision of basic services remains a concern for new governments 
in Africa. For example, the post-apartheid South African government has, 
since taking over, been faced with the basic challenge of delivering services 
such as low cost housing, water supply, electricity and telephones, particu-
larly to impoverished areas. Similar to the experiences of other African 
countries, the delivery of these services has not kept pace with population 
growth rates and the inherited backlogs of demand and expectations which 
the government has to address. A review of the delivery of those services 
revealed the following: 
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Low cost housing 

The plan to increase delivery on a yearly basis to 350 000 by 1998 has not 
come close to those target levels. In 1996, only 65 500 low-cost housing sales 
were recorded, even though the number of housing projects initiated rose 
sharply. It was reported in the special issue of Time magazine that 8 billion 
rands were returned unused by the Department of Housing despite the 
backlog in providing housing, a fact which underlines the lack of capacity to 
deliver. The estimated housing backlog is 2.5 million units. 

Water supply 

The water supply programme has proved to be one of the relatively success-
ful proerammes so far. The government plans to provide an additional 1.7 
million people with water by the end of 1997 at an estimated cost of R700 
million and about 2 million people are scheduled to have access to water by 
the end of 1998. The estimated backlog is 11 million people without access to 
running water. 

Electricity 

The plan was to deliver 150,000 new connections a year in the first five years 
of the new government, in addition to the 300,000 a year planned by Eskom. 
So far, the government has achieved only about 10 per cent of its target in 
1996 while Eskom (a public utilities run on a commercial line) connected 
more than 300 000 homes in 1996 and has, altogether, connected an estimat-
ed 1.5 million homes since the start of its programme in 1996. Eskom has 
also exceeded its recent targets. The backlog in providing this service is 1.5 
million. 

Telephones 

It is often said that London has more telephones than the whole of Africa 
put together. The provision of telephones gained momentum recently with 
the implementation of the vision 2000 project. There are plans to provide 3 
million new lines to the network and upgrade a further million lines by the 
year 2000 at a total cost of R32billion. It is anticipated that delivery will gain 
momentum once Telkom’s (public sector corporation) sale of 30 per cent of 
its equity has been concluded, with the new equity partner providing about 
R6billion (for a 25 per cent stake) and technology and management skills for 
the project. The backlog is estimated at 2.75 million. 

It is worth noting that the two areas, namely electricity and telecommu-
nications, that have a better delivery capacity are the responsibility of public 
utilities and depend on foreign technology. Another issue is failure to de-
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liver or to meet the targets set due to a lack of capacity and, in some cases, 
poor administration. In an attempt to address the issue of capacity, the 
government put in place a development strategy, the Reconstruction and 
Development Programme, aimed at achieving substantial levels of investment 
in human capital through human resource management for the transforma-
tion of the entire public sector. Lack of capacity to deliver the programme 
has had rippling effects in the rest of the public service. Capacity building 
remains one of the crucial agenda items in South Africa’s future relationship 
with donor agencies.  

Central to past donor-recipient relations in general was the promotion of 
primary commodity production. Castells argues that the exhaustion of the 
model of primary-commodity production, combined with the “economic 
liberalisation policies of major international financial institutions”, led the 
countries of sub-Saharan Africa to virtual economic bankruptcy by the end 
of the 1980s. The primary-commodities trade collapsed from 7.2 per cent of 
world trade in 1970 to 5.5 per cent in 1980 to 3.7 per cent in 1989. Simul-
taneously, International Monetary Fund (IMF) liberalisation policies did not 
attract the expected investment or deliver improved competitiveness. 
Instead, they destroyed large sectors of agricultural production for local 
markets—which left many African countries defenceless against the impact 
of drought and bad harvests. In addition, the oil shocks of the 1970s and the 
rise of interest rates provoked near bankruptcy for most countries. These 
conditions led to the fear by the North, particularly Western Europe, of the 
possible emigration of millions of uprooted peasants and urban poor unable 
to survive in their own countries. International aid was, therefore, channell-
ed to reduce this potential danger. Castells’ analysis no doubt exaggerates 
one aspect of the migration question as the pattern that has prevailed indi-
cates an advert brain drain effect on Africa.  

Amidst the crisis of decline in Africa, control of the state, as intermediary 
between the resources transferred from abroad and an impoverished popu-
lation, became not only a matter of politics, but also of survival. Since ethnic 
networks were established and reliable bases for support, the fight for con-
trol of the state was organised around these centuries-old cleavages. This 
was helped by what Mamdani (1996) calls the dual citizenship policies of 
post-colonial Africa in which the residents of the urban centres enjoyed citi-
zenship rights while the rural populations were defined as subjects of the 
tribal chiefs. 

GLOBAL AND REGIONAL REALITIES  

Globalisation has become a dominant feature of late twentieth century 
modernisation. Globalisation calls for greater flexibility in production 
design to meet increasingly diverse global consumer needs obtained by 
using the new computer-led technologies and employing more educated 
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labour in participatory forms of work organisation. These include 
teamwork, multi-skilling, flattened management structures and strategic 
linkages. For example, where, formerly, research and development 
functions would have been carried out in-house, many firms are now opting 
for joint ventures with other firms, higher education institutions and 
parastatals. Of crucial importance is global financial integration, under 
which autonomous national financial policies became unfeasible. In essence, 
even as socialism was collapsing during the 1980s, capitalism was 
undergoing a fundamental restructuring on a global scale. 

The new modes of production are increasingly dependent on knowledge 
and information technology. Advancements in information technology have 
dramatically affected how and where knowledge generation takes place. 
Knowledge and “informationalism” have become central to globalisation. 
The sources of higher productivity are increasingly dependent on knowl-
edge and information applied to productivity. The increasing generation 
and accessing of knowledge has led to what is often referred to as the 
“knowledge society”, promoted mainly by higher education institutions. 
Castells (1995) asserts that “if knowledge is the electricity of the new infor-
mational international economy, then institutions of higher education are 
the power sources on which a new development process must rely”. 
Though knowledge and information technologies are the sources of power, 
their combination does not necessarily equal economic power. For example, 
South Africa has been rated sixteenth in communication technologies but it 
is forty-second in world economic productivity. 

The acquisition of and access to new knowledge creates new power rela-
tions, i.e. those nations that cannot access knowledge and information tech-
nologies will continue to be dominated by nations with that kind of power. 
Dominance in the changing world is reordered because countries and re-
gions fit into the new world-wide information economy in uneven ways. 
Nations without access to information become disenfranchised or 
marginalised and their opportunities for full participation in the global 
economy become increasingly limited. In the words of Fernanado Cardoso 
(who went from being the president of the world sociological association to 
being the president of Brazil), these countries will “not even be considered 
worth the trouble of exploitation, they will become inconsequential, of no 
interest to the developing globalised economy” (Castells 1996:14). 

Parallel to economic and cultural globalisation is “deglobalisation” i.e. 
the formation of powerful regional cooperation blocks. Despite globalisa-
tion, it is estimated that 95 per cent of all products and services sold in the 
European Union are produced in the European Union. 

In an overview of Africa’s recent economic evolution, Castells (p. 14) ar-
gues that “the dynamics of the social exclusion of a significant proportion of 
the population as a result of new forms of inclusion of countries in the 
global economy operates on a large scale in the case of Africa—being a ma-
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jor part of the ‘Fourth World’” (p. 14). According to Castells, the “systematic 
logic of the new global economy does not have much of a role for the majori-
ty of the African population in the newest international division of labour. 
Most primary commodities are useless or low priced, markets are too nar-
row, investment too, risky labour not skilled enough, aommunication and 
telecommunication infrastructure inadequate, politics too unpredictable and 
government bureaucracies inefficiently corrupt”. He further argues that ex-
ploitation was “why international aid was channelled to African countries in 
the hope of still taking advantage of some valuable natural resources and 
with the purpose of preventing massive famines that could trigger 
largescale migrations”, and concludes that “the experience of the transition 
of Africa into the new global economy is that ‘structural irrelevance’ is a 
more threatening condition than dependency” (p. 15).  

If Castells’ analysis is taken seriously, then equal partnership between 
Sweden and Africa would be an impossibility at this stage and the possibil-
ity of Africa becoming self-reliant in the near future is remote, which then 
raises the question, of what is achievable. This is the issue to which we now 
turn our attention and in doing so, we argue that though Sweden and Africa 
may be economically unequal, there is still a basis for hoping for equality in 
the new partnership between them 

BUILDING A NEW RELATIONSHIP 

Relationships by nature are complex and need to be understood in terms of 
what the partners have to offer and what is in the partnership for them. Past 
relations between Africa and the donor countries have been characterised by 
high levels of dependency. In general donor assistance in the past tended to 
focus on the delivery of specific services, such as water supply, or the target-
ing of specific areas such as agricultural production/marketing in rural 
areas. There seems to have been a change in the last decade to policy re-
search that allows donors more influence on the new policies developed by 
the recipient countries. 

The quest for a new partnership has to be located within the framework 
of the global economy and its impact on the parties concerned. Given the 
global and regional realities already discussed, an equal partnership is not, 
strictu sensu, possible hence the need to base the new relationship on demo-
cratic principles that allow for greater participation and not on economic 
self-reliance. This will increase the possibility of structuring the relationship 
of unequal partners along lines that are more equal and participatory. 

Brauer (1996) affirms that Africa is being excluded from the network 
society, by stating that “Africa is extremely weak as a partner in interna-
tional economic relations and the situation seems to be getting worse”. 
There are serious consequences for the continent’s developmental prospects 
emanating from marginalisation and the growing economic gap created by 
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lack of participation in global information networks. Africa’s participation 
in the new partnership would obviously not be on the basis of its economic 
equality but rather on its democratic right to participate.  

Sweden has started a process of re-examining its policies towards Africa. 
This is in response to changes that have taken place globally, in Africa and 
in Sweden, and the need to forge a new partnership that takes cognisance of 
the new situation. Sweden’s humanitarian support to the liberation struggle 
in Southern Africa has contributed to the establishment of the new demo-
cracies in the region as well as to the new challenges that face the region. 

Changes in Africa in favour of multiparty democracy have happened in 
parallel to changes in international politics and the globalisation of the 
world economy. The issue now is that of bringing new democracies into the 
global economic arena as effective players. Past relationships have not nec-
essarily brought Africa into the global market. World bank policies, with 
their emphasis on greater returns on investment in basic education, have 
undermined the development of high level skills in Africa and capacity 
building in areas that are crucial for the economic development of the conti-
nent. 

Relationships previously defined in terms of a donor agency providing 
aid to the recipient country have failed to contribute to substantial develop-
ment in Africa. Sweden’s search for new policies would imply a revision of 
the agenda too. New relationships structured in the form of partnerships 
have the potential to contribute to new modes of operation which are likely 
increase the participation of other partners. Partnership arrangements could 
operate at different levels and in various arrangements depending on the 
unique characteristics of a particular country. Involvement in the continent 
as a whole, for example, would require different partnership arrangements 
from those set up for regional or country involvement. However, there are 
general principles which underpin partnerships at all levels. These include: 
a) The need to promote ownership of the project by the specified beneficia-

ries of the project; 
b) Capacity building as a crucial variable in the sustainability of projects and 

which should form part of the implementation of all aid projects; and  
c) The establishment of effective systems for the joint evaluation and moni-

toring of projects by all the parties involved in or affected by cooperation 
projects. 

In the past, foreign donors imposed their policy and project preferences on 
Africa as part of their development strategy. There is now an urgent need 
for Africa to develop its own development strategy in partnership with for-
eign donors. The development of such strategies could also happen at dif-
ferent levels in the continent. Donors should support and promote local 
policies for democratisation and the aid relationship itself should contribute 
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to the democratisation process as part of the quest for the transformation of 
the continent. 

Some of the issues often raised with regard to donor aid are the follow-
ing: 
a) Donor aid has often been found to concentrate on areas and projects de-

rived from the donor agency’s choice and preference; 
b) There is often an overlap of projects among donors with no coordination 

of activities, which could lead to unnecessary duplication and wastage; 
c) The relationship is often established with governments without the in-

volvement of the counterparts who are to assist in the project or the com-
munities involved; 

d)There are often problems with the reporting mechanisms of the donor 
agencies; 

e) The undemocratic practices of the donor agencies in the processes for de-
cision-making often produce counter-productive outcomes that under-
mine the letter and spirit of cooperation. 

In restructuring relationships, the principles underpinning successful rela-
tionships would have to be taken seriously and the problems often raised 
would have to be addressed. 

Africa’s partners could also contribute to economic reforms on the conti-
nent. UN plans for the development of Africa have failed to have the 
desired impact. The Swedish project tagged “Relinking Africa—For a New 
Partnership with a Self-Reliant Africa“ is a welcome initiative in this regard 
although its assumptions need to be problematised at two levels. First, the 
notion of a self-reliant Africa in the current global economy is a debatable 
one as suggested by the arguments we summarised earlier regarding the 
creation of a “fourth world”. Self-reliance was an ideal of the 1960s which, 
three decades later, is far from being realised. Strictly speaking, it is difficult 
to become self-reliant in the context of growing internationalisation and the 
revolution that is taking place in communications technology. Second, the 
concept partnership has become a catch-all phrase which refers to a contin-
uum of relationships ranging from passive to active participation of part-
ners. The new partnership should be established as a relationship of equal 
partners in terms of their equal participation in the determination of the 
parameters and terms of the relationship even if their levels of economic 
development are unequal. The outcome of such an arrangement would, 
therefore, not be the outcomes of mere implementation of pre-established 
rules and adherence to conditions attached to development aid, but the re-
sult of a joint effort by two partners. 

Two factors are central to restructuring new relationships into partner-
ships. Firstly, the basis of the relationship is the notion of participation as a 
right and secondly, it is a recognition of the crucial role played by access to 
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knowledge and information technology. There is general acknowledgement 
of the need to make a shift from dependency in relationships to functional 
interdependence in the form of partnerships. Functional interdependence 
assumes that no single actor has the ability to solve problems alone or for 
the other party. There is, however, no blueprint on how functionally inter-
dependent partnerships between donors and recipients can be transformed 
into a partnership, nor about what forms the new relationship will take or 
how the process will occur. 

In structuring the partnerships, perhaps we could learn from partner-
ships in the corporate world. The new partnership arrangements could be 
structured along the lines of corporatism or neo-corporatism which could be 
criticised by the anti-corporatist school as the collaboration of the working 
class with the bourgeoisie or, in this case, the recipients with the donors, and 
by the participationist school as a practical form of relationship between the 
parties involved. Schmitter (1979) argues that corporatism can be imposed 
or it can emerge through negotiated agreements between the parties in-
volved. Corporatism works through a multitude of cooperation mechanisms 
which can be weak or strong, and even morally binding. 

One form of neo-corporatism which is accommodative of partners with 
competing but complimentary interests is co-determination. Applied in this 
situation, it would have to be accepted that the participation of partners in 
decision-making is essential even as they retain their identities and inde-
pendence.  

As to the accessing of information technology and knowledge by African 
scholars, this is a bit more tricky as academics on the continent have been 
further marginalised by the dwindling resources allocated to higher educa-
tion institutions. There is a rich literature on the problems faced by higher 
education in Africa. 

Equal partnership could be structured in terms of equal participation in 
accessing knowledge. The participation of African scholars in information 
networks would create an opportunity for a paradigm shift in terms of the 
agenda of the partnership becoming problem-focused rather than country 
specific. New knowledge networks rely on scholars from different locations 
and disciplines (trans-disciplinary and trans-institutional) interacting 
around a specific problem. For example, a network on low cost housing 
could include scholars and practitioners from a number of countries sharing 
information and solutions. These types of interactions provide information 
flows which are not uni-directional, i.e. the Swedish participant will not 
only dispense information but also receive valuable information for 
pursuing his/her own research (or problem solving). Such arrangements 
benefit all participants in different ways. Knowledge networks are not 
country specific but the application of results can be made country specific. 

Participating in the generation and sharing of information does not 
automatically lead to application, and this is another area that may need to 
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be supported by international agencies. In South Africa, the National 
Commission on Higher Education through information technology and 
networking produced a world class report, which after being handed over to 
the government, had to be translated into a Green Paper. The problems that 
emerged were firstly, the Department of Education had no capacity to artic-
ulate implementation policies. Secondly, the proposed policies such as mas-
sification ran contrary to the government’s fiscal policy of trying to curb ex-
penditure in all sectors.  

The acquisition of skills and technology is crucial for participation. This 
should be done bearing in mind that technology transfer is problematic and 
requires a supportive economic infrastructure. An example is that of South 
Africa’s historically black institutions located in rural areas where they are 
not easily accessible by telephone and faxes. The introduction of cellular 
telephones and e-mail improved access, but at a considerably higher cost. 
With e-mail, the problem centres primarily on maintenance than on initial 
costs.  

What is crucial in the establishment of these new relationships is for the 
donors to balance their participation as partners with their role as funders. 
The same goes for the recipients, who have to balance participation as part-
ners with receiving aid. 

CONCLUSION 

The meeting convened by the Swedish government with a cross-section of 
Africans at Abidjan in January 1997 can be regarded as part of the process of 
developing the kind of new relationships I have tried to outline in this essay. 
But there is a need to be clear about the distinction between participation 
through consultation and through co-determination. In past relationships, 
there has often been a constant shift between consultation and co-determina-
tion. Such oscillation generates ambiguity, particularly if the language is 
that of co-determination but the practice is consultation. There is no problem 
with consultations as part of a process leading to decision-making but the 
relationship proposed in this essay is not for consultation but for co-deter-
mination. Moving from consultation to co-determination requires more than 
a declaration of intent. It may be necessary to unpack the steps of policy 
formulation that are involved in order to illustrate the shifts between 
consultation and co-determination.  
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AFRICA IN THE GLOBAL ECONOMY 



Africa’s Development Challenge  
in the Changing Global Environment 

Henock Kifle 

INTRODUCTION 

The last decade has witnessed rapid structural changes in the global econ-
omy. The end of the Cold War has opened the way for the integration of the 
economies of Russia and Eastern Europe into the world economy. And re-
duced global political tensions, along with economic reforms in China, have 
opened the Chinese economy to the outside world, and to large in-flows of 
private capital - both direct and indirect.  

The post-Cold War period has also witnessed major economic changes in 
other regions of the world. The economies of the countries of Asia, and in 
particular those of the countries of East Asia, have continued to grow at a 
rapid rate of 7–9 per cent  per year. Economic growth in this region has been 
underpinned by continued adherence to the export-led strategy that these 
countries had adopted much earlier. Rapid growth rates have, however, 
contributed to the growth of intra-regional trade and investment, reducing, 
to some extent, the dependency of this region on economic developments 
elsewhere. The countries of Latin America, having implemented far 
reaching major structural reforms, have also seen a much greater re-
integration of their economies into the world economy. With the effective 
resolution of the Latin American debt problem, the region has begun to 
enjoy higher rates of capital in-flows, and, consequently, more stable 
economic growth rates. With the exception of a few countries, however, the 
economies of Latin America have yet to reach growth rates comparable to 
those of East and South East Asia. 

Rapid changes in the global economy have not only been spurred by the 
end of the Cold War and reduced global political tensions, but also by the 
rapid technological changes of the last decade. The revolution in informa-
tion technology and in telecommunications has made distance less of an 
economic constraint than before. This has made it much less costly for the 
globalization of production to proceed. It has also allowed for the 
emergence of truly integrated global markets, and, in particular, for the 
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emergence of a global financial market. The workings of the latter has had 
major ramifications for both developed and developing economies, as the 
experience of diverse countries such as the United Kingdom, Italy, and 
Mexico have shown. 

Developments in the global economy obviously have had—and will 
continue to have—major ramifications for the countries of Africa. Although 
not as integrated into the world economy as other regions of the world, the 
economic prospects of the region are clearly affected by what happens in the 
global economy at large. Indeed, as much recent writing on the marginaliza-
tion of Africa makes clear, there is a strong fear that, on current trends, the 
region will be adversely affected by what is currently taking place in the 
global economy. 

In this paper, some of the policy implications for the countries of Africa 
of recent trends in the global economy are discussed. In Section II, recent 
major trends in world output, trade, private capital flows, and in official de-
velopment assistance are first discussed. In Section III, the domestic policy 
implications of these trends for Africa are drawn out. In Section IV, some of 
the areas in which Africa’s development partners could assist Africa in ad-
dressing the challenges and opportunities that global trends portend are dis-
cussed. In the concluding section, the main arguments and proposals of the 
paper are summarized. 

RECENT GLOBAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENTS 

Global output 

In the last decade, trends in global output (see Table 1) have been marked by 
the following developments: 
– a gradual pick-up in world output over the last five years following the re-

cession of the early 1990s in the major industrialized countries; global 
output has averaged 2.8 per cent  over 1990–96 and is expected to continue 
at about the same rate in the coming years, but with major changes in the 
structure of output among regions and countries. 

– the continued trend slow-down in the growth of output in the industrial-
ized countries, with average output for the 1990s so far averaging 1.9 per 
cent , unlike the 3–5 per cent  growth rates experienced in earlier decades; 

– the relatively rapid growth in the economies of the developing countries 
as a whole with growth averaging 5.8 per cent  in the 1990s; 

– improved economic performance in a number of Eastern European eco-
nomies, but with continued economic difficulties in Russia, Central Asian 
countries, and some East European countries. 

– the globalization and interdependence of world output—this phenomenon 
implies that the large multinational firms, including those from the South, 
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are increasingly making their production decisions on a global and not on 
a national basis; countries and locations that offer the best conditions are 
selected, while those that do not are simply by-passed.  

The trend slow-down in the output of the major industrialized countries is 
due to a number of factors. These are, first of all, mature economies and can 
no longer be expected to grow at rates comparable to those of the develop-
ing economies. Furthermore, recent macroeconomic policy in almost all 
countries has stressed the importance of macroeconomic stability and reduc-
ing, if not eliminating, inflationary processes altogether. Most countries are 
thus forced to follow strict monetary and fiscal policies. And for members of 
the European Union, adherence to the Maastricht criteria has implied 
stricter fiscal and monetary policies.  

Although the growth in output among the developing countries has, on 
the whole, been quite rapid, it, nonetheless, has distinct regional characteris-
tics. The countries of Asia have now had relatively high growth rates for al-
most three decades. While growth slowed down in the 1980s due to the re-
cession in the global economy and the threat of the debt crisis, it has picked 
up again, such that the region as a whole has an average growth rate of 8 
per cent  in the 1990s. In Latin America, after stagnant rates of growth in the 
1980s, due in large part to the debt crisis, growth has picked up over the 
whole region in the 1990s, with the exception of 1995 when growth came to 
a halt due to the Mexican peso crisis, forcing countries in the region to pur-
sue deflationary policies. The average rate of growth for the region as a 
whole is, however, well below those of Asia, and with the exception of 
countries such as Chile, growth rates have averaged between 2–3 per cent .  

Average growth rates in Africa have been the lowest of all the regions in 
the last decade. As worrisome is the continued trend decline in Africa’s 
growth rates since the 1960s. After averaging 5.7 per cent  in the 1960s, these 
declined to 4.6 per cent  in the 1970s, to 2.0 per cent  in the 1980s, and rose 
slightly to 2.3 per cent  in the first half of the 1990s. There are, however, 
some signs in the last few years of a pick-up in the growth rates of the re-
gion, averaging 3.6 per cent  during 1994–96, with a few African countries, 
such as Uganda, Lesotho, and Ethiopia achieving fairly high rates. 

World trade 

In the last few years, the volume of world trade has grown rapidly, averag-
ing 6.0 per cent  from 1990–96, and 8.1 per cent  from 1994–96 (see Table 2). 
The recent growth in world trade has been much higher than that in the 
growth of world output. A number of factors account for this surge: eco-
nomic recovery in the industrialized countries, rapid economic growth in 
the developing countries, and continued trends towards trade liberalization 
in many parts of the world. With the conclusion of the Uruguay Round of 
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GATT talks, the extension of multilateral discipline over a wider range of 
goods and services, and the establishment of the WTO to oversee the emerg-
ing world trade regime, greater liberalization of world trade can be expected 
in the coming years. 

Together with the upsurge in the growth of world trade, a number of 
other important trends in world trade have become discernible. These in-
clude the following. 
– Average growth rates for both exports and imports are now much higher 

for developing countries than for the industrialized countries, reflecting, 
in part, higher rates of economic growth in the developing countries. 
Unlike in the past, the countries of the South are thus accounting for an 
increasing share of the volume of world trade. The only region that is los-
ing market share in world trade is Africa, with the region accounting for 
4.7 per cent  of exports in 1980 and less than 2 per cent  in recent years. 

– An increasing number of developing countries, in Asia and Latin America, 
are “graduating” to the production and export of more technology-inten-
sive goods, after having completed the first phase of their industrial de-
velopment, viz., the production and export of labour-intensive manufac-
tures. This would appear to be the case, for example, with Korea, 
Singapore, Thailand and Malaysia.  

– With the trade liberalization of the last few years, and the coming imple-
mentation of the provisions of the Uruguay Round, along with the in-
creasing sophistication of information technology, greater competition can 
be expected in all markets, including those for primary products. 
Countries that are flexible in their economic policies and structure, and 
that can, consequently, quickly adjust to changing global demand and 
supply conditions will obviously be the ones that can take advantage of 
the changing conditions in the global market. By contrast, countries which 
lack flexibility and those that are limited to the export of only a few export 
goods are unlikely to do well in the rapidly changing global environment. 

– Paradoxically, along with the liberalization of world trade and the exten-
sion of multilateral discipline to cover a larger share of world trade and 
trade-related issues, there has been the emergence of powerful trade blocs. 
In Europe, the European Community is expected to achieve full monetary 
integration in the coming few years with the adoption of a single 
currency. The North America Free Trade Area has been established, and 
consultations have been on-going for some time on turning the Asia-
Pacific Economic Forum into a free trade area. In Latin America, a large 
common market—MERCOSUR—has been established and is expanding. 
And in Asian, ASEAN countries have expanded their organizations for 
economic cooperation and trade. And in Africa, some progress has also 
been made within the sub-regional frameworks and the African Economic 
Community. The emergence of these trade blocs implies that future nego-
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tiations and agreements on rules that will govern world trade and trade-
related matters will largely be negotiated among these various blocs. 
Countries that do not belong or those that are not associated with the 
powerful trade groups can be expected to have little say in such matters. 

– Although some upturn in the price of primary commodities has been wit-
nessed in the last few years, the overall trend decline in the terms of trade 
against primary commodities can be expected to continue. For primary 
commodity exporting countries, higher export revenues and higher in-
comes will thus require that, while building on their current comparative 
advantage, they also seek to create new ones in the production of higher 
valued manufactures. 

Global capital flows 

One of the most important global economic developments of the last decade 
is the resumption of large private capital flows from the industrialized to 
developing countries (Table 3). From a total of $45.4 billion in 1990, it had 
quadrupled to $181.5 billion in 1995. Unlike the 1970s when much of the 
capital flows to developing countries was accounted for by bank loans, the 
increase in capital flows has been across the board, involving direct invest-
ment, portfolio investment, and bank loans. Portfolio investment which had 
increased dramatically from $18.3 billion in 1990 to $89.6 billion in 1993, 
moderated however to $50.4 billion in 1994 and to $37 billion in 1995, 
largely owing to the Mexican crisis. Portfolio investment is however, 
believed to have rebounded strongly in 1996. With the rise of the emerging 
markets’ phenomenon, and assisted by developments in information 
technology, capital markets in many of the rapidly growing economies of 
developing countries are thus increasingly being integrated into the global 
financial market.  

Despite the phenomenal rise in private capital flows, there is a marked 
regional imbalance in this flow. Much of the private capital flows is directed 
to the rapidly developing countries of Asia, with the region accounting for 
44 per cent  of all flows during the 1990–95 period. Among the Asian coun-
tries, China has been a large beneficiary, partly due to the flow of capital 
from overseas Chinese in Asia and other regions. Latin America has also 
been a large beneficiary of capital flows with capital flows rising from $17.3 
billion to $64.2 billion in 1995. In anticipation of, and following on, the Mexi-
can peso crisis of 1995, however, capital flows to Latin America have averag-
ed $48.5 billion during 1994 and 1995. 

Unlike the other developing regions, capital flows to Africa have been 
minuscule, with the region accounting for less than 5 per cent  of all such 
flows. And although the flow increased from $2.5 billion to $11.8 billion in 
1995, much of it was due to trade credits, and bank loans. Actual direct in-
vestment has only increased from an average of only $1.5 billion in 1990/91 
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to $2.1 billion in 1994/95. And unlike other countries, portfolio investment 
in Africa is virtually non-existent. 

The large increase in private capital flows to many countries reflects in 
part the resolution of the debt crisis for much of Latin America and some 
countries in Asia. The various mechanisms adopted for the resolution of the 
commercial debt crisis have allowed an increasing number of countries to 
begin to have access to the international capital market. The debt crisis, 
however, remains a problem for many poor countries, and in particular for a 
large number of African countries. Its resolution would be necessary to en-
hance the external viability of these economies and to create conditions for 
the inflow of private capital. 

Official development assistance 

Unlike the substantial rise in private capital flows, official development as-
sistance (ODA) has stagnated over the last few years. Over the period 1990–
94 such assistance to developing countries remained at an average of $57.2 
billion, with little annual variations. ODA to Africa declined from 24 billion 
in 1990 to 20.6 billion in 1993, and showed a slight improvement in 1994 and 
1995 to an average of $21.4 billion. 

The prospects for any major increase in ODA to developing countries as 
a whole, and to African countries, are rather dim. Aside from the contro-
versy that foreign aid occasionally provokes in developed countries, bud-
getary constraints in these countries, partly as a result of the need to adhere 
to strict fiscal and monetary policies, are unlikely to allow any major rise in 
ODA. Developing countries will thus need to take into account the likeli-
hood of the stagnation or decline of ODA, and its certain decline in per capita 
terms, in their national estimations of overall resource flows from the indus-
trial countries. 

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR AFRICAN DEVELOPMENT 
OF RECENT GLOBAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENTS  

In this section, some of the major ramifications of recent global economic 
development for Africa are raised and discussed. The challenges that 
changes in global output, world trade, private capital flows, and official de-
velopment assistance pose for African countries, and the opportunities some 
of these changes may create, will be taken up and discussed separately. 

The data on the pace and pattern of world output growth would indeed 
indicate the marginalization of Africa in the world economy. On current 
trends, African output for the global economy will continue to decline, and 
the relatively minor significance of the African economy for the world econ-
omy can be expected to worsen. Africa’s declining significance for the world 
economy can be expected to occur at the time that the importance and share 
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in global output of other developing regions are likely to increase. As noted 
earlier, the share of developing countries, including China, in global output 
can be expected to be greater than that of the developed countries within a 
decade or two. Africa’s position in the global economy can thus be expected 
to worsen not only in relation to that of the industrialized countries, but also 
in relation to other developing countries and regions as well. 

The first, and foremost, policy implication of this trend is the need for African 
economies to accelerate their growth rates, and to reach levels equal to or higher 
than those of other regions. This is essential if the marginalization of the African 
economy in the global economy is to be reversed. While such a goal, on present 
trends, may not appear feasible, it may indeed be within reach within the 
medium to long term. A number of factors may allow this to happen. The 
industrialized countries are likely to grow at rates of 2–3 per cent , and the 
growth rates of the rapidly industrializing countries of Asia and Latin 
America can be expected to slow down. Furthermore, as the Asian 
experience demonstrates, and as a few African economies are showing, it is 
possible to achieve high rates of growth, once countries adopt a coherent set 
of growth-inducing policies, and they follow such policies consistently over 
an appreciable period of time. 

A second set of policy implications is for African countries to seek to es-
tablish stronger economic relations with the rapidly growing economies of 
Asia and Latin America. The rapid growth of these economies is already 
creating a rising demand for the primary products of the region which 
African countries can exploit. Further, as recent investment from some of 
these countries has shown, Asian and Latin American multinational firms 
could also be major sources of investment. 

A third set of policy implications for Africa is the need for African coun-
tries to seek to move into the production and export of labour-intensive 
manufactures, as an increasing number of other developing countries move 
into the production and export of higher valued and more technologically 
demanding goods. This would, in essence, imply African countries seeking 
to join the ’flying geese’ pattern of economic growth that Asian countries 
have succeeded in emulating. 

A more general policy implication of the globalization of production is the 
need for African countries to take advantage of the great opportunities that 
this development provides. As noted earlier, it is becoming increasingly 
clear that multinational firms are ready to invest in any part of the world, as 
long as profitable conditions exist, and as long as a conducive environment 
is created. While Africa may not appear to be attractive currently, a number 
of developments may alter this perception. Some of these factors could be: 
higher labour costs in other regions; the loss of competitiveness in certain 
categories of products by the rapidly industrializing countries; and the great 
attraction of the natural resource base of the region. 
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Exploiting these opportunities would however require that African 
countries follow a conscious and well-coordinated policy to improve condi-
tions for doing business in Africa in order to attract foreign capital flows. As 
well as ensuring stable and competitive macroeconomic conditions, consid-
erable efforts must be made to create the necessary physical and social in-
frastructure, as well as the supporting legal and regulatory framework.  

As with the decline in Africa’s share of global output, the changes in the 
structure of world trade, and the declining share of Africa, also point to a 
rapid marginalization of the continent in global economic matters. This is 
likely to be aggravated by the loss of preferential treatment that African 
countries used to enjoy in certain markets—and particularly in the European 
Union—as a result of the Uruguay Round. This could well result in African 
countries continuing to lose market share even in some of their traditional 
markets. The countries of Africa will thus need to pursue an aggressive ex-
ternal trade policy, if they are to remain active players in world trade. 

Adopting an aggressive external trade policy will require a number of re-
enforcing measures. In the first place, African countries have to strive to 
maintain their competitiveness in the international markets by continuing to 
pursue competitive macroeconomic and foreign exchange rate policies. As 
their foreign exchange earnings will for some time be dependent on the ex-
port of primary commodities, African countries have to seek to ensure that 
they not lose the comparative advantage they currently enjoy in the export 
of such products. In addition to competitive macroeconomic policies, this 
will require that measures be taken to enhance productivity and output in 
key export sectors, as well as effective export promotion policy to tackle 
non-price issues. African countries should seek to exploit the new markets 
that are being opened by the rapid growth of the economies of East and 
South-East Asia. 

In the longer term, avoiding marginalization in the global markets will, 
as noted earlier, require that African countries diversify their exports into 
non-traditional goods, and particularly into the export of manufactures. In 
this regard, it should be noted that the liberalization of world trade, and the 
removal of tariff and non-tariff barriers will open up the global market in 
more goods than has been the case up to now. African countries should thus 
take advantage of the opportunities opened up by the liberalization of world 
trade.  

Diversification of exports will require that countries adopt an active 
trade and investment policy in addition to maintaining competitive macroe-
conomic policies. Countries will need to remove the internal constraints—
infrastructure, administrative, legal, etc.—that may stand in the way of pro-
moting investments. And as the private sector will necessarily have to take 
the lead in this effort, it is imperative that conducive environments for pri-
vate investment—both foreign and domestic—are created to promote ex-
ports. 
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A related policy imperative of export promotion and diversification is 
the need to expand the African economic space through greater sub-regional 
and regional integration. Larger markets are essential to attract domestic 
and foreign private investment, and to create the basis for export promotion. 
In addition to the clear economic benefits that economic cooperation and 
integration will provide, the creation of a strong African Economic 
Community is also increasingly becoming a necessity in order for African 
countries to have a say in the formulation of rules that will govern world 
trade. 

The success that African countries will enjoy in accelerating their eco-
nomic growth rates and in expanding and diversifying their exports, will, in 
large part, depend on whether they will be able to begin to attract large pri-
vate capital in-flows. The emergence of a truly global financial market, and the 
willingness of investors to invest in emerging markets does, of course, imply 
that developing countries now have a much more enhanced access to inter-
national capital than was the case just a decade back. The traditional con-
straints to rapid economic growth—the domestic savings rate and the bal-
ance of payments constraints—could thus be considerably eased by access to 
private capital flows. 

African countries have, as noted above, been largely by-passed by the re-
cent surge in private capital flows. This is due, in brief, to the belief of inter-
national investors that Africa is not a safe or profitable place to put their 
capital. African countries will thus need to pursue a set of coherent policies 
to begin to attract foreign capital. As with the other policy measures, pru-
dent macroeconomic management is necessarily a fundamental basis for 
attracting foreign capital flows. As many studies have shown, high inflation 
rates, large debt overhangs, and chronic disequilibria in the balance of pay-
ments, tend to drive private investment away. And even in those cases, 
where countries have succeeded in attracting large in-flows of private capi-
tal, signs of macroeconomic imbalance can lead to major outflows, as hap-
pened to Mexico in 1995.  

In addition to such macroeconomic policies, countries will also need to 
adopt a set of complementary non-economic measures in order to attract pri-
vate capital flows. Attracting direct foreign investment will, for example, re-
quire the following: absolute clarity with respect to property laws; a func-
tioning judiciary and efficient contract enforcement mechanisms; clear rules 
and regulations in respect to competition; and favourable labour laws. In the 
absence of such a framework, a dynamic and competitive private sector is 
unlikely to emerge. What could occur, instead, is the ’capture’ of the econ-
omy by small groups or interests. 

Aside from its intrinsic advantages, attracting large in-flows of private 
capital has also become a policy imperative because of the likely continued 
stagnation, if not decline, of official development assistance (ODA). As dis-
cussed earlier, ODA has stagnated in the last few years, and is unlikely to 
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show much of an increase in the future, due to the stringent budgetary con-
straints in many donor countries. And while some of the better-performing 
countries could expect continued flows of concessional resources, the overall 
situation is unlikely to improve. Thus, while African countries should con-
tinue to seek to obtain concessional resources in order to meet their devel-
opment finance needs, it would be imprudent to count on any major in-
crease in such resources in the coming years. 

MEETING AFRICA’S DEVELOPMENT CHALLENGES 
—POSSIBLE ROLES FOR AFRICA’S DEVELOPMENT PARTNERS 

Changes in the global economic environment obviously pose major chal-
lenges as well as create new opportunities for Africa’s development. African 
countries will require the continued support of their development partners 
if they are to successfully meet these challenges, and take advantage of the 
new opportunities. Important issues that need to be addressed are thus the 
role that Africa’s development partners should play in Africa’s development 
in the future.  

From the above analysis of global economic developments, and Africa’s 
place in the rapidly changing global environment, three key policy areas for 
development cooperation stand out. These are: 
– contributing to the acceleration of economic growth rates in African economies so 

as to reverse the marginalization of Africa in the global economy—a pro-
cess that is clearly under way; 

– helping African economies to expand and diversify their exports and thus 
help to reverse the decline in Africa’s role in world trade; and  

– helping African countries to create the necessary conditions for attracting pri-
vate capital flows, so that a greater share of Africa’s foreign capital needs 
are increasingly met from such sources. 

As noted earlier, African countries will need to put in place, and, as impor-
tant, follow consistently a set of pro-growth policy measures in order to ac-
celerate economic growth and reverse the declining importance of the 
region in the world economy. These will essentially require moving beyond 
the structural adjustment policies of the last decade, and the adoption of more 
proactive policies for growth. African development partners can play a key 
role in such an endeavour, by taking a number of measures. These could in-
clude: helping the emergence of an efficient public sector through providing 
assistance to countries to enable them to undertake essential reforms, such 
as, for example, reform of the civil service; providing critical development 
finance to those sectors, e.g., infrastructure and education, that may now 
largely account for the failure of growth rates to pick up; helping African 
countries create more conducive environments for private sector develop-
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ment; and providing sustained help to reduce the continued debt overhang 
of poor countries. 

In a similar manner, Africa’s development partners could consider assist-
ing African countries to expand and diversify their exports. This is essential 
if the continued importance of Africa in the global economy is to be re-
versed. Important policy measures here could include: an active policy to 
help remove continuing barriers to African exports; targeted measures to as-
sist African exporters to overcome ’non-price’ factors that may stand in the 
way of their exports; and active and targeted support to the efforts of 
African countries to diversify their exports.  

The third important area for development cooperation is assisting 
African countries to attract capital flows. While concessional resources will 
be required by poor countries for some time to come to meet their develop-
ment finance needs, a concerted effort should, nonetheless, be made to re-
duce dependence on aid and to rely more on attracting private capital flows. 
Here again, Africa’s development partners could provide assistance to 
countries that are undertaking reforms to improve the climate for foreign 
capital in particular, and for the private sector in general. Specific measures 
could include: enhancing the capacity of governments to provide the re-
quired government services efficiently; sustained support to the efforts of 
countries to reform their regulatory and legal frameworks for private capi-
tal; and helping remove key infrastructural constraints that could keep pri-
vate capital away (e.g., power supply, communications, transport, etc.). 

In the long run, relations between African countries and their current 
development partners must necessarily change from the current aid-depen-
dent relationship to one that is based on mutual economic interests. Such a 
change will only be possible if African countries adopt consistent domestic 
policies that will lead to accelerated economic growth, and to the domestic 
generation of much of the resources they will require for their further devel-
opment. Rapid economic growth can, in turn, be expected to attract foreign 
investment and other private capital flows, and thus reduce further depen-
dence on aid. One of the best ways of using aid would thus be to jump-start 
this process, and reduce, in the long-term, the need for aid itself. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In this short paper, an attempt has been made to identify some of the major 
global changes in world output, world trade, and the flow of resources, and 
to draw out their policy ramifications for African countries. Recent devel-
opments in world output and trade continue to point to the continued 
marginalization of African countries, with the region also being by-passed 
by the considerable private capital inflow of the last few years. 

It has been argued in the paper that reversing the marginalization of 
Africa will require (i) the acceleration of economic growth to rates equal to 
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or above those of other regions, (ii) the adoption of policies to increase and 
diversify the region’s exports, and (iii) pursuit of policies to make the region 
more attractive to private capital flows. Africa’s development partners can 
make important contributions in all these areas, with a view, in the long run, 
to reduce the region’s current dependence on aid, and to alter Africa’s rela-
tionship with the outside world to one based on mutual economic interests.  

Table 1. Trends in global output (Annual per cent change) 

        Avg.  
Year 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 90–96 

World 2.6 1.5 2.4 2.4 3.7 3.5 3.8 2.8 

Industrial Countries 2.5 0.8 1.7 0.9 2.8 2.1 2.3 1.9 

Developing Countries 4.3 5.1 6.4 6.3 6.6 5.9 6.3 5.8 

Africa 1.8 1.8 0.8 0.9 2.9 3.0 5.0 2.3 

Asia 5.9 6.9 8.8 8.7 9.1 8.6 8.0 8.0 

M. East and Europe 5.3 3.5 6.2 4.2 0.5 3.6 3.9 3.9 

W. Hemisphere 1.1 3.3 2.8 3.2 4.7 0.9 3.0 2.7 

Countries in Transition -3.7 -11.5 -14.7 -8.5 -8.8 -1.3 0.4 -6.9 

Source: IMF, World Economic Outlook, October, 1996, p. 167. 

Table 2. Trends in world trade (Annual per cent change) 

        Avg. 
Year 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 90–96 

World Trade – Volume 5.3 3.7 4.7 3.9 8.8 8.9 6.7 6.0 

Volume of Exports 
Industrialized Countries 6.8 5.1 4.3 2.4 8.3 7.3 4.3 5.5 
Developing Countries 5.6 6.1 9.9 8.1 11.1 11.5 10.3 8.9 

Volume of Imports 
Industrialized Countries 5.0 1.9 3.8 0.7 9.3 7.8 5.3 4.8 
Developing Countries 7.1 10.3 9.8 8.9 8.1 11.6 11.3 9.6 

Source: IMF, World Economic Outlook, October 1996, p. 195. 

Table 3. Private capital flows to developing countries (in billions of US$) 

Year 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 

Developing Countries – Total 45.4 153.8 130.2 173.1 152.4 181.5 
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Net Foreign Direct Investment 18.6 28.4 31.6 48.9 61.3 71.7 
Net Portfolio Investment 18.3 36.9 47.2 89.6 50.4 37.0 
Other* 8.5 88.5 51.5 34.6 40.6 72.9 

Africa – Total 2.5 3.4 2.9 7.0 12.4 11.8 
Net Foreign Direct Investment 1.4 1.6 2.6 1.2 2.2 2.1 
Net Portfolio Investment -0.2 -0.5 -1.0 -0.9 -1.1 0.1 
Other* 1.4 2.2 1.3 6.7 9.2 9.6 

Asia – Total 25.6 47.9 30.8 69.9 81.9 105.9 
Net Foreign Direct Investment 9.4 14.3 14.4 32.7 41.9 52.4 
Net Portfolio Investment -0.9 2.9 9.8 23.8 16.0 18.5 
Other* 17.0 30.6 6.6 13.5 23.9 35.0 

W. Hemisphere – Total 17.3 24.0 54.7 64.2 48.5 48.9 
Net Foreign Direct Investment 6.6 11.2 12.8 13.9 17.7 17.1 
Net Portfolio Investment 17.4 11.4 17.8 51.6 17.4 10.0 
Other* -6.6 1.5 24.0 -1.2 13.4 21.8 

*Other - Short and long term credits, loans, currency and deposits, and other accounts receiv-
able and payable. 

Source: IMF, International Capital Markets, September 1996, p. 86. 



Africa’s External Sector and Economic Growth 
—Possible Areas for Development Cooperation 

M. Nureldin Hussain 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this essay is two-fold. First, it examines the relationships be-
tween Africa’s pattern of trade and economic growth in the context of a 
global environment marked by increasing competition, following the con-
clusion of the Uruguay Round and the creation of the World Trade 
Organization. Second, it proposes some broad pointers for the type of for-
eign assistance that would be needed to effect a process of transformation in 
Africa. The essay argues that although Africa is trailing the other regions of 
the world in all aspects of global competitiveness, it is the income dimension 
of global competition which is the most detrimental to Africa’s future 
growth. It is concluded that for African countries to accelerate their growth 
rates, they must adopt policies that transform their economies toward the 
production of more attractive goods.  

The essay is organized as follows. Sections II and III examine Africa’s 
trade structure and its relation to economic growth. Section IV examines 
Africa’s income dimension of global competition in relation to the possible ef-
fects of the Uruguay Round while Section V explores Africa’s development 
dilemma in view of the liberalization rules of the World Trade Organization 
(WTO). Section VI investigates the proposal for locking in Africa with 
Europe and identifies broad areas for development assistance.  

THE STRUCTURE OF AFRICA’S TRADE 

Composition of exports 

While many developing countries, particularly those in South and South 
East Asia, have experienced a decrease in the share of primary commodities 
in their total exports, bringing their level of commodity dependence close to 
that of developed countries, developing African countries continue to de-
pend greatly on primary commodities for their export earnings. 39 out of 47 
African countries are dependent on only two primary commodities for over 
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50 per cent of their export earnings. These comprise six broad product-cate-
gories, including tropical beverages, oil seeds, oils and fats, agricultural raw 
materials, foods and, ores and metals. 

For Africa as a whole, the share of primary products averaged 60 per 
cent of total merchandise exports in the early 1990s, compared with an aver-
age of 67 per cent in 1970. However, this overall picture conceals some dis-
parities between countries. Over the period 1970–1992, the share of manu-
factured exports either declined or remained virtually constant in 25 African 
countries. The few African countries that managed to pursue an active in-
dustrial policy which resulted in a significant transformation of their export 
baskets are Tunisia, Mauritius and Morocco. Mauritius increased the share 
of manufactured exports from 1.8 per cent in 1970 to 67 per cent in 1992. The 
corresponding figures for Tunisia are 19 and 54 per cent.  

Composition of imports 

Looking at Africa’s import profile, the mirror image of the continent’s poor 
industrial performance, is the continued dependence on the importation of 
manufactured goods. In 1970, Africa’s imports of manufactures (comprising 
consumer goods and machinery and equipment) accounted for over 75 per 
cent of total imports; while imports of food and agricultural raw materials 
accounted for 18 per cent and 2.1 per cent of total imports, respectively. 
Between 1970 and 1993 these shares remained virtually constant and by 1993 
the share of manufactured goods accounted for 74 per cent of total imports, 
while the share of food imports increased slightly to reach 21 per cent. 

The direction of trade  

Industrial countries continue to be Africa’s major trading partners. In 1994, 
over 66 per cent of Africa’s merchandise exports were directed to the main 
Western industrial countries including the US and Japan, while the imports 
of Africa from these countries amounted to 67 per cent of Africa’s total mer-
chandise imports. The respective figures for 1970 were 70 per cent and 68 
per cent, indicating that the direction of Africa’s trade remained virtually 
constant over the last 24 years.  

The rate of growth of inter-African trade has been very low despite the 
emergence of numerous regional integration zones. In 1994, formal inter-
African trade accounted for 9.5 per cent of Africa’s total imports compared 
with 7.3 per cent in 1970. Africa’s trade with Asia remains relatively small. 
Between 1980 and 1994, the share of Asia in Africa’s export market increased 
from 1.7 per cent to 6.8 per cent, while its share in Africa’s import market in-
creased from 7.3 per cent to 9.5 per cent.  

It can be deduced from this brief account that the majority of African 
countries failed not only to diversify their production structures and their 
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export baskets but also to diversify their external markets. It is also apparent 
that the success of regional integration schemes in Africa depends largely on 
the extent to which African countries succeed in transforming their 
economies and diversifying their export patterns. At present, African coun-
tries have similar export baskets and, hence, trade liberalization would not 
lead to the generation of substantial inter-African trade.  

THE STRUCTURE OF TRADE AND ECONOMIC GROWTH 

Dependence on primary products is critical to Africa’s export earnings, gov-
ernment revenues, national income, economic growth and employment gen-
eration. Nonetheless, this dependency on primary commodities is the source 
of serious growth-constraining problems. Most of the external factors which 
are often singled out as the causes of the African economic crisis have their 
origins in the characteristics of the goods produced by African countries. 
These external factors include: 
– the adverse effects of deteriorations in the terms of trade of primary com-

modities;  
– the adverse effects of price instability of primary commodities; 
– the exacerbation of the continent’s external debt problems; and 
– the poor status of Africa’s income dimension of global competitiveness and 

its relation to the balance of payments constraint on growth. 

The first three problems have been the subject of numerous studies and are 
well documented in the development literature. In this essay emphasis is 
placed on the fourth problem which has, so far, received little attention.  

Africa’s loss of market share 

In the global market arena, Africa has suffered substantial losses in the mar-
kets for traditional export commodities and in its total export market shares. 
Africa has lost market shares, mainly to Asian countries in cocoa beans, cof-
fee and timber; to Latin America, in iron ore and; to Eastern Europe in cot-
ton. The deterioration in Africa’s market shares can be detected in all other 
major commodities. For cocoa beans, Africa’s international market share fell 
from 80.3 per cent of the world’s cocoa exports in 1970 to 67.2 per cent in the 
early 1990s; for coffee, the fall was from 26 per cent to 15 per cent; for cotton, 
the decline was from 30 per cent to 16 per cent; for rubber, it was from 7.4 
per cent to 4.6 per cent; for timber, from 13.4 per cent to 7.2 per cent and for 
iron ore from 12.5 per cent to 2.5 per cent. Even more alarming than the loss 
in market shares relative to other countries, is the loss of the market share of 
African commodities relative to other internationally traded products. The 
market share of most primary products, such as those exported by African 
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countries, in the global export market has shrunk by an average of 70 per 
cent between 1970 and the early 1990s.  

Africa’s global competitiveness  

The loss of Africa’s market shares is attributable to the lack of competitive-
ness. A review of the basic aspects of competition might help to illustrate 
this point. Conceptually, there are three facets of competitiveness that can be 
identified. These are: price competition, non-price competition and the in-
come dimension of competition. 

Price competition has often been the traditional measure of competitive-
ness: a country whose dollar export price is higher than that of competing 
countries selling the same product is said to be uncompetitive and will lose 
its market share. Among the interrelated factors contributing to a country’s 
price competitiveness are labor unit costs, wage/productivity relationship 
and the exchange rate. The notion of price competition is the foundation of 
what is now known as the theory of static comparative advantage.  

More recently, however, the importance of non-price competition is be-
ing recognized. Most manufacturing industries have been characterized by 
highly oligopolistic market structures and aggressive price competition has 
been the exception and not the rule. Countries have increasingly been en-
gaged in non-price competition which encompasses all those factors, other 
than price, that affect a country’s market share. These factors are normally 
grouped into two broad aspects: the first is related to the act of selling or 
marketing; and the second is related to the characteristics of the product in-
cluding quality and level of product sophistication.  

The latter aspect of non-price competition i.e., the characteristics of the 
product has given rise to what I call the income dimension of global competi-
tion. That is, as global income grows, so increasingly does the demand for 
more sophisticated goods. This income dimension has made competition in 
the global market arena among the leading industrial countries be con-
ducted in terms of a “strategic visionary contest”, the quest to acquire com-
petitive advantage in new industries where world demand will be high, 
technological progress will be rapid and labor productivity will rise fast. 
The income-dimension of global competition and the “deliberate” creation 
of new industries has meant that comparative advantage is no longer static 
as viewed by traditional trade theory. It is rather dynamic and can be 
deliberately acquired.  

While it might be argued that African countries have been trailing on all 
the three aspects of competition outlined above, it is the income-dimension of 
global competition which is the most detrimental to Africa’s growth. The 
sweeping price-oriented reforms implemented by the majority of African 
countries have been mainly directed to improve price competition through 
currency devaluation and demand management policies. However, these 
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programs have not been successful in improving the market shares of most 
African countries (ADR, 1995). The low response of market shares to the 
macroeconomic reforms is not surprising given the small elasticity of 
Africa’s market share with respect to relative export prices. It has been 
found that Africa’s export prices relative to those of competing countries 
explain only a small proportion of the changes in market shares and that 
non-price factors appear to be of much greater importance in determining 
the success, or otherwise, of a country in the international market. Increased 
attention would, thus, need to be devoted to improving the aspects pertain-
ing to non-price competition, particularly in the area of marketing. This in-
cludes the improvement of packaging, foreign contacts, the speed of deliv-
ery of products, and the provision of export credit through financial re-
forms. 

The income-dimension and the balance of payments constraint  

A demanding challenge facing African countries is in the domain of “the in-
come-dimension of global competition”. The majority of African countries are 
now trading in commodities which are becoming increasingly unattractive 
in the international market. As has been shown before, the size of Africa’s 
traditional exports is shrinking relative to the global export market. This 
implies that as world income grows, a smaller proportion of this income 
growth will be devoted to the purchase of these commodities. In other 
words, the world’s income elasticity of demand for Africa’s traditional ex-
ports is less than unity.1 In addition, the majority of African countries are 
dependent on the import of manufactured goods which have income elastic-
ities of demand greater than unity. Thus, the income-dimension of global 
competition tends to work against African countries on account of both ex-
ports and imports. This state of affair gives rise to what is known as the bal-
ance of payments constrained growth.  

It has been estimated (ADR, 1995) that a one per cent increase in world 
income leads, on average, to about 0.62 per cent increase in Africa’s exports, 
while a one per cent increase in Africa’s income leads to about 1.60 increase 
in Africa’s imports. This implies that as African countries expand their do-
mestic demand and incomes, Africa’s imports tend to increase by more than 
its exports, causing the balance of payments to deteriorate. In the absence of 
adequate capital inflows on sustainable bases, the deterioration in the bal-
ance of payments will eventually force the curtailment of demand before the 
desired growth rates are reached; resources also remain idle, investment is 
discouraged, and technological progress is slowed down as is the growth of 

                                                
1 It has been estimated that all African countries (with the exception of Cameroon, Congo, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Nigeria, Tunisia, and Zaire) have an income elasticity of demand for exports which is 
less than unity (see ADR, 1995). 
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income. It is in this sense that dependency on the exportation of primary 
products and the importation of industrial goods tend to constrain the ex-
pansion of demand and, hence, economic growth.  

THE INCOME DIMENSION AND THE URUGUAY ROUND  

Africa’s weak “income competitiveness” might cause the continent to miss 
valuable opportunities emanating from the on-going globalization of pro-
duction and economic relations. The full implementation of the terms of the 
Uruguay Round is expected to result in a permanent increase in global in-
come of about $274 billion, of which $80 billion per year would accrue to 
developing countries. Nonetheless, the net impact of the Uruguay Round 
Agreement on the majority of African economies is more likely to be nega-
tive. This is because some aspects of the Agreement will have direct adverse 
effects on the continent, but most importantly because the production 
structure of African economies is not poised to exploit the opportunities 
created by the Agreement.  

African primary-producing countries are, in fact, among the last to bene-
fit from the expected trade expansion and global income growth. This is 
partly because of the low income elasticities of demand for primary prod-
ucts which mean that the demand for such products will not increase appre-
ciably as a result of the expected increase in global income and partly be-
cause the trade barriers on some primary products are already low. Also, 
the fastest growth of trade resultant from the Agreement is expected to be in 
manufacturing, in general, rather than in primary commodities. Hence, most 
of the benefit is likely to accrue to the more diversified economies of Asia 
and Latin America. 

The WTO’s rules and Africa’s development dilemma 

From the preceding account it is not difficult to argue that for the African 
continent to cure its economic malaise, major structural transformation to-
wards the production of more attractive goods will be necessary. This, how-
ever, poses the following question: Will trade liberalization (enacted by the 
rules of the WTO) be conducive to the desired process of industrialization 
and transformation of Africa’s production structures? 

The source of the policy prescriptions of trade liberalization can be 
traced back to the traditional theory of comparative advantage. This theory, 
however, does not address the question of how to make the transition from 
lower to higher stages of transformation. It does not offer a theoretical 
framework that links trade liberalization with the acquisition of new com-
parative advantage and the evolution of the process of economic transfor-
mation. The proponents of trade liberalization attempt to fill this gap by ad-
vancing some arguments which seem all very well at the theoretical level. 
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But a look back at the economic history of all the nations that have “made 
it”, would reveal that no country, those of East Asia included, has industrial-
ized and transformed without practising considerable trade protectionism.  

Studies on the East Asian success story have shown that trade protection 
was extensively used not just to nurture a few infant industries but to push 
broad sets of industries towards areas of high growth potential and techno-
logical change in the international market. These precisely are the industries 
where the income elasticity of demand is high. However, if all subsidies 
with an effect on trade are regarded by the WTO as trade policies, and po-
tentially challengeable, and if this is applied to all countries at an early stage 
of development (not when they are as developed as the industrial countries 
are now) this makes following the Asian example or any other example of 
industrial development impossible (Sheila Page, in Robinson and Tambun-
lertchai 1993). African countries are, thus, caught in a development dilemma 
which may be summarized, with a large measure of generalization, as 
follows: 
– Substantial growth rates cannot be achieved without effective transforma-

tion which relaxes the balance of payments constraint on growth by in-
creasing the income elasticity of Africa’s exports and reducing the income 
elasticity of its imports.  

– Effective transformation necessitates, as in the case of all other nations, the 
use of trade protectionism to nurture infant industries and to push broad 
sets of industries towards the goods that have high income elasticities in 
the international market.  

– Yet, the option of practising extensive trade protectionism might not be 
“available” to many African countries, not only because trade liberaliza-
tion is imposed through aid-giving, but also because of the changing in-
ternational trading conditions following the move towards global trade 
liberalism which was marked by the finalization of the Uruguay Round. 

– But, full scale trade liberalization, in the absence of continuous capital in-
flows on concessional bases, might be socially intolerable as it increases 
imports, tightens the balance-of-payments constraint on growth, con-
demning Africa to even lower growth rates, far below those required to 
increase per capita incomes, alleviate social misery and break the vicious 
circle of poverty and environmental degradation.  

THE LOCK-IN MECHANISM—AN UMBRELLA FOR DEVELOPMENT 
ASSISTANCE? 

Given the strong trade relations between Europe and Africa, the so-called 
lock-in mechanism has recently been proposed as one opportune way to re-
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solve the observed dilemma.1 The lock-in mechanism, is a trade liberaliza-
tion scheme supported by a set of incentives (or benefits) and penalties (or 
costs). In this, an African country will be offered incentives, in the form of 
access to European markets and aid from Europe, to implement and sustain 
trade liberalization. The penalty in the case of policy reversal (i.e. resort to 
protectionism) by this country will be the loss of market access and aid. The 
advocates of such a lock-in mechanism argue that it will also stimulate for-
eign investment via its positive effects on credibility and market access. 
Also, as the United States is strengthening its economic ties with its neigh-
bors in the two Americas, Japan is doing the same in South East Asia and 
China is moving close to Russia, the advocates of the lock-in mechanism ar-
gue that it is not only natural but also indispensable for Europe to link up 
more closely with African countries. 

However, the success of the proposed lock-in mechanism in resolving 
Africa’s development dilemma seems to rest on whether the mechanism will 
be able to compensate for the transformation forces intrinsic in protection-
ism. As put by Wade (1990): 

...protection can be used in combination with other measures to foster the cre-
ation of internationally competitive industries. Where such industries are not 
on the horizon, protection can at least help to begin the process of acquiring the 
capital needed to make new capital, the knowledge needed to absorb new 
knowledge, the skills needed to acquire new skills and the level of develop-
ment needed to create the infrastructure and agglomeration economies that 
make further development possible. (Wade 1990:361). 

Hence, a description of what I consider as a lock-in mechanism which will 
successfully attend to Africa’s quest for transformation and development, 
can be arrived at by replacing the word “protection” in the above quotation 
with the word lock-in. The question of how this can be achieved within the 
lock-in mechanism is intriguing. However, the answer seems to hinge on the 
inclusion of some modalities within the lock-in mechanism to lift the 
balance-of-payments constraint on Africa’s growth. The objective is to de-
vise a lock-in mechanism which is initially driven by aid and preferential 
market access, but which is designed to phase itself out into a lock-in mech-
anism which is driven by functional integration characterized by intra-indus-
try division of labor, inter-Africa-Europe trade and inter-Africa-Europe in-
vestment, with the three aspects interrelating and reinforcing each other. In 
other words, the initial lock-in phase should be designed such that it leads, 
in a foreseeable time horizon, to functional integration à la East Asia (as op-
posed to institutional integration à la Africa).  

                                                
1 This idea was introduced by the author when acting as the main discussant of a paper by Dr. 
Jan Gunning entitled Regional Integration and Strategies for Trade Policy in Sub-Saharan Africa. A 
paper presented at Session 40 on “Economic Development in Sub-Saharan Africa”, the World 
Congress of the International Economic Association, December 1995, Tunis.  
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It might be noted that Morocco and Tunisia signed an Agreement with 
the Euro-Mediterranean Association. In this Agreement the two countries 
will, over 12 years, dismantle their import tariffs, leading to a free flow of 
EU industrial goods. Tariffs will be lifted gradually and EU financial assis-
tance to local industries will work to shield local industries from job losses 
and to engineer a smooth adaptation of these industries to the new competi-
tive conditions. Such an agreement may constitute the embryo of a lock-in 
mechanism which attempts to compensate for the transformation forces in-
herent in protectionism.  

BROAD POINTERS FOR DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE  

With or without the lock-in mechanism, there seem to be certain areas that 
need the support of the donor community if Africa is to effect, in a world of 
free trade, a successful transformation through increased industrialization. 
These areas comprise technology and human resource development for in-
dustrialization.  

Technology development  

The promotion of technology development in Africa is a vital, but neglected, 
aspect of development policies. One explanation for this neglect is the mis-
taken view that technology development means pushing forward the fron-
tiers of technical knowledge and hence, it is irrelevant at this stage of 
Africa’s development. To be accurate, technology development refers to the 
ability of enterprises to use modern technologies efficiently, to master im-
ported knowledge and equipment, to adapt them to local needs, to use local 
inputs and to offer an efficient supply base for foreign investors. It covers 
both large-scale enterprises and smaller ones, both show striking weakness-
es in their technological capabilities in Africa (ADR, 1996). 

The two main concerns of technology development that need the 
support of the donor community include upgrading the capabilities of Small 
and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) and improving the technology 
infrastructure.  

Upgrading SMEs  

One of the most important challenge to Africa’s industrial development is 
the upgrading of the technological capabilities of medium, small and micro 
enterprises which form the bulk of private sector industry and provide em-
ployment for a large number of people. Across the African continent, this 
sector includes a wide spectrum of enterprises that can be upgraded to join 
the “modern” industrial sector and get connected to larger enterprises or 
grow to become large producers on their own. This is the backbone of mod-
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ern industrial entrepreneurship in Africa, and could lead to the growth of 
new manufactured exports.  

Yet the technological upgrading of SMEs is a very difficult task for many 
individual countries and would need the financial and technical support of 
the donor community. Virtually all SMEs in Africa are unaware of their own 
technological needs, and are unable to articulate them in a specific demand-
for-services bundle. Furthermore, even if such services are made available, 
many of them will be unable to meet their cost.  

The support of development assistance would be needed to establish and 
promote the institutions that can provide comprehensive extension services 
delivering comprehensive packages of assistance comprising technical 
know-how, finance, management skills, training and sales information. In 
South East Asia, which has been very successful in this respect, such institu-
tions go by different names including Productivity Councils (Hong Kong); 
Productivity Center (China) and; Medium and Small Business 
Administration (Taiwan). Such institutions are entrusted with the following 
tasks to:  
– “Go into” the enterprises, identify their problems and devise appropriate 

remedies and training packages. 
– Provide consultancy and demonstration services on productivity and qual-

ity to small firms at subsidized rates.  
– Act as a major technology transfer and technology development agent, 

and provide specialized technical services for new industries. 
– Provide credit, technology, management, accounting and marketing assis-

tance.  
– Import relevant technologies for local industry and adapt and disseminate 

those technologies.  
– Provide good facilities for firms to conduct testing and other related work.  
– Provide technical consultancy services and well-stocked technical libraries. 
– Transfer “production-ready technology” that the government has im-

ported and adapted to firms. 

Improving technology infrastructure  

In addition to the productivity centers noted above, the technology infra-
structure includes, the metrology, standards, testing and quality institutions, 
public research institutions and university research concerned with indus-
try. Most countries, developed and developing, have such institutions to 
provide the basic “public goods” of technological activity which cannot be 
easily provided by private profit-seeking institutions. In recent years, with 
stabilization and adjustment programs, the technology infrastructure has 
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suffered along with other social sectors. Donor support would be needed to 
improve the provision of the technology infrastructure. This might be pur-
sued through:  
– Technical and financial support to public research institutes and universi-

ties. These undertake basic research that does not yield commercial results 
in the short term, but furnishes the base of knowledge for commercial 
R&D.  

– Technical and financial support to establish and promote quality, stan-
dards and meteorological institutions which provide the basic framework 
for firms to communicate on technology, and keep the basic measurement 
standards to which industry can refer in accessing foreign markets. (For 
example, the export of manufactured products to Europe increasingly re-
quires adherence to strict quality standards, and the International 
Standards Organization’s ISO 9000 series of quality management certifi-
cates is becoming a major asset in world markets.1)  

– Technical and financial support to encourage and foster links between in-
dustry and research institutions, technical colleges and universities. (In 
most African countries these organs have relatively little contact with in-
dustry, and industry in turn rarely goes to them for technical information 
and assistance.) 

Human resources for industrialization 

The design of current liberalization programs hardly takes into account the 
need to build human resources to cope with the ensuing international com-
petition. The speed of liberalization is usually much faster than the ability of 
any African country to provide the new skills and capabilities that industry 
needs. Many existing industries may become competitive if their human re-
sources were improved. There are several kinds of skill development rele-
vant to industrial competitiveness. Of these, the ones that deserve immedi-
ate attention and donor support are: 
– Technical and financial support for the provision of better and more 

training in specific industrial skills for the most important industry clus-
ters that would form the dynamic edge of industrial growth.  

– Related to the above, it might be possible to set up or improve training 
centers for such skills as garment making and design, wood-working, 
food processing, metal-working and so on, to bring them within striking 
distance of modern levels of quality and productivity.  

                                                
1 The experience of the Asian countries again bears this out. In late 1993, for instance, the num-
ber of ISO 9000 certified companies were: Hong Kong 10, Indonesia 8, Malaysia 224, Singapore 
523, Taiwan 96, Korea 87 and Thailand 9. By late 1995, the numbers were much larger: Hong 
Kong around 200, Malaysia around 700, Singapore over 1,000, and Indonesia 60. 



130 M. Nureldin Hussain  

– Technical support for selected firms on how to train, how much and in 
what areas. Often, training has to go together with the provision of new 
equipment, better layout, improved process know-how and more modern 
product technology. All these may need specific policies addressing their 
informational, financial and other needs.  

Financing industrial restructuring  

The financing of industrial restructuring in the face of policy reform and lib-
eralization is an important issue in much of Africa. It is unfortunate that 
most adjustment programs were launched in the midst of economic crises 
and accompanied by stringent stabilization measures that curtailed sharply 
the supply of investible resources to industry (and to its supporting infra-
structure and human resources). The worst hit was probably the SME sector, 
which even in the best of circumstances faces a hostile credit market. Donors 
could play the following roles: 
– Support for the establishment of specialized institutions that meet the 

financing needs of industries such as Industrial Development Banks. 
Within this, technical assistance would be needed to promote specialized 
financial intermediaries to cater for the needs of firms that engage in more 
risky technology based activities.  

– Technical assistance to establish and promote capital markets which facili-
tate the mobilization of foreign and domestic resources for investment. 

– Technical and financial support to provide new financing instruments and 
modalities, particularly for SMEs. 

SUMMARY 

One of the root causes of Africa’s economic malaise is found in its excessive 
dependence on the export of primary commodities and on imports of manu-
factured goods. The dependency on the export of primary commodities, 
which are characterized by low income elasticities of demand in interna-
tional markets, constitutes a serious structural weakness which imposes a 
balance-of-payments constraint on growth. Such constraints tend to restrain 
Africa’s ability to accelerate the process of economic growth. Effective trans-
formation through industrialization necessitates the use of trade protection-
ism. This option, however, might not be ’available’ to many African coun-
tries following the move towards global trade liberalism which was marked 
by the finalization of the Uruguay Round.  

The lock-in of African countries with Europe might be one possible op-
tion for resolving Africa’s development dilemma. However the success of 
the lock-in would rest on whether the mechanism would be able to compen-
sate for the transformation forces intrinsic in protectionism. With or without 
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the lock-in mechanism, there are certain areas that need the support of the 
donor community if Africa is to effect a successful transformation, in a 
world of free trade, through increased industrialization. These include up-
grading the capabilities of Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs), im-
proving the technology infrastructure, human resource development for in-
dustrialization, and financing industrial restructuring.  
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Opening Up, Integrating, and Linking Africa 
with the World 

T. Ademola Oyejide 

INTRODUCTION 

The countries of sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) are gradually and steadily recov-
ering from the generalised economic crisis of the 1980s. Progress remains 
uneven, of course, and unfortunate cases of back-sliding and retrogression 
can be cited. In broad terms, however, there is considerable reason for hope. 
In particular, the average annual percentage change in real gross domestic 
product (GDP) for SSA countries which was 4.7 per cent during 1966–73 and 
which fell to 1.7 per cent in 1981–90 bottoming out at 0.7 per cent during 
1991–94 is estimated to have risen to 3.8 per cent in 1995. The World Bank 
(1996) forecasts that a 3.7 per cent to 3.8 per cent annual growth rate will be 
maintained through 2005. It remains a subject of continuing debate whether 
or not the economic policy reforms and political developments since the 
early 1980s can be credited for the emerging signs of recovery. It is clear, 
however, that the primary focus of concern is shifting away from stabilisa-
tion to more long-term development concerns. 

SSA’s external trade relations constitute a key component of the region’s 
long-term development strategy. The fairly robust association, suggested by 
the literature, between external trade performance and overall economic 
growth in developing countries reinforces the need for Africa to pay close 
attention to its international commercial relations. So also does the emerging 
consensus in favour of outward-orientation in trade and associated devel-
opment policies. In the context of the trade-growth association, a compari-
son of SSA with East Asia over the 1991–95 period offers some interesting 
insights. While East Asia’s average real GDP growth per capita of 8.0 per 
cent over this period was supported (some would say generated) by an 
average export growth per capita of 14.1 per cent and inflows of foreign di-
rect investment (FDI) and other private capital which averaged 5.6 per cent 
of GDP, SSA’s real GDP growth per capita averaged -1.5 per cent, its aver-
age export growth per capita was -1.6 per cent and total FDI and other pri-
vate capita inflows came to only 1.0 per cent of GDP. 
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Several concerns, implicit in the discussion above, are focused upon in 
the rest of this essay. Section II examines how opening up SSA through 
trade liberalization might enhance the region’s role in the global commercial 
process as they pertain to Africa and its long-term developmental prospects. 
While Section III considers a number of questions on regional integration 
perspectives. 

Section IV argues the case for linking Africa with the world and reviews 
various mechanisms for doing so. Finally, Section V concludes the essay 
with an identification of areas and issues with regard to which Africa’s 
development cooperation partners might play useful, strategic and catalytic 
roles. 

OPENING UP AFRICA 

A rapidly growing Africa, whose overall economic growth is associated 
with a robust, vibrant and highly diversified external trade sector, would 
translate into a region which plays an important role in the global 
commercial process. Current thinking about development strategy suggests 
that opening up Africa through trade liberalization could be one of the 
requisites for bringing this about. The mainstream literature on trade and 
development argues that a regime of trade liberalization that produces a 
neutral or outward-oriented trade regime confers certain productivity-
enhancing and growth-promoting features on the liberalized economy. 
These include improvement in the efficiency with which resources are 
allocated, increase in competition and product specialization, the 
enhancement of the ability of the economy to attract foreign investment, and 
the creation of a favourable environment for technology transfer. In this 
context, technology can be transferred as an integral part of direct foreign 
investment, through the importation of capital goods that embody current 
technology, and through increased competition that induces exporting firms 
to operate at or close to the frontiers of technological development. 

The trade regimes of many African countries in the 1960s and 1970s 
evolved largely through an ad hoc and haphazard process; they reflected 
attempts to use one instrument (i.e. trade policy) to achieve several (and 
sometimes conflicting) objectives (Oyejide, 1995.) In addition to their use for 
generating fiscal revenue and confronting balance-of-payments problems, 
import control measures were also used in many African countries as an 
instrument of industrial policy. In general, however, the experience of these 
countries shows that budgetary needs and balance-of-payments concerns 
have had a much stronger impact on the evolution and structure of their 
trade regimes than the desire to protect local industry. 

The African trade policy reforms which began in the mid-1980s and 
which are still on-going in many countries, have achieved some significant 
results (World Bank, 1994). In general, these reforms have typically in-
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creased the relative price of exportables compared with the non-tradeables 
sector. Much still remains to be done, however, especially in terms of ratio-
nalizing the trade regime. The trade liberalization efforts have generally 
concentrated on the import side and have, to that extent, not paid sufficient 
attention to the elimination of the anti-export bias inherent in the regime. In 
particular, little progress has been made in establishing efficient mecha-
nisms for giving exporters access to inputs at internationally competitive 
prices. 

Future trade policy initiatives in Africa should, in consonance with expe-
rience in other regions, stress broad outward-orientation. In the peculiar cir-
cumstances of Africa with its rudimentary industrial sector, several impor-
tant elements of an outward-oriented development strategy should be inte-
grated. First, the manufacturing sector needs to be restructured since its cur-
rent structure and efficiency levels (built up under more interventionist 
trade and exchange rate regimes) are ill-suited to exporting. Second, the in-
centive regime should be altered to provide exporters with access to inputs 
at internationally competitive prices, net of tariffs and indirect taxes. Third, 
appropriate proactive measures should be used to assist manufacturers and 
exporters to cope with the production and learning-by-doing externalities 
associated with manufacturing activities and the difficulties of gaining ac-
cess to the information and technology required for effectively competing in 
export markets. 

Industrialization is clearly an important component of sustainable over-
all economic development and the experience of other rapidly developing 
countries and regions suggests that the export of manufactured goods is one 
of the key elements of the dynamism and impressive economic growth per-
formance of these countries and regions. Similarly, African countries should 
be justifiably concerned about the survival and future development of an 
efficient and export-oriented manufacturing sector as an important compo-
nent of their long-term development. 

This concern translates, in trade policy discussions, into the idea that 
some degree of protection would be necessary as part of the pro-active mea-
sures aimed at encouraging the expansion of the region’s manufacturing 
sector. In other words, there exists a case for some non-zero import tariff 
levels and a non-uniform import tariff structure in African countries not just 
for revenue-raising purposes but more explicitly to protect local 
manufacturing activities. At the same time, however, considerations of 
allocative efficiency suggest several qualifications. First, the level of import 
protection should be moderate (perhaps no more than 25 per cent) to limit 
the relative price distortions they can create and hence the damage they can 
do to the economy. Second, import protection should be strictly limited, 
time-bound and related to some clearly understood and measurable 
performance standard. Third, the tariff structure should be fairly simple, 
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reflecting a limited number of tariff rates to ensure greater transparency 
(Rodrik, 1992). 

Exports are, essentially, a means of acquiring the foreign exchange with 
which to purchase increased imports made available through trade liberali-
zation. Therefore, good export performance plays a pivotal role in 
sustaining import liberalization to the extent that increased flow of foreign 
exchange resulting from expanded exports helps to reduce the need for 
import compression. The elimination of disincentives against exporters, 
including regulatory requirements imposed on exporters is generally not 
likely to pose serious fiscal problems in the trade liberalization process. 
Thus, whenever export performance can be more readily induced through 
specific export promotion measures, it would be reasonable to implement 
them before deeper import liberalization is attempted. A successful and 
sustainable import liberalization programme requires successful exports. 

The context in which trade liberalization programmes are implemented 
could have significant implications for their sustainability and success. 
Several key features characterize most of the recent trade liberalization 
episodes in Africa in this respect. In particular, they were unilateral, they 
focused primarily on imports, they were designed and implemented as inte-
gral parts of structural adjustment reform packages and thus were induced 
by external financing. Moreover, they ignored regional spillovers and the 
adverse consequences of lack of regional coordination and harmonization. 
Finally, many of them have been incompatible with underlying fiscal and 
balance-of-payments realities in the absence of external financing. Due 
partly to these characteristics, the credibility of many of the trade liberaliza-
tion episodes has been suspect while quite a few have suffered reversals. It 
seems that their aid-induced nature and their inherent incompatibility with 
basic economic reality in the absence of assured long-term external 
financing gave private economic agents sufficient reason to doubt their 
credibility and sustainability which, in turn, led to ineffective and anaemic 
response. 

INTEGRATING AFRICA 

The need to link African countries together is, to many in Africa, virtually 
self-evident. The small size of the typical African economy and its perceived 
role as a constraint on rapid economic development, the growth-retarding 
nature of the “hub and spoke” production and trade pattern inherited from 
Africa’s colonial past, and the desire to channel neighbourhood effects and 
regional spillovers into more positive growth-enhancing directions consti-
tute important reasons for seeking closer cooperation between African 
countries. This search is motivated also by other non-economic reasons. 
These include the political inspiration which seeks to create a strong African 
bloc that could be used effectively in the international political arena, for 
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dealing with security concerns and as a vehicle for the resolution of regional 
conflicts in Africa. This combination of economic and political rationale for 
the existence of various regional integration schemes in Africa may provide 
part of the explanation of why the existing regional integration arrange-
ments have failed to fulfil the high expectations attached to them as vehicles 
for improving the economic performance and welfare of Africa. 

The basic economic rationale and goal of African regional integration can 
be broadly described as follows (McCarthy, 1996): Given the small size of 
the economies, pulling them together can be a useful means of first increas-
ing intra-regional trade and then promoting economic development through 
industrial growth. In this framework, trade expansion occurs largely 
through import substitution within the regional market. In essence, there-
fore, each regional integration scheme could be visualized, in its initial 
phase, as an inward-looking instrument of industrialization and economic 
growth. Subsequently, however, if the scheme achieved reasonable success 
in this initial phase, it could shed its inward-looking characteristics and be-
come an instrument for projecting the integrated region more positively into 
the world market. The infant industries that develop under the regional im-
port substitution framework could first learn to export within the protected 
regional market but eventually would become sufficiently efficient and 
strong enough to face world competition without further protection.  

This model of regional integration has not lived up to expectations in 
Africa. The individual African economies are so small that even when com-
bined together in the various regional integration schemes, the larger re-
gional markets have still been quite small by international standards and 
hence not large enough to achieve high levels of industrial growth and effi-
ciency. In addition, the structure and efficiency levels of industries that 
grow within these protected regional markets would not necessarily enable 
them to effectively compete in the world market. In any case, the creation of 
integrated regional markets has remained an elusive and distant goal, partly 
because the regional integration model is probably inappropriate and, 
perhaps more significantly, because the various integration schemes have 
not been seriously implemented. 

Despite the widely documented failures of African regional integration 
schemes in the past, the idea of regional integration continues to be popular. 
Many still believe that the establishment of larger political and economic 
units in Africa would enhance the process of development (Helleiner, 1996). 
These larger units may not necessarily be concerned primarily with prefer-
ential trade arrangements but more broadly with cooperation on many eco-
nomic issues. In effect, a constructive approach in charting a path into the 
future would be to devise suitable integration mechanisms that would ex-
ploit the apparent commitment to the ideal of closer collaboration in Africa 
and, at the same time, ensure that the resulting regional integration 
arrangements contain strong outward-oriented features. 
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LINKING AFRICA WITH THE WORLD 

Regardless of their specific trade policy stance, the economies of SSA coun-
tries have traditionally been heavily influenced by developments in the 
world economy as these are mediated through changes in commodity 
prices, changes in the prices of African imports, flows of foreign assistance 
and direct foreign investment and, more recently, the external debt over-
hang. Recent trade liberalization and other policy reforms in Africa could 
substantially propel Africa into a closer embrace with the world economy. 

The on-going trade liberalization and related economic policy reforms in 
Africa can, in some sense, be seen as part of a more general phenomenon 
among developing countries world-wide. These policy reforms feed, in turn, 
into an increasing globalization which further links world economies to-
gether, both developed and developing. In broad terms, globalization is 
viewed as a process which offers important opportunities for accelerating 
economic growth all over the world (World Bank, 1995). Hence, it is sug-
gested that countries and regions of the world that are unable or unwilling 
to integrate themselves into this emerging mainstream of the global econo-
my might not benefit from the growth-enhancing features of globalization. 

SSA countries are more weakly integrated into the global economy than 
other regions of the developing world. For instance, African countries as a 
region did not participate in the increases in their share of world trade dur-
ing the 1970s and 1980s which other geographic regions enjoyed. During the 
1990s, Africa’s share of world trade has been lower than it was in the 1960s. 
The decline in African trade ratios over this period was also accompanied by 
an extremely low ratio of foreign direct investment to GDP and the virtual 
exclusion of SSA countries from the global financial markets. This reality of 
the African experience may suggest that both inadequate integration into 
the world economy and consequent lack of growth have led to the region’s 
marginalization in the world goods and capital markets. 

Globalization is clearly not free of problems (Helleiner, 1996). It has, for 
one, been associated with greater instability in the world economy. It can 
also be linked to greater vulnerability of individual countries to external 
shocks which, in turn, tends to negatively impact on their economic perfor-
mance. As in other areas of policy making, greater integration into the 
global economy is associated with benefits and costs. Globalization does not 
necessarily offer the same potential opportunities to all countries and the 
costs may also be differentiated. 

Many African efforts at trade liberalization attempts have suffered from 
lack of credibility and excessive policy reversals. One explanation of this ap-
pears to be lack of effective restraints on African governments which gives 
room for capricious and frequent changes in trade policy (Collier and 
Gunning, 1995). Thus, in the absence of an effective mechanism for locking 
in reform, reversals of trade liberalization have become a serious problem. 
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In so far as lack of credibility and sustainability of trade liberalization 
negatively impact on its effectiveness, it is important to establish an appro-
priate mechanism for locking in policy reform through an effective agency 
that can restrain African governments. These governments are not in a posi-
tion to create viable and effective domestic agencies of restraint, given their 
fragile nature and the absence of widespread confidence in the rule of law in 
many African countries. 

African countries have in principle, several options to choose from in 
selecting an external agency of restraint to assist in enhancing the credibility 
of their trade liberalization efforts but each of these is fraught with prob-
lems. For instance, each country could use the regional integration scheme 
to which it belongs as an agency of restraint. However, it appears unlikely 
that an African regional integration scheme can serve as an effective agency 
of restraint. The reality of the existing schemes is that the potential penalties 
that they can impose for breaking an agreement are quite small. 

A more viable option for African countries would be to use the GATT/ 
WTO as an agency of restraint. This is the premier institution at global level 
which monitors and provides restraint on the behaviour of contracting par-
ties or member countries in the trade policy arena. Under the GATT/WTO 
framework, tariff bindings lock-in progress on the domestic front and are 
useful in warding off local lobbies seeking further protection. These interna-
tionally registered bindings then become an important mechanism of im-
porting credibility for a trade reform programme. Although most African 
countries subscribe to the GATT/WTO and could have used it as an agency 
of restraint in support of their trade liberalization efforts, they have not in 
fact done so. African countries have historically had limited participation in 
the GATT/WTO system, including the recently completed Uruguay Round 
of multilateral negotiations (Oyejide, 1990).  

Prior to the Urguay Round, less than half of the African members had 
lodged their tariff schedules with the GATT. In the Round itself, South 
Africa was the only SSA country to make an offer of tariff reduction. All 
other countries offered average tariff bindings which were several multiples 
of their existing applied rates, while they made little effort to extend the 
coverage of their tariff bindings beyond 2 per cent of their tariff lines. They 
have, thus, retained considerable discretion for making tariff changes. From 
this perspective, the opportunity offered by the Uruguay Round for African 
countries to shore up the credibility of their trade reform efforts was not 
taken up. 

A third option in the search for an external agency of restraint for Africa 
is to have a series of African customs unions linked to the European Union 
(EU) in fully reciprocal free trade arrangements (Collier and Gunning, 1995; 
Fine and Yeo, 1995). This scheme could provide a powerful lock-in mecha-
nism and underpin the credibility of African trade reform since treaty com-
mitments with this large and rich northern partner would be too costly to be 



 Opening Up, Integrating, and Linking Africa 139 

repudiated by any African country. The guarantee of access to this large 
market could also assist in attracting inward direct foreign investment. 

This proposal raises several issues that need to be carefully examined be-
fore its viability can be established (Helleiner, 1996). First , it is not clear 
what the interest of the EU would be in such an arrangement. Second, many 
in Africa might regard the arrangement as a recolonization of Africa. Third, 
the relative costs and benefits of the arrangement should be comprehen-
sively analyzed. It is not immediately obvious that it would not impose 
costs that are inordinately high or that its potential benefits are not being 
overstated. The generalization from a relationship based on trade policy to 
the surveillance of a whole range of economic and socio-political policies, 
which this arrangement may encourage, could lead to the establishment of 
“harmonized” rules and standards that may be inappropriate for particular 
African country circumstances. 

ROLE OF AFRICA’S DEVELOPMENT PARTNERS 

Africa’s development partners, including Sweden, could assist in enhancing 
its role in the world trading system both by improving Africa’s access to 
their markets and by helping to boost its manufactured export supply re-
sponse. With regard to these areas, several features of SSA exports are worth 
noting: the structure of OECD imports from SSA is concentrated in unpro-
cessed commodities, the share of manufactures in SSA exports is less than 10 
per cent (the lowest for all developing regions), and SSA countries have not 
been able to benefit fully from past trade preferences offered through the 
Lomé Convention and various generalized systems of preferences. 

Evidence exists that various barriers to market entry work against fur-
ther processing of commodities in SSA countries prior to exportation (World 
Bank, 1996). These range from international transport costs that escalate 
with processing to high entry barriers in certain consumer markets associ-
ated with oligopolistic market structures in OECD countries. Measures 
taken to eliminate these barriers would render OECD markets more open to 
SSA manufactured exports. 

Efforts of SSA countries to liberalize their economies in a coordinated 
and harmonized way could lead to an “integrated” region in which policy 
credibility is assured and which can, therefore, attract foreign direct invest-
ment and other private capital inflows. In Eastern and Southern Africa, 
these efforts are being assisted through the Cross-Border Initiative (CBI). It 
would be useful to extend this facility to other parts of SSA. 

As a means of enhancing the development prospects and competitive-
ness of African countries through increased participation in international 
trade, an integrated programme of technical assistance has been established 
by the WTO in collaboration with UNCTAD and ITC (WTO, 1996). An ex-
pansion of this programme, in terms of scope, country coverage, specificity 
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of measures, etc., aimed at expanding and diversifying African exports and 
helping SSA countries cope with the requirements of more active participa-
tion in the WTO could yield high returns. 
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Economic Cooperation and Integration 
in Africa—Experiences, Challenges, and 
Opportunities 

Delphin G. Rwegasira 

INTRODUCTION 

The traditional arguments for African economic cooperation and integration 
are well known and persuasive, but could also be a source of frustration to 
observers and students of economic cooperation and integration efforts in 
post-independence Africa. Not only have there been institutional and policy 
obstacles as well as outright failures with respect to regional integration 
(RI), but also lack of progress as read from ordinary empirical indicators. 
Table 1.1 below shows, for instance, that over the period 1980–92, there has 
been no significant increase in intra-regional trade in the three sub-regions 
of West Africa (ECOWAS), Southern Africa (SADC) and Eastern and 
Southern Africa (PTA, now COMESA). This trend can be generalised for 
most of Africa’s cooperation and integration schemes. 

Table 1. Intra-regional trade as a percentage of total exports of regional group 

 1980 1990 1992 

ECOWAS 10.1 8.3 7.8 

PTA (COMESA) 12.1 6.6 6.7 

SADC 5.1 5.2 4.4 
Source: Aryeetey, E, and A. Oduro, 1995, based on UNCTAD, Handbook of International Trade 
and Development Statistics, Geneva, 1993. The SADC sub-group excludes South Africa. 

Three main economic factors have been advanced1 to explain the hesitant 
progress on RI. First, there has been the historical reality of poor comple-
                                                
1 See for instance, Global Coalition for Africa, Africa Faces the Future. Document GCA/ 
PLENARY/No.2/11/1995; and F. Foroutan, 1992, Economic Integration in Sub-Saharan Africa: 
Experience and Prospects. Policy Research Working Paper, WPS 992. Washington D.C.: World 
Bank. 
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mentarity in production resulting in very low levels of both overall and 
intra-industry trade. Second, payments arrangements in the context of gen-
erally non-convertible currencies have remained problematic and have, 
therefore, inhibited trade expansion.1 Third, inward-looking import-substi-
tution policies of past years were not easily reversible, even within integra-
tion schemes, and their effects were compounded by difficulties in arriving 
at acceptable distributions of costs and benefits from the schemes. Given the 
importance of tariff revenues in the government budgets in African coun-
tries, the presence of revenue constraints has further tended to make trade 
integration difficult to achieve and/or more trade diverting than otherwise.2 

In spite of modest gains and the various obstacles mentioned, there is re-
cent evidence of a new and positive mood, strongest at the sub-regional 
level, toward economic integration. Thus, the treaty establishing ECOWAS 
was revised in 1993 to define, among other things, the stages which the ex-
isting community would have to go through. In 1994, the Preferential Trade 
Area for Eastern and Southern Africa (PTA) was elevated to a common mar-
ket—the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA).3 
Similarly, SADCC has evolved from primarily improving investment co-
ordination in key productive and infrastructural sectors to the new SADC 
(Southern African Development Community) with the aim of achieving a 
deeper and wider form of economic integration among member states.4 

Given the past obstacles and, therefore, the limited progress on African 
integration on the one hand, and the new and positive mood on the impera-
tives of RI both in Africa and in the international community generally, it is 
useful to step back and examine a few sub-regional efforts so far. This may 
provide a pragmatic basis for re-examining the challenges and opportunities 
for African integration in the rest of the 1990s and beyond. In the following 
sub-sections, the integration and cooperation efforts in the ECOWAS, PTA 
(COMESA), and the SADCC (recently SADC) sub-regions are briefly exam-
ined. The possible roles that Africa’s development partners can play in pro-
moting regional integration are also briefly explored. 

THREE CASE STUDIES IN REGIONAL COOPERATION—AN OVERVIEW 

The Economic Community of West Africa States (ECOWAS) 

                                                
1 A detailed treatment of this issue may be found in O. Ojo, 1988, Monetary and Financial 
Obstacles to Intra-African Trade. African Development Bank Economic Research Papers, No. 6. 
Abidjan. 
2 Foroutan, op. cit. 
3 Treaty Establishing the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa, Article 3, 1993. 
4 African Development Bank, 1993, Economic Integration in Southern Africa, Volume I, p. 206. 
Abidjan. 
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In ending an extensive review of economic integration efforts in the 
ECOWAS sub-region, Jebuni and others concluded that it has been difficult 
to achieve any of the objectives of the Community.1 They observe that the 
Community’s efforts of the past two decades, are yet to be reflected in intra-
regional trade flows; that tariff and non-tariff barriers remain high among 
member states; that factors of production are not significantly mobile in the 
sub-region; and that institutional arrangements stand as a constraint to bet-
ter integration performance.2  

Trade among ECOWAS member states currently stands at only about 6 
per cent of official recorded trade, although inclusion of unrecorded trade 
would clearly raise that figure. Some countries have however, done better 
than others in terms of intra-regional trade performance. Côte d’Ivoire, 
Burkina Faso, Mali and Senegal have their imports from member states ex-
ceeding 10 per cent of total imports, while the exports to ECOWAS of Côte 
d’Ivoire, Burkina Faso, Senegal and Benin exceed 10 per cent of total ex-
ports.3  

A number of explanations have been advanced in relation to the low 
level of intra-ECOWAS trade. One of these4 is the extraordinary delay in 
implementing a multi-phase and rather complex Trade Liberalisation 
Scheme that was supposed to have taken off two years after the ECOWAS 
Treaty became operational in 1977. In the event, the implementation of the 
scheme did not begin until 1990. Apart from the problem of tariff barriers 
that was to be addressed through the Trade Liberalisation Scheme, there 
have also been the usual and significant non-tariff barriers widely acknowl-
edged among developing countries. The list ranges from inconvertible cur-
rencies among member countries of integration schemes, to transport and 
communication links, to differences in national regulations and standards. 

Another reason advanced to explain the poor performance in intra-
regional trade expansion is the ambiguity in the commitment to creating a 
strong pro-trade environment. This may be partly explained by the over-
dependence in many African countries of total tax revenues on trade taxes. 
Thus Aryeetey and Oduro (1996) have observed that even if a free trade area 
was created within ECOWAS, it would be unlikely for intra-regional trade 
to increase dramatically because of the clauses introduced to safeguard the 
interests of the weaker countries. Finally, the proliferation of inter-govern-
mental organisations (IGOs) in the ECOWAS sub-region—totalling over 
forty in number—has been given as an additional reason for the weak pace 

                                                
1 Jebuni, D., E. Ogunkola, and C. Soludo, “A Review of Regional Integration Experience in Sub-
Saharan Africa: A Case Study of the Economic Community of West African States”. Un-
published, 1995?, p. 64.  
2 Ibid. 
3 Jebuni, et al., op. cit. 
4 Jebuni, et al., ibid., pp. 8–9. 
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toward integration. The proliferation of IGOs tends to weaken the centrality 
of the umbrella organisation (in this case ECOWAS) that would otherwise 
provide a clearer focal point for efforts to expand intra-regional trade and to 
pursue other integration objectives. 

On the positive side there have been policy and institutional efforts to 
facilitate and promote intra-regional trade. First, the national structural ad-
justment programmes (SAPs) that have been undertaken in various coun-
tries over the past decade or so have—by their nature—assisted country 
outward-orientation. SAPs have not, however, in any serious sense ad-
dressed the broader policy and institutional questions of policy harmonisa-
tion and coordination required for regional cooperation and integration.1 On 
the institutional side, intra-regional trade flows were also to be supported 
by the establishment of the West African Clearing House, the Committee of 
Governors of Central Banks and, to some extent, the Capital Issues Commit-
tee. These institutions, however, have not made much progress.  

Apart from the objective of promoting intra-regional trade, the ECOWAS 
Treaty called for joint infrastructural development (transport, communica-
tions, energy, etc.) as well as harmonised and cooperative approaches to in-
dustrialization. There has been some progress on the infrastructural front—
with two major road network projects nearing completion. Some telecom-
munications projects have also been initiated. Progress with respect to joint 
industrial development and the harmonisation of industrial incentives has 
been less tangible. There has been some progress on implementing the 
Community’s Protocol on the free movements of people, but the Protocol is 
at times contravened when that suits the interests of a given member coun-
try.2 

At the heart of the integration efforts in ECOWAS, as in other sub-re-
gions, is the objective of improving regional competitiveness vis-à-vis the 
rest of the world. To some degree, the implementation of the various SAPs 
has improved country outward-orientation and, therefore, encouraged 
countries to lower relative costs for more competitive trading. But, as also 
pointed out, SAPs have not been pursued within a sub-regional context. 
Indeed the difficulties documented with respect to lowering tariff and non-
tariff barriers imply that the objective of sub-regional competitiveness was 
being compromised. Similarly, lack of progress at joint industrial develop-
ment and the harmonisation of industrial incentives indicate that serious 
steps were not being taken to capture economies of scale, lower production 
costs, and enhance competitiveness. For these and related reasons, it seems 

                                                
1 For an extensive discussion of this issue see, for instance, P.S. Mistry, “Regional Dimensions 
of Structural Adjustment in Southern Africa”. Paper prepared for a FONDAD Conference on 
Regional Integration in Africa, held in Johannesburg, South Africa, February, 1996. 
2 Aryeetey and Oduro, op. cit. 
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safe to conclude that integration efforts within ECOWAS have not so far 
significantly promoted competitiveness. 

The Preferential Trade Area for Eastern and Southern Africa (PTA) 
and COMESA 

Although the most important objective of PTA has been to promote intra-
regional trade through trade liberalisation,1 and various promotional and 
institutional measures were taken over a number of years, intra-PTA trade 
as a percentage of the total has remained below 5 per cent 2 from the early 
1980s to the early 1990s. Yet, the trade potential seems to indicate that there 
could be a possibility of nearly doubling these ratios within existing con-
sumption and production patterns.3 

A number of promotional and institutional measures have been taken in 
the PTA area. First, there has been the progressive reduction of tariffs—to 
the extent of 60 per cent ,4 on average, for the goods on the so-called com-
mon list (about 700 products). The reduction in tariffs was accompanied by 
other promotional measures such as the establishment of a computer-based 
PTA-wide trade information network; conducting demand and supply sur-
veys for some major product groups, followed by buyer/seller meetings; 
and by the holding of trade fairs. 

Second, a number of institutions were established to assist intra-PTA 
trade expansion. The PTA Clearing House established in 1984 for handling 
intra-PTA transactions saw the volume of trade channelled through it5 
growing by almost 50 per cent from the late 1980s to early 1990s. This share 
has, however, subsequently declined, partly due to recent foreign-exchange 
liberalization measures and the delays by some central banks in settling 
their net obligations.6 Another pro-trade institution in the sub-region is the 
PTA Trade and Development Bank that was established with an innovative 
idea—that of a trade financing window. In addition, the PTA Travellers 
Cheques were introduced from the late 1980s to promote travel for business 
and tourism within the sub-region. After a sharp rise in the sales of the 

                                                
1 Kasekende, L.A. and N. Ng’eno, “Regional Integration and Economic Liberalisation in Eastern 
and Southern Africa”. Unpublished, 1994?. 
2 Kasekende and Ng’eno, ibid., Table 5, p. 21. 
3 See for instance, Bingu-wa-Mutharika, 1994, COMESA: New Trade and Development Opportuni-
ties. COMESA Policy Paper No.1. These studies assume that under certain conditions, there 
would be an easy replacement of imports from third countries by similar products from the 
sub-region. It is an assumption to be examined in practice and in the light of behaviour as 
explained by gravity models, for instance. 
4 PTA, “PTA Development Report—A Decade of Economic Integration, 1982–1992”. Undated, 
early 1990s, p. 29. 
5 PTA, “PTA Development Report”, op. cit. 
6 Kasekende and Ng’eno, op. cit. 
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cheques in the first two years (to 1991), there has, however, been a sharp fall 
due to foreign-exchange liberalization and other reasons. Two more pro-
trade instruments may be mentioned. These are the PTA Federation of 
Chambers of Commerce and Industry, established in 1984, to enhance the 
role of the private sector in the integration process; and the Association of 
PTA Commercial Banks (formed in 1987) aimed at promoting easy exchange 
of information among commercial banks and at strengthening banking links 
within the sub-region. 

The tariff-reduction and institutional measures outlined above were 
complemented by certain supportive actions in the transport and communi-
cations area.1 However, all these efforts have not, as indicated earlier, re-
sulted in a measurable increase in the intensity of intra-PTA trade. Their 
ground-laying effects, although not easy to measure, should however not be 
underestimated. They do make an indirect contribution in a process that is 
inevitably long. 

A number of reasons have been advanced to explain the low intensity of 
intra-PTA trade. One of these relates to production structures that are not 
competitive regionally or internationally. This is a major issue whose full 
implications require actions beyond market integration. Thus, among the 
top priorities for the recently established Common Market for Eastern and 
Southern Africa (COMESA) is “—increases in productivity in industry, 
manufacturing, processing and agro-industries to provide competitive 
goods as the basis for cross-border trade—”.2 

Other reasons that have been advanced to explain limited intra-PTA 
trade include: over-dependence on trade revenues which have caused de-
lays in the tariff-reduction programme; the uncoordinated national struc-
tural adjustment programmes, pursued separately by countries; and over-
lapping membership between PTA and SADCC. The latter, as was pointed 
out in the case of ECOWAS, tends to divide commitment, loyalty, and pro-
grammatic focus for countries.  

Apart from the fairly central objective of promoting intra-PTA trade, the 
PTA had the objective of broader cooperation in areas such as industry and 
transport and communications.3 As has already been alluded to earlier, 
progress has not been great in these areas; cooperation in transport and 
communications seems to have concentrated in facilitation of services and 
simplication of procedures; while in industry, focus has been on rehabilitat-
ing existing industries and the facilitation of contacts/negotiations between 
buyers and sellers.4 

                                                
1 See for instance, PTA, “PTA Development Report”, op. cit. Chapter 4. 
2 COMESA, “COMESA in Brief”. Undated, 1995?, p. 7. 
3 See Article 3 of the Treaty. 
4 PTA, “PTA Development Report”, Chapter 6. 
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The Southern African Development Coordination Conference (SADCC) and SADC 

A major three-volume study of the potential for and results of regional co-
operation and integration in Southern Africa (mainly SADCC) was finalised 
in 1993 under the sponsorship of the African Development Bank.1 It would 
be useful to draw on the conclusions of this study in terms of the achieve-
ments that have been made and the prospects that are indicated for future 
actions on integration. It is also important to note that the SADCC experi-
ment, by focusing on investment and sector coordination, has been different 
from standard approaches in integration that initially emphasize market or 
trade integration. 

SADCC has over time managed to put together a sizeable programme of 
projects and to mobilise the necessary resources. For instance in 1992, the 
total budget of SADCC projects presented at the Ministerial Meeting in 
Maputo in January 1992 amounted to US$8.5 billion for 559 projects. For the 
projects as a whole, it was expected that donors would cover around 90 per 
cent of the total costs. The sectoral composition of the projects and their 
financing costs revealed certain constraints in the SADCC programme. First, 
there was an over-reliance on the public sector; the role of the private sector 
having been recognised much later. Second, foreign-funding of the order of 
80–90 per cent raised questions of sustainability of projects in terms of gov-
ernments being able to meet either the local currency capital or recurrent 
costs of projects implemented. It has been observed that many projects have 
either not been completed or have not been sufficiently well maintained.2 
Third, SADCC’s exclusive reliance on project investments as the basis for co-
operation has proven inadequate, given the very weak aggregate economic 
performance in many countries of the sub-region. Fourth, there emerged 
absorptive capacity constraints given the annual portfolio of SADCC’s 
regional projects and the existing national and regional arrangements. 

An overall assessment of SADCC has been made in the African 
Development Bank study, with three reasons having been advanced to ex-
plain the inhibitions on SADCC’s ability to achieve closer regional coopera-
tion. First, the limitations of reliance on project investment and donor 
financing as the principal means to promote regional cooperation became 
evident by the end of the 1980s. The formation of (the new) SADC in 1992 
was a reaction to this, and took the initiative beyond investment 
coordination to embrace issues of economic policy and market integration. 
Second, it became apparent that expanded project investment was not 
consistent with the fiscal pressures arising from the structural adjustment 
programmes that were pursued within the countries of the sub-region. 
Third, the institutional framework and support within SADCC were seen to 
                                                
1 The summary is in African Development Bank, 1993, Economic Integration in Southern Africa, 
Vol.I. Abidjan: ADB. 
2 ADB, ibid. 
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be inadequate to cope with the economic pressure the SADCC countries 
were facing by the late 1980s. All these considerations led to the decision in 
the early 1990s, for SADCC to play a more comprehensive role by 
embracing integration of investment, production and trade with the free 
intra-regional movement of labour, capital, goods and technology across 
national borders. SADCC was reconstituted and formalised under a treaty, 
adopted in 1992, as the Southern African Development Community (SADC). 

Since then, a number of Community-building measures have been taken. 
Important among these are the various protocols that have been signed by 
member countries, aimed at widening the sub-regional market and enhanc-
ing cooperation in infrastructural development and natural resource man-
agement. Thus, four protocols were signed by the SADC Heads of State and 
Government in 1996—relating to transport, communications and meteoro-
logy; trade; energy; and the combating of illicit drug-trafficking. A year be-
fore, a protocol on shared watercourse systems had also been signed. One 
other interesting aspect of the SADC approach has been the launching—also 
in 1996—of an organ on politics, defence and security.  

TOWARDS ENHANCING COOPERATION AND INTEGRATION 

The new and positive mood towards economic integration in Africa must 
indeed be welcome as one looks ahead into the likely realities of the twenty-
first century. It is clear that Africa which has suffered severely from ’lack of 
growth’ for the past decade and a half must seize every opportunity to ex-
pand internal markets, attract greater investment, and significantly raise the 
rate of economic growth or risk being continually marginalised. In order for 
the renewed positive mood on RCI to endure, however, the integration pro-
cess will have to deliver stronger results—in part through bringing 
economies much closer—than the evidence to date indicates. 

Three major areas seem, from theory and African experience, to be indi-
cated for greater policy emphasis and action in order to realise the potential 
that RCI may have for raising regional investment and growth. The areas 
are macroeconomic and institutional coordination; coordination in respect of 
infrastructural and natural resource investment; and private-sector 
promotion. There is, in addition, a need to redefine the role of donors and 
multilateral institutions in supporting regional cooperation.  

Macroeconomic and institutional coordination 

The broad macroeconomic frameworks which have guided policy in most 
African countries since the difficulties of the early 1980s, have been a set of 
economy-wide and sectoral policies lumped together under the aggregate 
label of structural adjustment policies (SAPs). The precise nature of these 
policies, suitable for a given country at any point in time, could be wide-
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ranging. Nonetheless, a point that could be safely made in this generalised 
context is an obvious one; that major individual or comprehensive policies 
of the sort indicated, if systematically pursued at a national level by a mem-
ber of a regional grouping, would be found to affect the context within 
which RCI would be perceived. And, as the various policies produce results, 
certain tensions would arise among the countries of the grouping. If the new 
agenda of cooperation and integration for faster growth is to be sustained 
and succeed, it will be necessary to deliberately minimise economic tensions 
among members of sub-regional groupings through macroeconomic policy 
and institutional coordination. 

As has been seen from the sub-regional surveys in this paper, macro-
economic policy-making in countries has proceeded by and large within in-
dividual national frameworks. It is clear that the past practice of managing 
macroeconomies within predominantly national frameworks has not with 
certainty helped in bringing economies together, and has underutilised the 
potential that is otherwise presented by cooperation and integration treaties. 
The effects of the failure to bring economies together seems to be particu-
larly obvious in production structures (as, for instance pointed out for the 
case of PTA) where competitiveness has not improved because the dynamic 
advantages of integration (scale production, the acquisition of skills, techno-
logy absorption, etc.) could not be tapped. The new generation of RCI efforts 
in Africa should therefore, move much more forcefully, in the area of 
macroeconomic coordination in order to facilitate market unification and 
maximise the growth benefits of integration. 

Coordination of investment in infrastructure and natural resources1 

Apart from weak macroeconomic and institutional coordination, the under-
developed economic infrastructure, broadly defined, has perhaps been a 
more constraining obstacle in the way of market integration in Africa. All 
the sub-regional groups surveyed in this paper have thus put considerable 
emphasis on this dimension, although leading to uneven results. With the 
exception of the SADC sub-region, the overall results leave a lot to be de-
sired. And, it should be said that the benefits of cooperation in infrastruc-
tural development present a ’win-win’ situation, in the sense of there being 
fairly clear gains for all the countries involved, irrespective of their size and 
level of economic development. Thus the thorny issues of devising compen-
sation mechanisms and the need to compromise somewhat on the degree of 
sovereignty do not arise. A number of reasons for not having exploited the 

                                                
1 This section draws heavily on the paper by Robinson, P.B., “Potential Gains from 
Insfrastructural and Natural Resource Investment Coordination in Africa”. Paper for FONDAD 
Seminar on “Regional Economic Integration and Global Economic Cooperation: The Case of 
Africa”. Johannesburg, February, 1996. I am indebted for his very useful insights on these is-
sues. 
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potential for this area of cooperation have been suggested. These relate to 
inadequate quantification and understanding of the possible benefits; na-
tionalism, with respect to self-reliance and security of supply (of infrastruc-
tural services); inefficient national (parastatal) control of facilities and insti-
tutional incapacity for handling regional programmes; and the biases in 
donor procedures that have in the past been orientated more to national 
rather than regional projects.1 Given the clear need to promote greater mar-
ket integration, and the considerable gains that cooperation in this broad 
area may bring (as will be indicated below), it is necessary to overcome 
these difficulties and make greater progress. 

There are various potential gains2 that would be made by countries co-
operating in infrastructural development. First, there are unit-cost reduc-
tions that would arise from possible economies of scale in infrastructure 
provision or from possibilities of improving supply reliability through using 
shared facilities. It has been pointed out that significant economies of scale 
exist in such activities as electricity generation, oil-refining, and 
maintenance of major transport equipment. Second, opportunity costs of 
unmet demand could be considerably reduced where regional cooperation 
facilitates enhanced supply of infrastructural services. This, in turn, would 
allow for important investments to take place, and leads to the avoidance of 
problems such as production losses arising for example, from interruptions 
in services. Third, there would be a positive impact on trade among the 
cooperating countries through the exchange of infrastructural services (and 
related goods) as well as through the broader infrastructural improvements 
that may take place as a result of the cooperation. Fourth, uncertainties (and 
consequential costs) that are inherent in the planning of long-term 
infrastructural investments would be minimised if such investments were to 
be pursued within regional rather than national frameworks. Investments 
that are conceived within regional frameworks would have their outcomes 
realised in the face of export and import possibilities—thereby avoiding 
possible waste of resources or problems of undersupply that could arise 
with similar national projects. 

There is some evidence to illustrate the gains that could be made through 
cooperation in infrastructure and natural resources. A specific study con-
ducted in 1991/92 in the SADC sub-region estimated for example that the 
capital costs of providing electricity to the year 2010 through strengthening 
regional interconnections as being 24 per cent less than the corresponding 
combined costs of independent country programmes.3 In the specific area of 
natural resources, the cooperative development of large shared river basins 

                                                
1 Robinson, ibid. 
2 These are discussed in some detail in P. Robinson, op. cit. 
3 Results from SADC Project AAA 3.8, quoted in ADB, Economic Integration in Southern Africa, 
op. cit.  
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could be singled out. The development of shared water resources would 
extend possibilities beyond hydroelectricity to the provision of bulk water 
for ordinary and industrial consumption, irrigation, fishing, inland trans-
port, and tourism. The Lesotho Highlands Development Project, for in-
stance, has been successfully developed to supply water from Lesotho to 
South Africa, and electricity to Lesotho. 

In the transport sub-sector, there are significant gains which can continue 
to be made by improving services and facilitating transit trade procedures 
as has been the case in the COMESA sub-region. Improvements and 
strategic decisions are also called for in areas outside road transport; in 
African railways that have comparatively high overheads and low 
productivity,1 as well in the airline industry which is in urgent need of 
rationalisation to benefit from economies of scale. Beyond policy and 
organisational improvements, however, the transport sub-sector (together 
with telecommunications) will continue to require substantial investments 
in the foreseeable future, as the thrust of SADC development programmes 
has emphasized. For greater efficiency and development impact, such 
investments will need to be regionally conceived and therefore require a 
minimum of coordination at strategic and policy levels. 

Regional cooperation and private sector development 

Increased macroeconomic and investment coordination would also be 
attractive for private enterprise. Within the current policy contexts of 
macroeconomic adjustment and reforms in many countries, the prospects 
for the private sector playing an enhanced role in promoting trade, invest-
ment and faster growth in Africa are much better. The increasing limitation 
on the extent of public sector involvement in economic activities and the 
financial discipline demanded by reform programmes, imply that the pri-
vate sector is poised to play an enhanced role. Two key ingredients are nec-
essary for active and sustained private sector involvement in the economy: 
strong market-oriented and pro-growth policies, on the one hand, and ade-
quate market-size (even if this can be defined to include availability of ex-
ternal markets), on the other.  

Both these ingredients are being enriched through regional cooperation 
and integration in Africa although, as has already been indicated, much 
more remains to be done. It is for this reason that we have put considerable 
emphasis in this paper on the importance of macroeconomic and institu-
tional coordination, and on the coordination of investments in infrastructure 
and natural resources—both measures aimed at market unification and the 
creation of greater market space. It should be emphasized in this regard that 
economic efficiency and the imperative of promoting increased competitive-
                                                
1 Robinson, op. cit., p. 20 for some details. 



152 Delphin G. Rwegasira  

ness—to ensure sustained growth—require that regional policies also be in-
creasingly outward-oriented. This is necessary as well for ensuring a con-
ducive atmosphere for attracting private foreign investment. Private foreign 
investment can, as is increasingly being seen in the developing world, con-
tribute significantly not only to raising aggregate investment rates but also 
to capital formation in economic infrastructure—that in turn would facilitate 
greater economic integration and growth.  

EXTERNAL ASSISTANCE AND REGIONAL COOPERATION 

Efforts at greater macroeconomic and investment coordination as well as the 
promotion of the private sector may be seen largely as belonging to internal 
policy. External factors, however, can also be expected to significantly influ-
ence the course of economic integration, particularly as external finance and 
assistance in both national and sub-regional programmes in Africa, has been 
historically high. Apart from finance, external assistance and influence in 
countries come through macroeconomic and development policy analysis 
and formulation—especially by multilateral financial institutions that 
finance adjustment and development programmes. The problems on the bi-
lateral donor side, in the context of regional cooperation, have in general 
been related to biases towards national rather than sub-regional beneficia-
ries. Assistance by different donors is also tied to different procedures and, 
at times, to different procurement rules that may complicate regional co-
operation. For multilateral financial institutions, on the other hand, policy 
frameworks for assistance tend to focus on the relevant national economy, 
underplaying the regional dimensions of adjustment and development. 

Such external assistance practices in the past have clearly not explicitly 
assisted African economies to come closer for greater development impact. 
This state of affairs cannot, of course, be separated from weaknesses in do-
mestic integration efforts that have been indicated. In the new and positive 
mood for regional cooperation in Africa, however, it is to be hoped that ex-
ternal assistance would be reoriented to play a more active and supportive 
role. Bilateral donors have the opportunity to widen their frameworks for 
support by aligning them more closely to sub-regional integration efforts—
especially in cases where there are specific and coherent focal points for this 
purpose. The multilateral financial institutions, on the other hand, have a 
marked role as they combine financial, technical, and policy assistance to 
countries in sub-regional groupings. These institutions can, therefore, assist 
substantially in enriching macroeconomic and development policies for 
promoting deeper forms of integration. It should be said in this context that 
given the nature of the integration question—essentially involving a set of 
countries in a region vis-à-vis the rest of the world—regional institutions 
such as the African Development Bank have a special role not only in assist-
ing with policy coordination among member states but also in financing 
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multinational projects and in working to increase the availability of intra-
regional financing facilities for trade and investment.  

More generally, Africa’s development partners need to begin to see re-
gional integration efforts as an essential element in the efforts being made 
by African countries to achieve higher rates of economic growth. Efforts will 
thus need to be made to adjust aid policies to promote regional integration 
efforts. As indicated earlier, these would require changing the focus of bilat-
eral and multilateral programmes, as well as the rules and regulations gov-
erning aid programmes, so that these take into account more explicitly re-
gional integration efforts. 

CONCLUSION 

For the past decade and a half, the majority of African economies have nei-
ther succeeded to raise average growth rates above those of population nor 
made major strides, as sub-groups, to integrate their economies along 
agreed lines. This is, of course, a generalisation subject to the usual weak-
nesses and exceptions. Given the underlying economic circumstances, how-
ever, and the changing global environment, a new and positive mood has 
justifiably evolved in Africa in recent years. This has culminated in the re-
quired ratification of the Abuja Treaty in 1994, establishing the African 
Economic Community. 

Understandably, the first five-year phase of the treaty focuses on 
strengthening various sub-regional groupings—through which continent-
wide efforts can be translated. Clearly, there is a long way to go. Innovative 
ways and more political commitment will be necessary for all concerned in 
order to tap the growth and development potential that may be realised 
through active macroeconomic and institutional coordination, the coordina-
tion of investment in infrastructure and natural resources, according a 
greater integrative role to the private sector, and widening frameworks for 
external financial and technical assistance. 

These efforts could be greatly enhanced by a re-orientation of bilateral 
and multilateral assisted development programmes, so that these take into 
account more explicitly—than has hitherto been the case—the needs and 
potential benefits of regional integration efforts. 
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Economic Liberalization, Growth, 
and Poverty Reduction 

Arne Bigsten and Steve Kayizzi-Mugerwa 

INTRODUCTION 

The most important goal of Africa’s economic reforms is to generate 
poverty-reducing economic growth and there is by now fairly widespread 
agreement about the basic ingredients of the economic strategy required to 
bring this about. It must generate a pattern of growth which uses intensively 
the factors owned by the poor, that is labour and land; it must include an 
efficient delivery of social services, such as primary health care, basic educa-
tion and infrastructure; it should provide a safety net for the most disadvan-
taged members of society, often women and children, unable to take advan-
tage of the new opportunities in the economy. 

In economic management, African governments face a variety of difficult 
trade-offs, with strong implications for poverty and long-term growth. The 
crucial problem facing each of them is that of low revenue incomes, making 
it hard to finance infrastructure and public services. The need for taxes to 
finance services has to be balanced with the viability of the private sector 
and the prospects for future tax collection, both of which can be undermined 
by high levels of taxation. Yet, if government chooses to finance public ex-
penditures by money printing, it may generate macroeconomic instability 
with negative effects on growth. Sustainable growth demands a stable and 
undistorted macroeconomic framework which encourages private 
enterprise and removes obstacles to productive engagement in agriculture 
and other labour-intensive sectors.  

In the second section of this essay we discuss the measures introduced 
during the era of structural adjustment and the extent to which they have 
generated private-sector led growth in Africa. We then discuss growth and 
poverty reduction with emphasis on gender, social services and rural devel-
opment. The essay ends with policy recommendations.  



156 Arne Bigsten and Steve Kayizzi-Mugerwa  

ECONOMIC REFORMS AND GROWTH 

From independence to structural adjustment 

At independence, most African governments wanted quickly to modernize 
their economies. The strategy chosen was one of import-substitution, which 
was used innovatively in East Asia to create domestic manufacturing capa-
bilities. In Africa, however, it only shifted resources away from the sectors 
where the continent had a comparative advantage. Import-substitution in-
dustrialization was capital intensive and demanded little unskilled labour, 
which meant low wages and little employment for the poorer strata of the 
population. Capital was reallocated from agriculture to industry, which 
meant that the supply of food was often sluggish, leading to higher food 
prices. Distorted incentives held back investment and production in agricul-
ture, which is the largest private sector. The extensive investment in urban 
infrastructure was often at the expense of market access for farmers in the 
rural areas. The problem of achieving an efficient allocation of resources was 
further aggravated by highly distorted price structures, particularly over-
valued exchange rates. The industrialization in the Asian NICs had much 
less negative effects on the poor than in Africa, not only because of the 
higher rates of growth achieved, but also as a result of more emphasis on 
public investment in rural infrastructure (e.g. irrigation and crop research), 
public support of human capital investment in health and education, and 
various systems of support for rural industrialization. 

From the early 1970s onwards, African economies were exposed to a 
series of external shocks beginning with the oil-price hikes of 1973, repeated 
later on in the decade. Most countries tried to postpone adjustment by bor-
rowing on the international market, which was possible for a while, thanks 
to cheap petrodollars. But when the debt crisis hit in the early 1980s, the sit-
uation became untenable. Country after country was forced to undertake 
adjustment measures. These included foreign exchange liberalization, fiscal 
restraint, reform of the civil service, and the privatization of public-sector 
firms. The question posed in this essay is whether these policy reforms have 
prepared the ground for sustainable development, and what the implica-
tions have been for poverty reduction. 

Adjustment impacts 

The initial stages of adjustment combined domestic demand contraction 
with attempts at expanding external markets, via currency depreciation. The 
former has an immediate impact, while export markets are slower to re-
spond. One would, therefore, expect to see an initial slowdown in growth, 
followed by a gradual recovery. This is also the pattern that was observed in 
several countries in the 1980s. Over the whole decade, close to half of the 
countries in Africa saw per capita incomes increase, while the remainder ex-
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perienced further declines. In the 1990s, Africa was affected by a global re-
cession and falling terms of trade, which meant that only a third of the 
countries could continue to increase per capita incomes during the first half 
of the decade. There are some successful adjusters which have seen growing 
per capita incomes, but there has not yet been any real breakthrough in 
terms of growth. For the region as a whole, per capita incomes fell during 
1990–94 by 1.8 per cent per year. 

The share of private investment in total investment has increased in 
some African countries in the 1990s (for example, Côte d’Ivoire), but there 
are also several cases where the share has declined, notably in Ghana. 
Africa’s public sector invests almost the same fraction of GDP as other de-
veloping regions, but when we consider the shares of GDP going to private 
investment, the continent is lagging behind. The slow expansion of private 
sector investment is partly a result of poor domestic resource mobilization 
in several countries, which therefore have become highly aid dependent. In 
a study of the share of foreign flows in private investment in a number of 
African countries in the 1990s, Jaspersen, Aylward and Sumlinski (1995) 
show that it was negative until 1993 (that is, there was a net outflow of pri-
vate capital). The share, however, edged up to a positive 4 per cent in 1994. 
Although the decline of the 1980s has been halted and in some cases re-
versed, private capital flows, which are today the dominant form of resource 
flow to LDCs, are still largely bypassing Africa. 

However, in spite of the adverse international conditions in the 1990s, 
sub-Saharan Africa managed to expand merchandise exports by 2.1 per cent 
per year, which is more than in the 1980s. While the bulk of exports was tra-
ditional commodities, there was a substantial increase in privately produced 
horticultural products and even some manufactures. 

The main impacts of structural adjustment can be summarised as fol-
lows:  
1. Countries with large improvements in their macroeconomic framework 

have done better in terms of growth than those without such improve-
ments. Countries that managed to sustain their adjustment efforts 
achieved positive per capita income growth during 1986–93 as well as a 
reduction of inflation, while the reverse was true for countries with in-
appropriate policies. The policies pursued by sustained adjusters con-
tributed to higher government savings and higher private investment, 
and were also accompanied by higher foreign assistance. Countries with 
positive per capita income growth were able to finance a larger share of 
their investments through domestic savings than other countries. 
However, while improvements in fiscal, monetary and exchange rate 
policies provide a good foundation for long-term development, and the 
elimination of distortions gives an immediate welfare gain, they might 
not necessarily imply a general increase in long-term growth rates. Still, it 
seems reasonable to assume that openness and stability may help attract 
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foreign investors into the region and, even more importantly, make local 
investors switch from short-term investments into those that are long-
term in nature. 

2. It is clear that investment has a positive impact on growth, but so far it 
has been hard to discern a positive link between adjustment and 
investment. However, high growth rates require substantial private 
savings and investments. The task ahead for African economies is to raise 
their investment ratios. Since foreign investment, so far, has been difficult 
to attract in sufficient volume, the bulk of resources for investment will 
have to be generated within the African countries themselves. However, 
since savings and investments are significantly lower in sub-Saharan 
Africa than in other regions, long-term policies should stimulate domestic 
savings and investments at the same time as they attract foreign 
investment. 

3. Generally, studies show that adjustment measures tend to bring down in-
flation, which tends to be beneficial for the economy, since inflation cre-
ates uncertainty and distorts prices. Countries with low to moderate infla-
tion tend to generate higher growth. This is because low inflation signals 
improvements in economic policy, makes agents more confident, and 
raises the credibility of policy makers.1 

4. Output responses to adjustment measures have been mixed. Agricultural 
supply responses to price reform in the various countries have been good, 
but generally slow. Thus, complementary reforms, requiring public in-
vestments in rural infrastructure such a roads and improved credit mar-
kets, are necessary for a large supply response in the agricultural sector. 
In industry, sectors that were heavily protected, and with favoured access 
to foreign exchange in the past, have been liberalized. Since adjustment is 
about shifting resources, there should be other sectors and activities that 
have benefited from improved relative prices. Has such an effective ad-
justment or reallocation of resources taken place? The evidence is mixed, 
but there are several countries that have reported higher manufacturing 
growth after liberalization, e.g. Tanzania (Mans, 1994) and Ghana (Lall, 
1995). The question is whether this is the result of adjustment increasing 
efficiency, or merely that of improved access to foreign exchange. The 
former would be sustainable while the latter might be subject to foreign 
exchange constraints in the future.  

                                                
1 See for example Ojo and Oshikoya (1995), who studied 19 African countries over the period 
1970 to 1991. They found that lower inflation, real exchange rate depreciation and increased 
government consumption have a significantly positive impact on economic growth. Also in-
vestment in human capital, external debt and population growth matter for performance. 
Savvides (1995) estimates a similar model using data for 28 African countries for the period 
1960 to 1987 and gets a significantly positive impact of investment. 
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5. There is evidence (White 1996) that while adjustment policies have, con-
trolling for terms of trade effects, had positive impacts on output, the im-
pacts on the poor as well as on the various social indicators is uncertain. 
In the light of this, what should we be doing to reduce poverty? What has 
been achieved so far? Is it feasible to wait for private sector led growth to 
expand further before we seriously start to concern ourselves with 
poverty issues, or can we already now suggest policy measures that can 
reduce poverty? We deal with these issues in the following section. 

RECONCILING GROWTH AND POVERTY REDUCTION 

Defining sustainable growth 

To achieve sustainable development, it is necessary that policies take a long-
term view with the goal of achieving an efficient use of domestic resources. 
This incorporates concerns for the environment, gender equality, especially 
with regard to the ownership of assets, poverty reduction and the preserva-
tion of peace. In their turn, these issues touch on a number of broad themes 
in the area of human capital development, social service delivery, technolog-
ical acquisition, production techniques in industry and agriculture, and pol-
itics in general.  

Adjustment policies have both direct and indirect effects on social wel-
fare. The direct effects work through changes in the level of income and its 
distribution, while the indirect ones work through public service provision 
and other public expenditures. Cornell University has undertaken a major 
research programme on adjustment and poverty in Africa (Sahn, Dorosh, 
Younger, 1994) whose results suggest that in the short to medium run, ad-
justment policies usually improve income distribution and help the poor, 
while in the long run they are necessary to generate the growth required to 
achieve a sustained reduction in poverty. Demery and Squire (1996) have 
argued that “failure to implement an adjustment programme has been dou-
bly harmful to the poor—they lose the benefits that adjustment can bring, 
and they suffer worse deprivation under likely alternative policy regimes“. 
However, a recent study (Bourgignon, Branson, de Melo, 1992) has shown 
that adjustment measures undertaken without some targeted intervention 
(public works and /or food subsidies) in favour of the poor may perma-
nently reduce their welfare. 

Adjustment measures have had less clear-cut results with regard to the 
long-term effects because investment responses have been very weak. Long-
run growth requires investment in both physical and human capital. 
Looking at sectoral production responses, it is also clear that supply side 
measures need to be supplemented by macroeconomic reforms. There is 
also need to continue to facilitate the supply response of the poor. This is 
particularly relevant in agriculture, but also more generally in all labour-
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intensive sectors. Further, measures aimed at investing in the human capital 
of the poor such as the provision of health services and education will 
generally be good for growth and poverty reduction. To make improve-
ments for the poor sustainable, however, it should be made possible for 
them to earn a living on the basis of their own resources. 

Gender, social concerns, and rural development 

There are at least four reasons why women deserve special focus in Africa’s 
development: first, there is the issue of equity. Women should not be treated 
worse than men. Second, there is the anti-poverty argument. As a group, 
women comprise a large proportion of the poor. Third, women play an im-
portant role in Africa’s production and it is important to enhance their pro-
ductive capacities. Fourth, women need to be empowered financially and in 
terms of asset ownership in order to increase their participation in economic 
activities (see ADB, 1996, Chapter 5). Incorporating gender issues into policy 
thus covers a broad range of issues. However, for resource constrained pol-
icy makers, there is a need to focus on those that would ensure the largest 
impact. The disadvantaged situation in which most women find themselves 
need not necessarily or exclusively be due to discrimination in the market 
place per se but could also be a result of their low human capital endow-
ments. To redress this, policy-makers need to invest in the health, nutrition 
and education of women in order to reverse the inequalities of opportunity. 

Poverty will not be reduced merely by supporting production; there is 
also a need for an improved delivery of social services. Education and health 
services provide welfare directly to the users, at the same time as they im-
prove the human capital basis for income growth. These insights are not 
new, but before the issues are addressed, the government should be very 
cautious about taking on new tasks. There is also a need to make special 
provision for women and children. Children from poorer families generally 
have lower school enrolment rates and have high drop-out rates. On the 
other hand, more female than male heads of household are poorly educated, 
and low education in turn has been shown to hold down the incomes of the 
poor. Thus, members of female-headed households tend to be poorer than 
those in male-headed ones. 

Human capital levels are very low in many African countries, which is a 
severe constraint on technical innovation, especially in agriculture, where 
education has a positive influence on the acquisition of information, and on 
access to inputs and credit. Thus, in view of the strong correlation between 
human capital accumulation and development, and hence poverty reduc-
tion, human resource development is a key feature of sustainable growth 
(Bigsten, 1983). However, access to health and education is still very un-
evenly distributed and governments should continue to play a central role 
in the provision of those services. 
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To address poverty, many countries tried to construct comprehensive ru-
ral development schemes, however, which often failed. They were 
expensive and required a great deal of administrative and coordination 
efforts. We, therefore, argue that the authorities should not be too ambitious. 
It is often better to concentrate on some strategic components, such as the 
building of roads and the establishment of marketing channels. Unless there 
are good roads that give farmers access to the market, they cannot sell their 
produce, while a good transport infrastructure is a prerequisite for the 
location of banks and other supporting commercial facilities. However, 
while it is fairly easy to construct roads, their maintenance requires good 
organizational skills. The issue of supervision is crucial, and it might be 
easier for local authorities to do this than the more distant central 
authorities. Asian experiences suggest that local involvement increases the 
utilization of local resources and improves maintenance.  

The issue of agricultural credit has been problematic in Africa. It has 
functioned relatively well in the case of major cash crops such as coffee, 
particularly when the farmers have had to sell their produce back though 
the same agency (cooperatives) that provides the credit. In other areas, espe-
cially where the level of economic activity is low, access to credit has been 
extremely difficult. Moreover, the use of land as collateral has often been 
problematic. Therefore, new ways of channelling credit need to be con-
sidered. Grameen Bank-type lending, used widely in South Asia and where, 
instead of conventional forms of collateral, a group guarantees repayment, 
would seem appropriate for small-scale producers in Africa. The availability 
of credit is important for the growth of non-agricultural activities, which in 
turn is crucial for the general increase in rural incomes.  

A controversial issue concerns the extent to which asset redistribution 
can be used to reduce inequality and poverty. Good results with regard to 
equity in some Asian countries were due to a relatively egalitarian distribu-
tion of agricultural land, which made it possible for large parts of the popu-
lation to benefit from growth. However, while land redistribution could 
have beneficial effects on the incomes of the poor in African agriculture, the 
economies of scale are generally small. At the same time, land redistribution 
is a risky strategy politically. Another negative effect is that the demand for 
hired labour in the rural areas tends to fall with redistribution, which is 
detrimental for those with no access to land. 

In targeting the poor in the rural sector, it is difficult to envisage a 
system of individual transfers to help this group, because of its large size. 
Also many of the hardcore poor are largely subsistence farmers, which 
means that they might not be helped by changes in the urban-rural terms of 
trade brought about by price stabilization. To help this group one must raise 
their productivity as well as their access to markets and to social services. It 
is also important to distinguish between the transiently poor and the persist-
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ently poor. The former may need short-term interventions, while the latter 
are the hard-core poor who require long-term interventions.  

Poverty can increase dramatically over a very short span of time due, for 
example, to loss of endowments such as land, changes in relative prices, or 
changes in exchange-entitlement mappings (Sen, 1981). Important variables 
are the prices of labour, commodities and services that individuals buy or 
sell, and employment status. To address a sudden drop in entitlements, tar-
geted short-term interventions are required. A point made by Sen is that 
famines sometimes are not due to a drop in the aggregate availability of 
food but, rather, to changes in prices or wages. In Africa, the production of 
food is both the supply of the commodity and the source of income for most 
of the poor. Therefore, food output declines in Africa tend to go hand in 
hand with a collapse in entitlements, calling for appropriate policy interven-
tion. 

With a view to bringing resources closer to the target groups, a number 
of African countries have embarked on administrative decentralization in 
recent years. The goal is to take the poverty level into account when allocat-
ing budget resources across regions. However, though there is a very strong 
case for fiscal transfers to the poorest districts, and this may be the most 
effective way of targeting the poor, district administrations are often weak, 
particularly in the poorest areas of the country. Often, the poorest regions 
have lost infrastructure due to natural catastrophes or civil war, making 
emergency arrangements necessary. Still, within the overall framework of 
regional targeting, there is also need for local targeting, notably of the sick 
and disabled. Regional targeting can be t specific targeting requires more 
detailed local knowledge. To address the latter requires the incorporation of 
the local community, including local NGOs, into the decision-making pro-
cess.  

The urban sector 

In the previous sections of this essay, emphasis was put on the African rural 
sector where the bulk of the continent’s population is based. However, with 
the deterioration of modern sector activities and recent retrenchments, for-
mal job opportunities in the urban sectors have been reduced and the role of 
the informal sector, traditionally that of a pressure valve on urban employ-
ment, has changed drastically. For the urban economy, this “residue“ sector 
has become an important source of livelihood. The irony is that when mod-
ern-sector employees adapt to poor economic prospects by diversifying in-
come sources, they compete with the urban poor. Incomes in the informal 
sector fall as more individuals embark on similar activities. 

Measures to deal with urban poverty should include credit or training 
programmes directed at small firms. In credit markets, there are severe in-
formation and enforcement problems to overcome when dealing with the 
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small creditors. Joint-liability experiments such as the Grameen Bank, 
named above, could be used to enhance credit availability to the poor. 

Further, by reforming the public sector, employment in government will 
become more rewarding. This might in turn reduce the need for public sec-
tor employees to engage in the informal sector, thereby reducing the pres-
sure on the latter. Government could consider sub-contracting services, for 
example street cleaning, to the informal sector in order to facilitate its activi-
ties.  

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In Africa, failure to generate sustainable growth in the past posed serious 
threats to the livelihoods of the population. However, in spite of over a 
decade of adjustment and an even longer period of aid inflows, much still 
needs to be done to recreate the capacities, skills and reputations necessary 
for long-term growth. 

We have argued in this essay that increasing the demand for the factors 
of production of the poor is the best way of improving their incomes and en-
suring their participation in development. A policy of poverty reduction 
demands welfare measures directly targeting the poor and more generally 
rural producers. To the extent that poverty reduction efforts improve access 
to social services, there is no conflict between equity and growth. Still, there 
is usually a need for social safety nets for the destitute. 

There is often a conflict between rapid economic growth and the preser-
vation of the environment. In light of the growth-oriented policies on which 
Africa has embarked, it is necessary to develop policies that minimize this 
conflict. Long-term growth demands that natural resources should be used 
optimally. However, land degradation is already becoming a serious prob-
lem in parts of Africa. Since the bulk of the population depends on agricul-
ture for its livelihood, this deterioration in the rural environment might 
undermine poverty-reduction efforts. 

The issues of growth and poverty reduction imply trade-offs between 
policies in a whole range of areas with no easy solution. However, the 
efforts undertaken by African governments in the recent past indicate a 
general appreciation of the need for a sound macroeconomic environment 
as a basis for growth. In some countries policy reform has been rewarded by 
higher incomes and increasing ability to address poverty, but much remains 
to be done to bring about sustainable growth for the continent as a whole.  
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Economic Development and Poverty Alleviation 

Tandeka Nkiwane 

The World Bank did not discover poverty. In fact, the issue of poverty and 
its alleviation has been the subject of debate in development circles for 
decades, with very little rapprochement among the various competing 
paradigms. Where there is consensus, though, is in the assessment that both 
absolute and relative poverty in Africa have become worse particularly 
since the 1980s, and that the prognosis for Africa is less than encouraging. 
For the purpose of this essay, which examines poverty alleviation and its 
relationship to economic liberalization and development, absolute poverty 
will be defined as, “the position of an individual in relation to a poverty 
line, the real value of which is fixed over time.”1  

Historically, poverty has always characterized the economic situation, 
and the corresponding social and political realities, of the vast majority of 
the world’s population. It is, however, only relatively recently that the issue 
of poverty has gained in moral and political significance, influencing and 
affecting the development dialogue in a persuasive manner. Poverty is no 
longer a “normal” or natural phenomenon, nor can it be blamed on the gods 
or even the ancestors. It has been recognized that poverty is a very human 
creation associated with the actions of the living as they interact with one 
another and, therefore, the potential solutions are not only accessible, but 
are the responsibility of humankind. Similarly, the globalization of the 
world economy, and with it the globalization of information technology, has 
ensured that the international community is very cognizant of the effects of 
poverty, as well as the necessity for providing solutions. 

The broad international community, represented by the United Nations 
for example, has emphasized the need for the elimination of poverty, as is 
captured by the UN International Covenant on Economic, Social, and 
Cultural Rights, signed in 1966 and many documents subsequent to its rati-
fication. The demand for equality has transcended the sphere of civil and 
political rights, and now is recognized to be operational in the economic 
sphere. This has led to calls for the elimination of poverty, not so much as a 
moral prerogative, but rather as a human right. Poverty is now described 
                                                
1 World Bank, 1993, Implementing the World Bank’s Strategy to Reduce Poverty, p. vii. Washington 
D.C.: World Bank. 
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and recognized as one of the worst forms of violence, and as a stumbling 
block to the full realization of the human potential.  

Moreover, it has been realized that poverty can affect certain social 
groups differently, and although the debate still rages, it is widely acknowl-
edged that women or children, for example, are more vulnerable than others 
to the effects of poverty often due to the structure of an economy or the 
prevalent traditional social system which reinforces their marginalization. 
Inter-governmental agencies, national governments, donor agencies, non-
governmental organizations, and a host of other actors have all played a role 
in highlighting the necessity to eradicate poverty. The assault on poverty, 
though, has resulted in the adoption of a variety of both complimentary and 
contradictory initiatives, and therefore there is a need for a minimal level of 
coordination with respect to poverty alleviation and eradication.  

The poverty question is interrelated with the issue of economic devel-
opment, and although the current discourse locates poverty alleviation as a 
concept associated with economic liberalization, this is more a 
contemporary phenomenon than a historical reality. It is true that orthodox 
liberal theory, including its current versions, links poverty to the distortion 
of market forces. The advocates of liberal theory and economic liberalization 
argue that poverty is due to a combination of state-centered policies and the 
inadequate integration of an economy into the global market. On the other 
hand, many other development theorists have counter-argued that the issue 
of poverty cannot be divorced from its political context, and therefore the 
focus on the market, while important, is incomplete.  

In addition, it has been argued that the social and political aspects of 
society associated with poverty, and the resultant consequences, must be ex-
amined outside the issue of liberalization. These scholars often describe the 
vicious cycle of poverty, and the need for deliberate steps to be taken in the 
wider global context in order to break this cycle. The theoretical perspective 
which is adopted on poverty will determine, to a large extent, the policy 
prescriptions that one advocates, although as has already been mentioned, 
poverty and its alleviation in recent years have been placed squarely in the 
neo-liberal school, and the policy prescriptions have, therefore been, of 
necessity, colored by this theoretical perspective.  

In 1990, the World Bank published its World Development Report en-
titled Poverty. This report is a significant one, and it sets the context for 
much of the current discourse on poverty alleviation. First, the report is 
important in that it aimed to take stock of a decade’s experience of structural 
adjustment, in particular relation to Africa. The 1980s saw the first full 
decade of International Monetary Fund (IMF)/World Bank sponsored 
structural adjustment programs (SAPs), with the support of Western donor 
nations. This decade witnessed the harsh effects of the austerity measures 
associated with these programs, with the resultant critique from a number 
of policy circles and some UN agencies, most significantly the United 
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Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and later the Economic Commission for 
Africa (ECA). The criticism provoked the IMF and World Bank to reassess in 
particular the socio-political impact of structural adjustment and 
stabilization programs, with UNICEF advocating for structural adjustment 
“with a human face”. Many non-governmental organizations also joined the 
growing chorus of dissatisfaction with orthodox SAPs, and it is significant to 
note that indeed the World Bank’s 1990 report did take the human 
consequences of adjustment into consideration by focusing on the issue of 
poverty.  

The 1990 report noted that the fundamental objective of the Bank was to 
achieve sustainable poverty reduction in the developing world. The strategy 
which the bank advocated in order to achieve this goal was two-fold. First, 
the report outlined the necessity to make efficient use of the poor’s most 
abundant asset: labor. In this sense, the World Bank continued with its tradi-
tional advocacy of labor-intensive production for the export essentially, of 
primary commodities and in particular cash crops. Second, the report em-
phasized the need to provide the poor with access to basic social services. 
This second aspect laid the foundation for the World Bank’s safety net pro-
visions, often entitled “social funds” or “poverty alleviation programs”. 
These funds or programs became incorporated into all subsequent SAPs, 
where the social and political repercussions were expected to be blunted by 
this provision. Subsequent to the 1990 report, the World Bank issued an 
operational directive entitled the Poverty Reduction Handbook.  

The rhetoric of “poverty alleviation”, therefore, is both associated with 
the World Bank and with the 1990s. It is significant to note, by the Bank’s 
own assessment, that during the 1980s, progress made in improving living 
standards slowed down significantly, and that although the Bank claims 
that overall poverty is “probably” still falling, this is not, by itself, enough to 
prevent an increase in the actual number of the poor. Sub-Saharan Africa is 
the region worst affected by poverty, and it is not likely to improve into the 
year 2000 and beyond by all current indicators. It is also significant to note 
that the poverty gap1 index estimates that the poverty gap is highest in sub-
Saharan Africa.  

Poverty is not a singular concept, and has many associated factors which 
are worth noting. Poverty is often associated with illiteracy, for example, or 
high levels of infant mortality. Poverty is also associated with low levels of 
life expectancy, low levels of education and access to health care, and high 
population growth rates. In addressing poverty, it is important to examine 
income distribution, and the changes over time in this distribution, as well 
as overall macroeconomic policy.  

                                                
1 This index reflects the depth of poverty by taking into account how far the average poor per-
son’s income is from the poverty line.  
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ECONOMIC GROWTH  

As a general rule, it is often argued that rapid economic growth generates 
rapid poverty reduction. Similarly, it is always the poor who are worst 
affected by economic slumps and downturns in the economy. Africa’s cur-
rent position and projections for the future are not promising, generally, 
with respect to economic growth in any rapid sense, and therefore the 
poverty projections correspond to this correlation. The question then is 
whether African countries as a whole are pursuing the correct economic 
policies to generate the type of growth that will eradicate poverty. 
Obviously, similar to most development-oriented questions, it depends on 
one’s perspective.  

The record of economic performance in Africa from the 1980s onwards in 
most countries is certainly not encouraging, despite the optimism generated 
initially after the introduction of the first phase of economic reform pro-
grams. The record of structural adjustment on the African continent has not 
been promising as of late, even if one is to ignore the social and political as-
pects, and simply concentrate on the economic projections. In its 1995 report 
to the Social Summit, the World Bank does acknowledge that certain re-
forms contained in SAPs, including deficit reduction measures and mone-
tary contraction measures do hurt the poor, but emphasizes the main point 
that policy reform in general helps the poor, citing inflation reduction mea-
sures as an example. Whether SAPs in actuality do induce a reduced level of 
inflation is contested terrain, and so the question remains as to the correct 
policy prescriptions for Africa’s developing economies as a whole.  

SOCIAL SERVICES  

The provision of adequate social services, including health and educational 
services, is one of the significant responsibilities of any government. In a 
world which is witnessing the roll-back of the state though, the private sec-
tor and non-governmental organizations are also playing an important role 
in the provision of these services. Structural adjustment programs have been 
associated with the roll-back of the state, and often the policy prescriptions 
associated with SAPs include measures to reduce public expenditure, which 
more often than not translates into a drastic reduction of social expenditure. 
Whether or not this is the intended effect is not the central issue. The point is 
that the public expenditure reductions called for have resulted in basic edu-
cation and essential heath care being affected.  

It has been argued by market-oriented theorists that the private sector 
should take over the areas previously catered-for by the state, resulting in a 
more efficient distribution of services; and there is some credence to this 
argument. The proviso, though, is that one must assume that a functional 
market exits in the first place, that the services to be delivered can be made 
significantly profitable to induce investment, and that the private sector is 
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large enough to provide this investment. Unfortunately, as has been the case 
in many African countries, the private sector has not been able to provide 
the necessary social services for a variety of reasons, and therefore the effect 
of the roll-back of the state has hit the poorest the hardest. The introduction 
of substantial fees for health services or for primary education for example, 
has created a situation where poor families simply cannot afford basic 
necessities. Moreover, if one incorporates a gender dimension to this argu-
ment, the reduction of access to primary education for females in Africa for 
example, is a direct result of poor families having to make harsh choices 
about the education of their children, and therefore sacrificing the education 
of the females. The so-called new discourse about the girl-child therefore 
cannot be divorced from the overall questions of economic development 
and poverty alleviation.  

SOCIAL SAFETY NETS  

As has already been mentioned, the provision of a social safety net in one 
way or another has been incorporated into the post-1990 structural adjust-
ment discourse. “Social Dimensions Fund,” “Social Fund,” “Poverty Alle-
viation Program” and the like are all attempts to address the issue of 
poverty, not by addressing economic reform itself, but rather by making it 
tolerable for the marginalized sections of the population. Many of these pro-
grams or funds have been supported by donor governments, including the 
government of Sweden.  

Once again, the experiences of these safety nets are mixed, with some 
having extremely successful results, and others having an extremely dismal 
performance record. On the one hand, the positive aspect of these funds or 
programs is that they do generally try to identify and address the needs of 
the poorer sectors of the population. In just a few years, great strides have 
been made in terms of the identification and analysis of poverty, 
particularly by the World Bank, but also by other agencies especially in the 
non-governmental sphere. Many lessons have been learned as well, 
including the need to involve people in identifying solutions to their 
problems, and the need for sophisticated techniques of disbursement of 
assistance, in order to ensure that funds are received where they are needed 
most.  

On the other hand, the problems associated with these funds or pro-
grams are numerous and indeed perhaps the greatest lesson to be learned is 
that these are just temporary measures. Throwing money at a problem is 
never the optimal solution, and this often postpones a much more important 
empirical assessment of and projection on poverty in a country. The corrup-
tion and inefficiency associated with many of these funds and programs is 
well-documented, and it is true that although lessons have been learned, 



170 Tandeka Nkiwane  

more often than not, the assistance still does not reach the requisite groups 
and individuals.  

Perhaps the area of most concern is the fact that these funds and pro-
grams tend to perpetuate an “aid syndrome” in a population, particularly a 
marginalized population. The social safety net becomes an income as 
opposed to a stop-gap measure, and hence the dependency generated in a 
population in some cases can be devastating. There is usually very little 
attempt to help the people to help themselves, and the drive towards self-
sufficiency can be dealt a devastating blow if this experience is not viewed 
with concern. 

REFLECTIONS 

Poverty alleviation can only be fully addressed in the context of economic 
development. The two concepts are both interrelated and essential. Poverty 
alleviation is also a contested terrain, with debates proliferating on the most 
appropriate means of addressing poverty and its related issues and prob-
lems.  

The growing levels of absolute poverty in African countries despite 
efforts to address the problem remain a cause of concern in development 
circles, and it is imperative that the question of poverty is re-examined criti-
cally. First, it is not enough to argue that policy reforms will help the poor. 
Specifically, it is necessary to examine which measures are purportedly 
beneficial, and whether this is so in theory or in fact. Many of the measures 
taken to induce economic development in Africa have not delivered the ex-
pected results, even by the assessments of the program advocates, and it 
corresponds that the benefits that were to be accrued by the poor exist only 
on paper. Economic reform is necessary in an increasingly globalized world, 
but it must be examined in its holistic context, and with the empirical evi-
dence to lend credence to the various policy prescriptions.  

Second, poverty is a complicated issue. It involves many related socio-
political and economic questions, and has many dimensions. The gender 
dimensions is but one mentioned in this essay. Poverty alleviation, there-
fore, must be viewed with the same level of comprehensiveness, and not as 
a one-off project. In the effort to address one section of the poor, often new 
vulnerable groups are created, so once again any policy prescriptions must 
bear this in mind.  

Third, poverty alleviation is not an “African” problem or a problem of 
concern to developing countries solely. In an age where 25 per cent of the 
world’s population living in developed countries represent 80 per cent of 
global GNP, a skewed an increasingly impoverished developing world is 
neither justifiable nor sustainable. Poverty is a global problem and this de-
mands global solutions, examining issues of global income distribution, 
world debt, more equitable trade relations and related issues of donor assis-
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tance. Most importantly, the alleviation of poverty must of necessity be de-
signed to generate self-sufficiency in Africa. Any other approach simply re-
distributes and intensifies an already almost intractable problem.  



Poverty and Gender in Africa 

Hilda Mary Tadria 

IS GENDER AN ISSUE IN POVERTY AND IF SO HOW? 

The relationship between poverty and gender in Africa has many dimen-
sions. This essay explores some dimensions of this relationship from an 
African feminist gender perspective. The concept of gender as it is used here 
refers to the socially constructed, defined and prescribed characteristics of 
women and men. These characteristics have implications for the definitions 
of roles, responsibilities and privileges and the control/ownership of re-
sources. Gender refers to the changeable and changing social characteristics 
rather than to the biological differences between men and women. From this 
perspective, we argue that gender is a critical factor in determining the way 
women and men experience and are affected by poverty. 

The main point argued in this essay is that women, more than men, are 
affected by both income related and non-income related poverties, hence the 
commonly used concept of feminization of poverty. It is, therefore, suggested 
that the nature of poverty and the identity of the poor cannot be clearly 
understood, and effectively addressed, unless we identify and address the 
different types of poverties in Africa. 

The essay also suggests that professionals, including Africans, have not 
provided data which are accurate enough for policy makers to formulate 
appropriate poverty alleviation policies and programmes. The main reason 
for the continuing prevalence of inaccurate data is the persistent reliance by 
scholars and practitioners on conventional concepts and indicators which, 
because of their gender biases, do not reflect the reality of African poverties. 
In our analyses, we suggest that the low productivity of African rural 
economies, in particular, is one of the most negative direct results of the 
“cultural” gender division of labour which has been superimposed on 
African subsistence economies, and which is now used as an excuse in 
Africa to marginalise women and their concerns. In other words, the existing 
gender division of labour, with all the related imbalances in task and resource 
allocation as well as the allocation of time and space is, itself, an inefficient 
way of doing business, and has a detrimental impact on production and develop-
ment in Africa. 
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The conclusion which we reach is that if African leaders and profession-
als are serious about addressing poverty in Africa, they have to take gender 
analysis seriously as a major first step in understanding poverty, especially 
as it relates to the gender division of labour within the African rural 
economies. This calls for a sustained questioning of concepts born and bred 
out of Africa and used to measure and describe African poverty since they 
do not reflect African realities. At worst, these concepts have contributed to 
years of unrealistic policy formulation which continue to be blind to the 
needs of Africa’s rural economies generally, and the concerns of rural 
women who are, to date, the social engines of rural production, in 
particular. It has to be recognised that gender inequities have negative 
consequences for economic efficiency and production and to development 
in general. 

GENDER AS A CRITICAL FACTOR 

Statistically, and from a poverty perspective, gender is a critical factor, with 
more women than men experiencing income and non-income related 
poverties. This is visible, for example, in the unequal access to key resources 
like education, productive resources, and access to health services and facil-
ities, personal security and even leisure. In all these areas, women’s experi-
ences and realities are so different that it is as if women and men live in dif-
ferent worlds. 

In The World’s Women: Trends and Statistics (United Nations, 1995) the 
major indicators of poverty bring out several trends that are worth noting. 
For example, literacy levels remain quite low, with only 43 per cent of wom-
en and 67 per cent of adult men literate. The difference between women’s 
and men’s literacy level in Africa is the highest in the world. Furthermore, 
fertility rates remain very high globally, with each woman having an average 
of six children. Significantly, sub-Saharan Africa is the only region where 
women’s participation in the labour force has dropped. 

Africa’s urban migrants are still predominantly male, which affects the 
sex ratio in rural areas, now at 106 women to 100 men. This has major 
implications not only for production in the rural economy, but also for the 
workload of the women who are left behind in the rural economies. 
Furthermore, female-headed households suffer a higher incidence of poverty 
compared to male headed households. 

Gender violence has been more difficult to document, but even with this 
limitation, it is known that most sexual crimes are committed by somebody 
the woman victim knows. In the Kisii District of Kenya, it is reported, to cite 
some examples, that 42 per cent of adult women have been assaulted by an 
intimate partner. In Dar-es-Salaam and three other Tanzanian districts, the 
percentage of women reporting assaults stood at a staggering 60 per cent. 
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For Zambia and Uganda, the data reported 40 per cent and 46 per cent re-
spectively. 

INADEQUATE DATA AND GENDER BIASES IN MEASUREMENT OF POVERTY 

The nature of poverty, especially how it affects and is experienced differ-
ently by women and men, is only first now beginning to be seriously recog-
nised but we are still not able to measure it effectively and objectively be-
cause of the gender and ideological biases inherent in the tools and methods 
used in defining and measuring it. Moreover, there is the perennial problem 
of the inadequacy of data. One of the reasons for the inadequacy of data is 
that academicians (usually gender insensitive) continue to use indicators 
generated from experiences which are different from the empirical realities 
of African women and men. If these problems are to be overcome, it is im-
perative to develop concepts and data collection methods which minimise 
gender biases and subjectivity. Gender analysis which is a form of social analysis 
provides a window of opportunity to document poverty in a gender disaggregated 
and therefore more accurate manner. 

In trying to understand the poverty situation in Africa and the gender 
dimensions integral to it, we must ask not just what poverty is, but who is 
poor. We also need to seek out the extent to which the concepts and definitions 
used in data collection reflect the realities and diversities of women’s and men’s 
lives. Furthermore, we need to reflect actively on the extent to which the methods 
and concepts used in collecting data take into account the possible social stereotypes 
and the cultural factors which are likely to produce biases. 

It is easy to illustrate the shortcomings of the conventional concepts as 
well as those which have negative gender biases. Let us consider the concept 
of the household, for example the limitations of the “household” as a con-
ventional concept are that it: 
– tends to assume that the experiences (e.g. standard of living) of household 

members are common; 
– assumes that the characteristics and experiences of a head of a household, 

who are culturally defined as men, are representative of all the members 
of the household; 

– often assumes that only women can become single household heads. As a 
result, we know less about the situation of male-headed households. We 
also know very little about the differences between de facto female-headed 
households and those which are female-headed, de jure. The limited data 
now available show that in fact, de facto female headed households are slightly less 
poor than the de jure female-headed households and much less poor than single 
male-headed households. 
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Available data also show that the experiences of individuals in the house-
hold differ because of : 
– the unequal allocation and control of resources in households on the basis 

of gender and age as well as on account of the gender division of labour. 
– the variations in the types of vulnerabilities of different categories of 

single-headed households e.g. male-headed or female-headed, widowed 
or never married, single de jure or de facto with de jure female-headed 
households experiencing the greatest poverty. 

Gender biases in concepts, measurements and research also distort realities 
and maintain gender-related poverty because they do not provide practical 
and realistic solutions. Examples of conventional data collection concepts 
which have gender biases are the concepts of “employment” and “work”. 
These concepts tend to be used to describe activities which exclude the 
activities of women from economically productive work. Yet, it is common 
knowledge, if one lives in Africa, that household production which con-
tributes the greatest share to rural subsistence and social reproduction are 
almost exclusively women’s “work”. By not counting women’s work as 
productive economic work, academicians mislead policy makers, who con-
tinue to ignore gender issues and the needs of subsistence rural production. 

Gender insensitivity takes different forms and manifests itself in the fol-
lowing ways: 
a) Ignoring gender as a socially significant variable which results in the fail-

ure of researchers to analyse sex differentiations and to provide gender-
specific solutions. 

b) The opinions of one sex are treated as fact and the sex of participants is 
not constantly factored in. In this case, when solutions are suggested, they 
reflect the needs of one gender. In most cases, when researchers talk to 
the head of the household (usually a man), it is assumed that the opinions 
of the women in the household have been reflected. 

c) The prevalence of androcentricity which describes a situation in which the 
actor under discussion is constructed as male. The most common example 
of the construction of the actor as male is when scholars and policy mak-
ers make references to the “peasant” or the “subsistence farmer”. When a 
problem is defined from a male only (androcentricity) or female only 
(gynocentricity) perspective, then the variables examined and solutions 
proposed are those which affect the one gender. This partly explains the 
continuing linkages between gender and poverty. 

d) Widespread female invisibility which is the most important but negative 
result of the androcentric type of gender insensitivity.  

What are the implications of female invisibility for planning in poverty alle-
viation? Data which do not reveal the real situation of women and men (for 



176 Hilda Mary Tadria  

example the differences in gender roles, statuses, responsibilities and needs, 
or the contribution of non-monetary activities to the national economy) are 
data which reinforce distortions in poverty alleviation policies. For example, 
the invisibility of the subsistence sector, or household reproductive activities 
in economic development policies, can be interpreted as being a direct result 
of gender insensitivity. This may be why the development needs of one sec-
tor (in the case of African economies, the cash/monetized sector) are given 
priority over non-cash subsistence and reproductive needs. Policy decisions 
based on this type of data will not address the real causes of the problem of 
gender bias, including the nature and consequences of differential access to 
resources, especially when resources are distributed on the basis of tradi-
tional, social and culturally prescribed guidelines or the household arrange-
ments. 

POVERTY AND GENDER INEQUALITY 

Gender inequality and inequities in Africa are to a large extent results of the 
social/cultural distinctions between what women and men can or cannot 
do, and what they may or may not have. One of the results of this social dis-
tinction is the unequal division of labour within the rural and subsistence 
sector, in which, as one writer has put it, “the men have gone missing”. 

In many of the rural economies of Africa, the major subsistence activities 
and social reproduction tasks are defined as women’s tasks. In certain coun-
tries, (e.g. Uganda) it has been reported that some men work a maximum of 
two hours a day, leaving the rest of the tasks in the subsistence economy to 
the women members of the household. 

The real question in discussing gender-related poverty is how to integrate men 
into production and social reproduction activities at the household level, and in sub-
sistence and rural economies which are generally regarded as culturally appropriate 
to women only. 

TOWARDS A SHORT TERM STRATEGY FOR TACKLING THE GENDER 
BASIS OF POVERTY 

In seeking to overcome the problems posed by the persistence of poverty in 
Africa, there is a need to move towards the provision of targeted support for 
women’s work. Studies have shown that when women own or are in charge 
of household income, they direct more resources to household food security 
and to children more than men are likely to do. It has also been shown that 
there is a close relationship between advances in a woman’s education and 
low fertility rates. In sub-Saharan Africa, women with some secondary edu-
cation have 1.9–3.1 fewer children than women who have not completed 
primary education. 
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Women’s income for household welfare may also differ from men’s. Studies 
from several countries show that women direct more resources to food and to 
children when they have their own income or are in charge of household in-
come as household heads. A case study in Côte d’Ivoire reported that addi-
tional income under women’s control led to increases in expenditures for food 
and large decreases in expenditures on alcohol. Similar results were seen in 
surveys in Ghana, Kenya and Rwanda. (United Nations 1995.) 

Targeting women means that we know and understand why and how they 
become poorer than men. Among the causes of women’s poverty, is the 
breakdown in the traditional system of social security. For example, in many 
countries, widows/women-headed households have difficulties maintain-
ing their inheritance to land because culture dictates that land ownership is 
determined by patriarchal ties. As a result, women produce on land which 
they do not own for most of their lives and in which they cannot make long-
term investments. The implication of limited ownership of land by women 
has still not been fully studied and analysed and so it is not clearly under-
stood. 

Targeting women also implies that there is a full understanding of the 
nature of poverty in all its dimensions, especially the fact that poverty as it is 
experienced by African women and men has characteristics other than in-
come-related poverty. Chambers (1995) has pointed out the biases 
associated with the use of income alone as a measure of poverty. He also 
identifies other important dimensions of poverty, many of which describe 
the situation of women in many cultures and contexts. Among the most 
important indicators of women’s poverty are: 
– Lack of physical necessities, assets and income; 
– Social inferiority (ascribed or acquired) that translates into a system of ex-

clusion of many women from the headship of households on the basis of 
culture; 

– Isolation, resulting from many factors, including the inability to read and 
the consequent lack of access to the media and other forms of mass com-
munication; 

– Physical weakness which, for women, could be a result of chronic illnesses 
and excessive work; 

– Vulnerability, which is associated with defencelessness and insecurity. 
Women are generally said to be more sexually vulnerable than men be-
cause they are more exposed to rape or physical abuse; 

– Seasonality, especially for women’s subsistence activities which depend on 
seasonal rains or tourists; 

– Powerlessness, a very critical indicator of women’s poverty which includes 
the exclusion of women from sources of power and the denial to them of 
ownership and control of economic assets; and 
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– Humiliation, which is very closely associated with dependency and lack of 
control over one’s life and which is experienced by women on a regular 
basis. 

These dimensions of deprivation identified by Chambers are particularly 
important in identifying and explaining the differences in experiences and 
realities of women’s and men’s poverty. They are particularly useful 
because they urge a multi-dimensional analysis of poverty which is the only 
appropriate approach to poverty alleviation and eradication given the 
multi-dimensional nature of gender-related poverties. 
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Africa’s Aid Dependency and Marginalisation 
—What Needs to be Done? 

Samuel M. Wangwe 

INTRODUCTION 

The evolution and nature of the partnership in development between Africa 
and many donors have raised several issues which deserve close attention. 
Increasingly, questions are being asked as to whether the partnership, in the 
way it has been constructed, is not leading to deepening unequal relations, 
putting at risk the prospects of reducing dependence. In some countries, the 
problems thrown up by the nature of aid relations have reached crisis pro-
portions. While donors have blamed African countries for weak perfor-
mance, corruption and a lack of will, African governments have blamed 
donors for making excessive demands on them and exerting too much influ-
ence on their development programmes and policy. In the view of many 
critics of the present state of donor-recipient relations, the nature and direc-
tion of development cooperation is very unlikely to assist Africa to navigate 
its way around in a rapidly globalising world economy; the danger of deep-
ening marginalisation is, therefore, real. 

The marginalisation of Africa is evidenced by the continent’s declining 
share of world trade, investment, information technology, and production. 
Africa’s marginalisation in the global commercial system is characterised by 
two main features, namely, its small and declining share in world trade and 
the confinement of its role in international commerce to primary commodity 
exports and processed commodity imports. Despite the preferential market 
access accorded to Africa through successive Lomé conventions, studies 
have shown that SSA countries still lost their market share, mainly to other 
developing countries, during the 1987–91 period. This trend suggests that 
Africa has lagged behind in competitiveness relative to the rest of the world 
and indicates that productivity growth and technological learning and inno-
vations in Africa have been low relative to other regions. This problem of a 
lag in productivity growth and the lack of competitiveness, in traditional 
and non-traditional exports, has contributed to putting Africa at the risk of 
further marginalisation. 

The fact that since independence, the structure of African exports has 
remained relatively static in nature is evidence of the absence of significant 



180 Samuel M. Wangwe  

economic transformation over several decades on the continent. Any export 
can generate foreign exchange with which a country can purchase imports 
for its developmental objectives. But for the purposes of inducing technolog-
ical advancement, tapping dynamic comparative advantage, and realising 
productivity increase, exports have to be restructured away from primary 
commodities, an achievement which is still far from being realised in Africa. 
In 35 out of 53 African countries, non-oil primary commodities account for 
more than 50 per cent of annual foreign exchange earnings. In nine coun-
tries, non-oil primary commodities account for more than 90 per cent of 
annual exports while in another 18, it is less than 70 per cent. Those African 
governments which attempted to diversify both vertically or horizontally 
failed, in almost all cases, to achieve their intended objectives. The only ex-
ception was Mauritius. The major causes of this failure are legion and they 
include inadequate financial capacity, technical know-how and managerial 
skills. On the external front, these countries faced obstacles in the form of 
marketing problems and high tariff walls in export markets, among others. 

Despite efforts made in Africa to improve the investment regime, the re-
gion remains marginalised in investment flows. Thus, the boom enjoyed 
elsewhere with increased foreign direct investment (FDI) flows has largely 
by-passed the continent. In fact, Africa has been experiencing declining FDI 
flows; a decline in bilateral development finance has not been compensated 
for either by increases in private capital flows or by export revenues. This 
has had implications for the technological and market access advantages 
that are usually associated with such investment flows. 

The global spread of the information revolution has been slower in 
reaching Africa than other regions. Despite rapid investments in this sector, 
Africa still has only 2 per cent of the world’s telephone lines and most of 
these are found in a few large cities. The costs of installation remain too 
high. Investment in Research and Development in Africa is very low and 
has been declining, as evidenced by an expenditure outlay of only 0.33 per 
cent of its GDP in 1970 which fell to 0.29 per cent in 1990. This has put Africa 
at the risk of further marginalisation in the field of Information Technology. 

CHANGING SOCIO-ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL CONDITIONS 

Far-reaching political developments in Africa, particularly in the Southern 
African region, have been accompanied by equally significant changes in 
economic thinking. Once torn apart by ideological conflict and the domi-
nance of command-economies, Africa is now moving towards economic 
liberalisation and openness. Structural adjustment of one sort or another is 
being attempted in virtually all countries of the continent. Key macro-
economic policies are being changed in convergent directions throughout 
the region. The goal of creating market economies in Africa has now been 
embraced by African governments, albeit with different degrees of enthusi-
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asm. The promotion of economic reforms has, since the late 1980s, gone 
hand-in-hand with a marked trend towards multiparty systems and more 
accountable forms of governance.  

The results from the reforms vary in different countries and indeed, 
some of the desired effects will come to formation only over the long-term. 
Preliminary assessments in African countries indicate that, in general, the 
different economies have responded differently depending on various fac-
tors, such as the initial situation before the reforms were introduced, the in-
tensity and sustainability of the reform effort, resource endowments and ex-
ternal financial inflows to complement domestic resource mobilisation, 
among others. What is quite clear is that the socio-economic and political 
development context in Africa has undergone substantial changes. 

ECONOMIC MANAGEMENT 

Despite the anticipated benefits that are expected to flow from structural 
adjustment, the implementation of the market reforms has been associated 
with a weakening of the capacity of African governments to manage their 
economies. This is a direct result of the fact that economic management in 
many countries has been taken over by foreign governments through an in-
crease in the role of donors, especially including the leading international 
financial institutions (IFIs) that now constantly shape policy in Africa. The 
level of private and public investment has remained low even in the most 
successful reforming countries. The fall in domestic investment reflects the 
decline in the gross domestic savings rate. Public savings have also declined 
during the period as many public investments in infrastructure and the 
social sectors have deteriorated. Investments in science and technology, 
telecommunications, power generation, and the educational sector have also 
deteriorated. These developments have fed into the logic of marginalisation 
and exclusion, thus further reducing the capacity of African countries to re-
duce dependence. 

In order for African countries to develop and tap their resource poten-
tials, it will be necessary for them to actively promote policies that will in-
fluence internal policy dialogue among the peoples of the continent, build 
networks among them on different issues, and create the conditions for a 
more equal partnership between them and their foreign partners. Capacity-
building in economic management and policy articulation are necessary if 
African governments are to succeed in developing their investment, indus-
trial and trade policies in directions which minimise the dangers of their ex-
clusion from the globalisation process unfolding in the world economy. 
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TOWARDS A NEW PARTNERSHIP—WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE? 

Important steps need to be taken in order to reduce aid dependency and 
Africa’s marginalisation. During the late 1970s and the 1980s, aid became in-
creasingly exposed to criticism from both the political right and the left for 
various and often different reasons (Riddell, 1987).1 One response to the 
growing criticism among bilateral and multilateral aid agencies was to give 
added emphasis to evaluation. During this period, the evaluation function 
became institutionalised, and most aid agencies established evaluation units 
within their administrative structures. In a recent comparative study on aid 
effectiveness in Africa (coordinated by the Overseas Development Council), 
the findings from the seven countries which were covered, indicated that 
aid effectiveness had fallen below expectations (Walle and Johnston, 1996). 
Side by side with this has been the growth of aid dependence. Proposals for 
reducing aid dependence will need to take into account the reality of the 
global reduction of aid, the pitfalls in the various approaches to aid evalua-
tion, the necessity for the enhancement (or restoration) of local ownership of 
development, the enhancement of the absorptive capacity of the recipients, 
the centrality of capacity-building, and the improvement of coordination, 
conditionality, accountability and transparency in the aid relations. 

Global foreign aid reduction scenario 

Present global trends point towards the reduction of aid flow. According to 
a recent issue of the European Union newsletter (Issue, 03 November 1996), 
development aid is one of the ten biggest areas of concern for European citi-
zens. An opinion poll of some 16,346 people showed that 77.4 per cent con-
sider it an important element of public life. But it is also important to note 
that aid to the poor countries of Africa, Asia and South America ranked be-
hind concerns about unemployment, the environment, terrorism, energy 
supplies, inequality, and defence. Assistance to the countries of East and 
Central Europe was ranked important by 73.4 per cent of those surveyed. 
Considering that this is a new element in the aid equation, it is quite con-
ceivable that the lobby for this group (73.4 per cent) could force a reduction 
of aid to Africa since the absolute size of aid is not likely to increase substan-
tially. This poll also indicated a marked fall in popular support for aid in 
important donor countries such as Belgium, Germany, France and United 
Kingdom in comparison to a similar poll conducted in 1991. 

If the prospects for aid are not bright and aid reduction is a more likely 
scenario for the future, then it makes sense for African countries to begin to 
plan development and manage the economy with this possibility in mind. 
However, it must be emphasised that reduced aid need not be at the 

                                                
1 Riddell, R., 1987, Foreign Aid Reconsidered. London: James Currey. 
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expense of Africa’s development or even at the expense of improved 
partnership in development provided that it is planned for and managed 
jointly in an efficient manner by both the recipients and the donors. 

Challenges of evaluating aid effectiveness under changing conditions 

The changes in the forms and administration of aid constitute the most im-
portant challenge to aid evaluation in the 1990s. The changed patterns make 
evaluation more demanding in terms of costs and skills. The main chal-
lenges of the 1990s, in the light of this, consist, first, in the development of 
multi-disciplinary approaches for assessing the question of whether aid 
really works, and second, meeting the needs for swift and reliable informa-
tion on which management decision-making in the short term can be based. 

Project aid should continue to be phased out. Project aid has too often 
led to parallel administration and hence cannot easily be integrated into the 
national budgets. Donors should reorient their thinking in terms of 
budgetary support rather than project financing. Budgetary support 
provides a better opportunity for recipients to participate in project design 
and planning and gives a better guarantee that priority programmes and 
sectors will be identified for external assistance. However, guidelines for 
budgetary support, including an adequate monitoring and auditing system, 
have yet to be worked out. A major challenge lies in working out effective 
guidelines for budgetary support and putting in place a mechanism for 
accountability which will ensure that aid and local resources are both 
utilised efficiently.  

Adequate monitoring and auditing systems will be very central in restor-
ing confidence and mutual trust between recipients and donors. The shift in 
the forms of aid in favour of programme aid also implies that development 
assistance should focus on long-term objectives. Joint performance reviews 
should regularly assess the impact of assistance in terms of the general ob-
jectives of development cooperation. In the past, the organisation of aid was 
done in such a way that more attention was paid to the conditions for the 
approval of projects than to the requirements for successful implementation. 
A shift is needed, therefore, from an input-based to a more output-based 
culture in the management and implementation of development pro-
grammes. 

Enhancing ownership of the development programmes 

Many African countries, after trying to formulate and implement economic 
reform programmes without success and without adequate support from 
donors, are inclined to accommodate the influence of IMF/World Bank as 
well as the donors’ positions in their economic policy. This inclination is sus-
tained by the perception that disagreement with these donors would induce 
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the withdrawal of support not only by these IFIs but also by other donors. 
This often results in the loss of local ownership of development pro-
grammes. 

Aid relations between African countries and the donor community have, 
increasingly, become more unequal. Being aid dependent has meant that 
during periods of economic crisis and reforms, the initiative in the policy 
dialogue and in the formulation of solutions to the recipient country’s press-
ing economic problems has shifted very much into the hands of the donor. 
Often, discussions on key policy issues are initiated by the donors who 
commission and implement all the necessary background studies for their 
policy preferences. In this regard, policy formulation has often been taken 
over by the donors. Donors prepare their own aid policies and strategies 
with very little involvement by the recipient countries. Consultation chan-
nels remain informal, with the donors retaining the option to consult with 
the recipient or act unilaterally.  

There are various indicators of ownership of a development project or 
programme. As Helleiner et al.(1995) have suggested, the following ques-
tions will need to be addressed as part of any attempt to establish whether 
or not local ownership exists: 
a) Whose objectives does the project/programme reflect—the recipient 

government’s or the donor’s?; 
b) Who initiated, designed and evaluated the project/programme?; 
c) To what extent do leading members of the government support contro-

versial policies in public speeches?; 
d) How vigorously is the government attempting to sell the project/ 

programme to the wider public?; 
e) To what extent has the public been consulted in the preparatory stages of 

the project/programme in order to reach agreement? and  
f) To what extent has the responsibility for the project been vested upon 

those it most affects? 
Ownership must mean that the final decisions rest with the recipient 
government. It is imperative, therefore, in order to ensure greater involve-
ment and participation by Africans in aid programmes, aid projects/pro-
gramme proposals, and development policy, that initiatives should 
originate from them. Draft proposals prepared by recipients should form the 
basis for discussions and negotiations with donors. 

The process of preparing aid policies/strategies and country pro-
grammes by donors should be done in collaboration with the recipient coun-
tries. This process should be improved in terms of taking into account the 
goals and priorities of the recipient and the donor. This observation is con-
sistent with concerns raised in recent aid evaluation reports, including those 
produced by the Dutch, the Danish, and the Swedish. The process of plann-



 Africa‘s Aid Dependency and Marginalisation  185 

ing and programming the development projects and programmes is riddled 
with uncertainties regarding resource commitments (especially from 
donors). Donors could facilitate this process by providing full information 
on resource commitments, say over a 3–5 year period, including making 
estimates of direct funds that would allow a higher degree of confidence in 
the planning and programming of projects. 

Enhancing the absorptive capacity 

General experience has revealed that aid projects and commitments have 
tended to be developed without adequate attention to the absorptive capac-
ity of recipients and the inability to mobilise local resources. This problem is 
reinforced by the absence of political constituency capable of or willing to 
demand accountability by aid administrators and the local authorities. In 
effect, the authorities are not pressurised by the local political community 
and the donors into being more realistic about their ability to mobilise and 
commit domestic resources to supplement external aid injections. 
Consequently, there is a tendency towards over-commitment by recipient 
African countries which results in the unsustainability of aid projects and 
programmes. 

Degeneration in the capacity for public administration in Africa is a 
problem which is being addressed through efforts at civil service reforms. In 
order to scale bureaucratic hurdles, the approach which was previously pre-
ferred by most donors was to avoid working through Africa’s weak public 
administrations. But the implementation of projects and programmes out-
side the public administrative machinery has only further diminished the 
capacity of the local public institutions. This is, in part, because the per-
ceived low capacity in Africa to implement aid projects/programmes has 
often led to the establishment of vertical and parallel administrative systems 
associated with expatriate management control of many programmes. 
Indeed, expatriate involvement was once viewed as a performance-enhanc-
ing factor and, therefore, a condition for the effectiveness of many aid pro-
grammes. The cost of this kind of success, however, has been a weakened 
national administrative machinery and the absence of sustainability. 

In many cases, in spite of limited administrative capacity, aid has 
assumed forms and approaches which are more consistent with capacity-
wasting or depletion rather than capacity-building. In a situation of low 
government capacity for economic management, it seems logical to allocate 
more aid towards building that capacity. The challenge of the future is to 
ensure that aid is shifted in favour of capacity-building in areas where it is 
limited, such as in economic management. 
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Capacity-building and continuity within institutions 

Some aid programmes are operated without taking (adequate) cognisance of 
related activities going on within the recipient government. In view of this 
situation, it is suggested that, to every extent possible, donor-supported 
projects should be located within the appropriate ministerial departments or 
in other relevant national institutions. If these institutions are deemed weak, 
then a case for enhancing their capacities should be made instead of operat-
ing projects in parallel structures. 

Building capacity for economic management 

Capacity-building programmes should continue to be directed towards im-
proving public management in various sectors. Attention should be paid to 
ways of improving policy formulation, monitoring and evaluation. Also, 
planning, budgeting and the management of accounts should be strengthen-
ed as a prerequisite for greater accountability in and local ownership of aid 
efforts. However, when introducing new procedures, adequate transition 
periods should be allowed for, during which targeted training for the rele-
vant government departments and their field officers should be undertaken. 
The activities which should be undertaken during this transition should be 
planned jointly by the donors and the recipient governments. It is impera-
tive to recognise that capacity requirements are dynamic, changing with the 
shifting challenges of economic management. As such, governments should 
develop a framework for reviewing their capacity to manage economies in a 
continuous manner in a changing environment.  

Considering the experience with project aid, notably problems of prolif-
eration of projects, the plurality of different and sometimes contradictory 
donor procedures, the great demands on the administrative capacity, time 
and energy of economic managers, and other problems associated with par-
allel co-financing, it may be advisable to enhance the shift towards sectoral 
aid, programme aid or budgetary support. The shift towards sectoral aid or 
budget support is more consistent with co-financing arrangements whereby 
donor and domestic resources would be allocated jointly to priority sectoral 
activities or activities approved within a well-managed budget.  

The management of sectoral aid and budgetary support, however, de-
mands a greater capacity for sectoral planning and budget management. 
This is an area which calls for immediate action, especially with regard to 
mechanisms for the coordination of sectoral plans and activities and effec-
tive budget management. Enhancing the capacity for budget management 
and sectoral coordination can be effected in the short-term through the 
mobilisation and effective utilisation of domestic capabilities within any one 
ministry (or government department), across related ministries (i.e. inter-
ministerial teams of experts), and outside the governmental system. In par-
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ticular, more effective utilisation of capacities in universities and research 
institutes, other institutions of higher learning, locally-based NGOs, private 
sector organisations and consulting firms can augment the limited capacity 
of the government machinery in budgetary and sector-wide economic 
management. Technical assistance from outside the country can then be 
selectively invited to fill gaps in local capacities, i.e. complement local tech-
nical capabilities. 

Enhancing decentralisation and participation 

Capacity-building should also include the strengthening of the processes 
and structures of local government, including regional and district adminis-
trations, community-based organisations, and NGOs, for the purpose of 
promoting popular involvement and participation at all levels. Greater 
efforts should be made to extend capacity-building initiatives to the local 
levels. This could be done by preparing a separate programme and docu-
ment for Grassroots Capacity-Building (GCB) distinct from other capacity-
building projects in the ministries.  

Building the capacity of public service 

One major factor which reduces the effectiveness of capacity-building pro-
jects in economic management centres on the prevalence of poor working 
conditions, especially the unrealistically low levels of wages and salaries 
paid to public sector employees. This problem is so deep and widespread 
that it militates against civil service reform efforts and makes it difficult for 
staff and institutions to give adequate attention to the longer-term demands 
of economic management. Existing capacities cannot be fully or properly 
utilised under these conditions. Action on the upgrading of wages and 
salaries has been rather slow and less coordinated but there is no doubt that 
in order to enhance capacity-building in civil service reform efforts, closer 
attention will have to be paid to the remunerations and conditions of civil 
servants. A successful civil service reform programme could be an effective 
approach to achieving capacity-building and economic management within 
the government. 

Building the capacity and competitiveness of local firms 

In order to build the competitiveness of local firms in the production of 
goods and services, donor-recipient inter-firm cooperation arrangements 
with technologically more advanced firms in donor countries should be en-
couraged. The nature of inter-firm cooperation arrangements should reflect 
the relative capabilities of the cooperating firms. These arrangements should 
be designed along the lines of sound commercial principles, technological 
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capability and competitiveness. Under these arrangements, business 
negotiations would determine the extent to which the interests of the co-
operating parties are met.  

Technical assistance to be utilised for capacity-building 

The experience of technical cooperation in Tanzania is consistent with wider 
findings on technical cooperation in Africa as revealed in a recent UNDP 
report (1993) on this subject. Technical assistance (TA) is often allocated to 
fill current operating positions. For this back-stopping function, it has 
generally been effective. The short-term pressures to get the work done, 
however, have tended to divert attention from the longer-term objectives of 
capacity-building (for individuals and institutions). There is a need to 
clearly distinguish between the requirements for the operational functions 
of TA and the requirements for local capacity-building. In order to enhance 
personnel-related effectiveness in technical cooperation, it is recommended 
that the practice of having experts and project staff outside the regular es-
tablished posts should be reviewed critically or even abolished entirely. 
Vacant positions should instead be filled by recruiting operating staff into 
line posts. This suggestion requires that experts be integrated into the na-
tional administrative system. The fact that the post is established in this way 
will not only make the determination of TA personnel needs easier but will 
also make sustainability more likely.  

Another option in respect of enhancing the effectiveness of technical 
assistance in capacity-building and policy reforms is to introduce prices in 
the technical assistance market and untie TA from other aid items. TA has 
been regarded as “free” and this has sometimes been engaged to replace 
local human resources rather than to complement them. The new pricing 
system should be introduced in such a way that TA is paid out of the budget 
of the user. At the macro-level, TA should be allowed to compete for avail-
able foreign aid and domestic resources along with other forms of aid and 
other claimants to domestic resources. The TA bundle should be unpackag-
ed and such unpackaging should start by clearly making a provision for 
local institutions to request for the various TA components separately (e.g. 
personnel, equipment, training) without any prejudice. In effect TA should 
be completely untied. 

Improving aid coordination 

Aid coordination should be primarily the responsibility of the recipient. 
Effective aid coordination can be achieved by formulating a clear national 
aid strategy. Some of the key elements of a national aid strategy would in-
clude: the national objectives, strategies and priorities of the recipients; a 
clear articulation of roles of the recipient, donors and implementing agen-
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cies; a stipulation of modes of disbursement and accountability; and areas of 
focus and concentration. Aid coordination would be enhanced further 
through the strengthening of a prioritisation process derived from the 
development agenda put forward by grass root institutions that have been 
empowered to define their own concerns. 

An important pre-requisite for effective aid coordination is openness and 
transparency in aid management. Both sides should put on the table the 
actual and potential resources available for development so that their 
utilisation can be optimised. In particular, donors should provide 
information on actual and planned aid flows of all forms, including “direct 
purchases” and technical assistance. The opportunity cost of all the 
resources available should be explicit so as to permit complete resource 
budgeting by the recipient. 

Accountability and transparency 

It is evident that aid relations have been very unequal, as demonstrated in 
most donor demands for accountability and transparency from the recipi-
ents. There is a need to broaden the narrow definition of aid accountability 
and transparency to also include the donor; accountability and transparency 
in the management and control of aid should be a two-way process. In other 
words, the aid recipient should be accountable to the donor; at the same 
time the donor should also be accountable to the recipient (if greater effec-
tiveness of aid has to be achieved). The two parties should agree on goals 
and targets and on the conditions for achieving them. These conditions 
should form the basis for conditionality and accountability. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

The point of departure of this essay is that partnership in development be-
tween Africa and many donors has raised concern about the lop-sided 
nature of the relationship that has existed between them and which is 
threatening to deepen the dependence of Africans. The imperatives of glob-
alisation and the possibilities that the marginalisation of Africa would be 
worsened, taken together with the changing socio-economic and political 
conditions in Africa, suggest that the time has come for a new partnership to 
be forged with a view to reducing Africa’s aid dependency and prevent-
ing/reversing marginalisation. With this in mind, we have argued that: 
a) The time has come to explicitly pursue a strategy focusing on the gradual 

and smooth reduction of aid as a vital resource in the development 
agenda. More emphasis needs to be placed on the domestic mobilisation 
of resources, the greater utilisation of the local natural and human re-
sources, and the building of national capacity, especially in the manage-
ment of the economy.  
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b) The increasing degree of aid dependence and the failure to attain self-re-
liant development is an indication that aid has not enhanced sustainabil-
ity. Aid projects and programmes have tended to perpetually reproduce 
dependence on foreign assistance as efforts aimed at promoting local 
capacity-building have fallen below expectations. This situation is con-
nected to the fact that sustainability is not a deliberately thought-out prio-
rity in most aid projects/programmes. Lack of aid sustainability is one of 
the most crucial factors that undermine aid effectiveness. 

c) Project aid has too often led to parallel administration and hence has not 
easily been integrated into the national budgets. Project aid should con-
tinue to be phased out. Budgetary support provides a better opportunity 
for recipients to participate in project design and planning and gives a 
better guarantee that priority programmes and sectors will be identified 
for external assistance. A major challenge lies in working out effective 
guidelines for budgetary support and putting in place mechanisms of 
accountability which will ensure that aid and local resources are both 
utilised efficiently.  

d) Ownership must mean that final decisions rest with the recipient. The 
recipient should be fully engaged in the design of cooperation pro-
grammes and all development policy proposals. 

e) The management of sectoral aid and budgetary support demands a 
greater capacity for sectoral planning and management and budgetary 
management. This is an area which calls for immediate action and donors 
can play a key role here. 

f) One major factor which reduces the effectiveness of capacity-building pro-
jects in economic management is the unconducive working conditions of 
civil servants, especially the unrealistically low levels of wages and 
salaries in the public sector. In order to raise the level of capacity-building 
and its effectiveness in civil service reform programmes, it will be neces-
sary to pay special attention to civil servants (including their remunera-
tions) and integrate the civil service into the programme of capacity-
building in economic management. 

g) The reduction of dependence on aid should also mean a shift from aid to 
trade relations with a view to building the competitiveness of Africa. 
Inter-firm cooperation arrangements for capacity-building are cited as 
one approach that could help facilitate the shift. 

h) Technical assistance has largely been successful in fulfilling the back stop-
ping functions of filling gaps in current operation. Greater attention needs 
to be given to the relatively longer-term role of technical assistance in 
capacity-building. 

i) Aid coordination should, primarily, be the responsibility of the recipient. 
Effective aid coordination can be achieved by formulating a clear national 
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aid strategy. An important pre-requisite for effective aid coordination is 
openness and transparency in aid management. Both sides should put on 
the table the actual and potential resources available for development so 
that their utilisation can be optimised.  

j) Conditionality and demands for accountability have been one-way pro-
cesses. The new partnership should be based on a two-way process of 
conditionality, accountability and transparency whereby both partners 
agree on goals and targets. Then they should agree on steps that need to 
be taken and conditions that need to be fulfilled by both partners in order 
to realise the agreed-upon goals and targets. These steps and conditions 
should form the basis of conditionality and accountability in a very trans-
parent manner. 
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Reducing Africa’s Aid Dependence—Lessons 
from Zambia on Capacity Building and External 
Support 

Oliver S. Saasa 

INTRODUCTION 

Zambia has benefited significantly from external assistance. A number of 
factors, both internal and external, have combined to encourage Zambia to 
solicit for increased externally-generated development assistance, particu-
larly after 1974. While aid flows to Zambia since the 1960s have shown a 
steady increase at current prices, the 1990s have witnessed an even more 
remarkable increase in the level of external support to the country. It is 
noteworthy that bilateral assistance has been much more significant in ex-
ternal resources flows to Zambia than multilateral aid. At the bilateral level, 
the United Kingdom provided around 25 per cent of total bilateral aid re-
ceipts during the 1970s, making it the major bilateral donor during that 
period. The United States and Sweden followed with 15 per cent and 13 per 
cent respectively. Zambia’s other major bilateral donors during the 1970s 
were West Germany, Japan, Canada and Norway. The ranking of these 
countries in terms of their importance, however, changed during the 1980s. 
Over the period 1980–1991, it was Japan, followed by Germany and Sweden 
that constituted the major bilateral donors with contributions of 14 per cent, 
13 per cent and 12 per cent, respectively, of total receipts from bilateral 
sources. The Netherlands joined the list of Zambia’s main bilateral donors 
during the 1980s and 1990s.  

Apart from ODA, Zambia has also received other types of resource 
transfers. These flows include official export credits, official sector equity 
and portfolio investment, and debt reorganisation undertaken on non-con-
cessional terms. These flows are classified in the DAC statistics as “Other 
Official Flows (OOF)”. Net OOF generally gave a positive contribution dur-
ing the 1988–1991 period. Table 1 shows the total external flows (i.e. aid and 
other flows) to Zambia over the 1988–1991 period. 

A noteworthy phenomenon in Zambia is the ever-increasing importance 
of grants in the country’s total external assistance profile. Except for the 1978 
to 1982 period and during 1991, external assistance to Zambia in the form of 
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grants has been more significant than loans, an aspect that is evidently ex-
plained by the country’s worsening debt crisis that persuaded bilateral 
donors to extend their assistance chiefly in the form of grants. Table 2 con-
firms the growing significance of the grant element in external assistance to 
Zambia for both bilateral and multilateral categories. With the exception of 
1991, the grant element was almost 100 per cent for bilateral and roughly 90 
per cent for multilateral assistance. 

Table 1. Total external flows to Zambia, 1988–1991 

(US $ million) 1988 1989 1990 1991 

Net ODA by DAC countries 407.4 314.2 408.9 582.8 

Net ODA by multilateral agencies 70.8 60 72 301.4 

Net ODA from all sources  478.2 374.2 480.9 884.1 

Net OOF by DAC countries 12.4 19.6 47.2 33.1 

Net OOF by multilateral agencies 34.3 16.2 18.8 -178.2 

Net OOF from all sources 46.8 35.8 66 -145 

Direct investments 0.9 37.6 -9.4 -0.3 

Portfolio investments -0.5 0.1 19.3 -6.8 

Export credits -40.9 121.6 -16 37.9 

Net private sector flows -40.5 159.2 -6.2 30.8 

Total external flows 484.5 569.2 540.7 769.9 

Source: OECD, 1993, Geographical distribution of financial flows, 1988/1991, Paris, OECD, 
 pp. 296–7 

Table 2: Grant element of external assistance to Zambia, 1988–1991 (%) 

 1988 1989 1990 1991 

Bilateral 94.60 97.20 99.10 69.70 

Multilateral 92.70 98.60 96.80 84.40 

Total 94.30 95.50 98.80 74.00 
Source: OECD/DAC, various issues 

More recent data on development aid to Zambia indicate substantial 
progress in terms of the size of flows. For example, project and non-project 
aid to Zambia in 1992 stood at an all-time high at US$1,121.88 million. For 
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1993, external donors pledged a total of US$843.5 million as aid to the coun-
try. 

CONDITIONALITIES—WHO CALLS THE TUNE? 

Generally speaking, the volume and composition of external assistance to 
Zambia has been conditioned, first and foremost, by the country’s willing-
ness to reform its economy and, secondly, by the degree of local economic 
adversity experienced over time. The pattern of aid flow correlates closely 
with the country’s policy changes. For example, during the first four years 
of independence (1964–1968), aid to Zambia maintained a steady and 
upward movement. When the government decided to expropriate foreign 
assets through its policy of nationalisations, however, a significant drop in 
external assistance was registered. The UK, in particular, lowered its 
assistance significantly. When the Zambian economy began, from mid-1974, 
to experience serious external shocks caused mainly by the drop in the price 
of copper and the increase in the price of oil, the donors responded 
positively by increasing aid flows to the country. Over the 1974 to 1980 
period, for example, external assistance to Zambia increased threefold. 

When the IMF began in 1980 to promote its structural adjustment pro-
grammes (SAP) world-wide, Zambia’s failure to design and implement an 
acceptable reform package led to a noticeable reduction in external support, 
particularly from the bilaterals. When the country adopted SAP over the 
1983 to 1987 period, this was rewarded with an appreciable increase in ex-
ternal assistance. Expectedly, when the Zambian government unilaterally 
decided to abandon the IMF/World Bank-supported SAP in May 1987, 
many donors significantly reduced their support to the country. Major 
donors like the United States and the UK actually suspended their dis-
bursements completely. In other words, during the period when there was 
an absence of real agreements with the major international financial institu-
tions, bilateral donors also reduced or abandoned their commitments to the 
country. A look at the nature of inflows to Zambia during the time when the 
country cancelled SAP confirms that the overall grant element in external re-
ceipts actually declined. As confirmed in Table 3, all indicators (interest rate, 
maturity, and grace period) worsened during the 1988–1990 period when 
SAP was rejected. Thus, during that period, the grant element declined from 
46.7 per cent to only 22.6 per cent. As soon as Zambia made a u-turn and 
adopted SAP from 1991 onwards, the grant element increased by more than 
threefold to 76.2 per cent. 
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Table 3: Terms of long-term inflows (Simple averages) 

 1985 – 87 1988 – 90 1991 – 92 

Interest rate 4.30 6.90 1.00 

Maturity 29.90 15.90 39.60 

Grant Period 7.80 4.70 9.90 

Grant Element 46.70 22.60 76.20 

Source: “Aid impact in debt-stressed economy: The case of Zambia”, in H. White et 
al. (Eds.), The macroeconomics of aid: Case studies of four countries. Stockholm: SASDA, 
p. 45 

After the 1989 resumption of negotiations with the IMF and World Bank 
which resulted in the production of the economic and financial Policy 
framework paper (PFP) that was prepared by the government together with 
the Bretton Woods twins, aid began to flow again and has been sustained 
thereafter. Following the introduction of a multiparty system in which the 
new government pledged total commitment to SAP, bilateral donors have 
maintained increased net inflows to Zambia. 

While, in global terms, donors have tended to link the volume of their 
commitments to Zambia’s policy reform measures, not all the countries have 
responded in the same way. Zambia’s rocky relationship with the major 
donors can be categorised into five periods that coincide with both signifi-
cant shifts in flows as well as the government’s policy commitment to re-
forms. These are (a) 1980 to 1983 being the period before SAP proper; (b) 
1983–1987 when SAP was adopted; (c) mid-1987 to 1989 when the govern-
ment abandoned SAP; (d) 1990–1991 when liberalisation was re-adopted; 
and (e) 1992 to the present when full-scale and accelerated SAP has been 
adopted. If one assumes that donors that strongly link aid to reforms are 
those whose flows increased over the 1983–1987 period; declined during the 
1987–1989 period, and remained substantial from 1990 to date, then Sweden, 
UK, and the Netherlands fit this classification in the case of Zambia. At 
another level, Germany and Canada only moderately link their aid dis-
bursements to structural reforms (i.e. although their aid increased when 
SAP was adhered to, they also allowed moderate flows to continue even 
during the non-reform intermissions). There are also those donors whose 
support seems to be disbursed independently of the reforms, i.e. where aid 
continued to grow both during the reform periods and in-between and 
where net flows actually declined in the post-1991 period when SAP was 
being fully and religiously adopted. Among such donors are Japan, Norway 
and the European Union. The last category of donors are those whose aid 
volumes actually flowed in the opposite direction. The UNDP falls in this 
rather rare category. For example, UNDP aid to Zambia declined during the 
period when Zambia first experimented with SAP and increased when the 
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bilaterals withdrew their support following the decision in May 1987 by the 
government to abandon SAP. Similarly, during the current period when the 
country has embarked on full-scale implementation of SAP, UNDP flows 
have slackened. This suggests that UNDP has tended to fill the gap when 
many major donors, particularly bilaterals, abandon the country for failure 
to reform. 

A more recent phenomenon that is particularly noteworthy is the fact 
that non-economic conditionalities, principally those that border on the 
questions of “good” governance, human rights, and social considerations, 
have been applied by donors in their dealings with Zambia. The impasse 
between many bilateral donors and the Zambian government over the 
methods the state used to adopt the Republican constitution, particularly the 
barring of the former head of state, Kenneth Kaunda, from contesting the 
1996 presidential elections, seem to underline the growing use of non-eco-
nomic conditionalities in the donor-recipient intercourse.1 

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE AND CAPACITY BUILDING DILEMMA 

The role of technical assistance in Africa has, in general, attracted consider-
able debate. Consensus is currently building among analysts regarding the 
perceived need to reform this type of cooperation between donors and re-
cipients. In particular, the major criticism of technical assistance is linked to 
the general tendency among donors to impose it on the recipients, thus 
leaving the latter with very little room for manoeuvre in decisions pertain-
ing to the transfer of the experts. To the degree that the assumed need for 
technical assistance is largely supply-driven rather than being a product of 
demand from the recipient, this component of aid has been perceived as 
threatening capacity-building initiatives in Africa. Even more serious has 
been the financial cost of this aid component to the recipient. The 1994 
UNDP Human Development Report came out quite strongly on this: 

In practice, the record of technical assistance has often been unsatisfactory... . 
Perhaps the most disturbing is that after 40 years, 90 per cent of the $12 billion 
a year in technical assistance is still spent on foreign expertise—despite the 
fact that national experts are now available in many fields. Often poorly 
planned and monitored, technical cooperation programmes rarely have clear 
criteria for assessing the existing technical capacity of recipient countries or for 
measuring and monitoring additional capacity building. Nor do they seem 
able to forecast when each country is expected to graduate from the need for 
technical assistance.2 

                                                
1 Several donors suspended aid, particularly balance of payments support, to Zambia in 1996 
due to what they saw as a compromise of good governance principles by the government. 
2 UNDP, 1994, Human Development Report 1994. New York: Oxford University Press, p. 76. See 
also E. Berg, 1993, Rethinking technical co-operation: Reforms for capacity building in Africa. New 
York: UNDP. 
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Against the backdrop of this, technical assistance in its present form is seen 
as a significant constraint to capacity building. To overcome this problem, it 
is recommended that: 
a) Local people should be involved at every stage of any externally-sup-

ported project, i.e. at the design, implementation, monitoring, and evalua-
tion stages. In this regard, there should be a deliberate policy to reduce 
the number of foreign experts. Simultaneously, the government and 
donors alike should be made to appreciate and utilise local talent when-
ever it exists.  

b) Where it is established that technical assistance is needed, this should be 
acquired under a clearly defined time frame during which the transfer of 
skills to local people should be an integral and well-defined part of such 
external support and specifically included in the foreign expert’s terms of 
appointment. 

c) At the national level, one solution to the effective use of technical assis-
tance funds is to allocate them directly to the recipient government that 
would, in turn, decide on how to utilise them. When technical assistance 
funds are given as part of budget support earmarked for the recruitment 
of experts, it becomes the responsibility of the government to decide as to 
where such personnel are to be sourced, locally, regionally or overseas. At 
the regional level, technical assistance may be channelled through a 
common fund such as the already existing African Capacity Building 
Fund (ACDF) that is better place to target cheaper and indigenous-cum-
regional human resources. 

CO-ORDINATION ISSUES 

General considerations 

Different donors often find themselves involved in supporting the same 
sector or sub-sector, a phenomenon that suggests the need for some form of 
collaboration and/or harmonisation of initiatives. The absence of coordina-
tion between aid agencies and between these bodies and the recipient 
government tends to perpetuate the problem of duplication of efforts, thus, 
complicating the aid management function of government. Coordination 
should allow participants in the same field to learn from each other’s suc-
cesses and mistakes for the purpose of improving overall aid effectiveness.  

The notion of “aid” or “donor” coordination has an in-built anomaly that 
has far-reaching consequences for aid effectiveness. Coordination should not 
be treated merely or solely as “donor” coordination if it is to be meaningful 
and positive. Rather, it should be perceived as programme coordination. 
Under “donor” coordination—which is the general approach currently 
applied to many African countries—the government acts more as a 
servicing organ that tries to understand and reconcile the various donors’ 
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activities and priorities. In this scenario, the priorities and procedures of the 
donors guide and dictate government policy. When coordination is seen as 
programme coordination rather than donor coordination, the point of 
departure would necessarily be the recipient government’s priorities, 
procedures and plans. Under this preferred scenario, the standard format 
for aid negotiations, allocation, utilisation and coordination should be 
designed for and/or by the recipient government in ways that recognise 
their preferences. Where institutional and human resource weaknesses to 
rationally do this are observable, the role of the donors should be to assist in 
building the needed government capacities rather than attempting to 
supplant or substitute the recipient’s modus operandi with what obtains in the 
donor’s country. 

Coordination in Zambia can be examined at the three different levels, 
namely, (a) within the national/government system; (b) coordination be-
tween the government system and the donor(s); and (c) coordination among 
donors. These are examined briefly below. 

Coordination within government 

The need for coordination of donor activity within the national system is 
premised on the view that the various government and non-governmental 
organs that receive and utilise external assistance should operate under a 
functioning institutional framework within which such resources are effec-
tively and efficiently managed and used for the intended purposes. 
Governments often establish institutional arrangements as well as consulta-
tive mechanisms within the state system itself that govern the aid coordina-
tion functions. A brief look at the Zambian experience will shed some light 
on this state of affairs. Strictly speaking, the Zambian government has up to 
now failed to establish a well-functioning, well-understood, and credible in-
stitutional framework at the national (i.e. macro) level within which aid is re-
ceived, administered, utilised, monitored and its effectiveness evaluated. 
Attempts by the government to coordinate aid at the macro level are cur-
rently being undertaken by a number of different and functionally 
disjointed organs that include the former National Commission for 
Development Planning (NCDP), the Ministry of Finance and Economic 
Development, and the Bank of Zambia (i.e. the Central Bank). 

An effort is presently on-going to try to link external assistance to the 
government’s planning and budgeting process. However, this important 
process is currently being hampered by a number of institutional, organisa-
tional and human capacity weaknesses such as: (a) insufficient collaboration 
and harmonisation between the arms of government that are charged with 
aid management, on the one hand, and its ultimate users, on the other; (b) 
well-trained and experienced manpower deficiencies and equipment short-
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ages; and (c) an absence of timely and accurate data bases that show the 
magnitude and types of aid flows. 

A number of donors have recognised the seriousness of the above-men-
tioned structural weaknesses and have shown a willingness to assist in 
building the government’s institutional capacity. For example, since 1985, 
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has provided advi-
sory services to the government in the area of aid coordination and data col-
lection. Through the National Technical Cooperation Assessments and 
Programmes (NATCAP) exercise that started in 1986, the UNDP has 
attempted to correct some weaknesses at the national level in the area of the 
effective use of technical cooperation. 

Moreover, the Technical Cooperation Management and Coordination 
Unit has been established at NCDP with tasks that include (a) overseeing 
the implementation of technical cooperation policy and programme; (b) 
preparing a rolling technical cooperation programme; (c) adjusting and 
implementing guidelines on technical cooperation policy; and (d) collecting 
and analysing data on technical cooperation requirements at both sectoral 
and inter-sectoral levels.1 Donors have acknowledged that “the strengthen-
ing of government capacity in aid management and coordination will widen 
government ownership and develop its leadership role [and that] this is 
expected to have an important value-added dimension in terms of sound 
implementation, enhanced impact and improved development cooperation 
towards sustainable results“.2 

Donor-recipient coordination 

Coordination between the donor agency or agencies, on the one hand, and 
the government, on the other, should not be seen as a substitute for the 
coordination that ought to take place within the government system itself. In 
the absence of an effective central coordination system, a number of sectoral 
committees have been established in the country that are largely bilateral in 
composition and which attempt to provide a forum for the exchange of 
views between the government and the respective donors. Such committees 
are usually composed of both government officials and representatives of 
donor agencies. The intention here has generally been to facilitate close and 
joint monitoring of the developments in the respective programmes or pro-
jects that receive donor funding. 

One question that the preceding analysis broaches is that while there has 
been some considerable investment in lower level coordinating mechanisms 
through the proliferation of project committees, the link between the donors 
and the government at the national level is still weak. This should be 
                                                
1 UNDP, 1993, Development Co-operation Report 1992. Lusaka: UNDP. December, p. 24 
2 Ibid., p. 24 
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considered a serious constraint since, ideally, effective coordination ought to 
take place at all the three levels, namely, national, sectoral and project. It is 
at the national level where the broad policy framework and the ranking of 
the country’s priorities are undertaken. It is noteworthy that, at a multi-
lateral level, the Zambian government uses the periodic Consultative Group 
(CG) meetings with the Paris Club as one of the principal mechanisms that 
facilitate aid mobilisation and coordination. 

Coordination among donors 

There are no formalised multilateral mechanisms of coordination among 
donors in Zambia. Notwithstanding this, quite regular, albeit informal, 
meetings and exchange of information among donors are observable. There 
is a general feeling among donor agencies that the responsibility for coordi-
nating donor activities should lie first and foremost with the government. 
While recognising the importance of harmonising their activities and aid 
administration procedures, donors generally argue that they are answerable 
to different constituencies with different aid policy and management proce-
dures as well as varying priorities and strategies. While common grounds 
are many, it is generally argued that their allegiance is mainly to their re-
spective governments and parliaments and, thus, their room for manoeuvre 
with respect to procedural issues tends to be circumscribed by headquarters. 
In this respect, it is generally felt that the onus is mainly with the recipient 
government to provide an institutional framework within which diver-
gent—and sometimes conflicting—donor activities are coordinated and 
harmonised in a way that meets the country’s set goals and priorities. This 
does not, however, imply that donors have no role in coordination en-
hancement. To the contrary, an effort among donors to agree amongst them-
selves regarding common grounds could go a long way in assisting the re-
cipient government in its effort towards effective coordination. It is also the 
donor agencies that are better placed to persuade their respective govern-
ments to alter their procedures in the light of their experiences in the recipi-
ent countries as long as it is agreed that such changes would result in aid 
effectiveness, perceived in terms of both cost and sustainability considera-
tions. 

Additionally, the weakness in the processes of effective coordination of 
donor activities under the current conditions in Zambia has resulted in the 
marginalisation of external resources when it comes to budgeting and 
planning. Although the periodic Consultative Group meetings in Paris 
between Zambia and its external resource providers do allow for a certain 
degree of meaningful dialogue on the setting of priority areas for aid 
intervention, it is equally observable that such consultations and the timing 
of the disbursement of resources by donors are still not adequately 
synchronised. Consequently, not only is it difficult under such conditions to 
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integrate external aid and national development planning and budgeting 
but, equally important, counterpart funds that are required to be sourced 
from the government’s internally-generated revenue for the purpose of 
complementing external flows are usually non-existent or have to be 
obtained from extra-budgetary sources. Consequently, the effectiveness of 
donor-supported projects is often adversely affected.  

Capacity building and aid dependency 

There exist a number of institutional and resource constraints that have con-
tinued to work against African countries’ capacity to meaningfully design 
and implement their development programmes. To address these con-
straints, the issue of the need for capacity building has been singled out as 
one of the most strategic requirements for the attainment of sustainable 
development. In other words, capacity enhancement should be central in the 
country’s developmental process. To the extent that capacity building is a 
complex phenomenon that includes actors beyond the traditional state sec-
tor, the involvement of all social groups and agents in this process is pivotal.  

One factor which is worth emphasising at this stage relates to the ability 
of the average African country to create the needed capacity for capacity 
building. This calls for commitment and political will not only on the part of 
the government but also among all stakeholders. “The success of future 
capacity building endeavours,“ cautioned the World Bank in its 1996 publi-
cation that launched a series of studies on the subject, “depends mainly on 
commitment and initiative from African countries themselves... . Nothing 
can be done unless African leaders, elites, and societies recognise the need 
for capacity building, accept the responsibility that comes with such com-
mitment, and manage donor support in ways consistent with their own 
development strategies”.1 

An integral part of the above realisation is the need for a “home-grown” 
capacity building effort. In other words, initiatives towards capacity build-
ing must not be supply-driven. Rather, it ought to be driven by client de-
mand. Implied in this principle and quite important to developmental sus-
tainability is another important prerequisite for capacity building in the 
country, namely, local ownership of the process. This implies that there must 
be nation-wide participation in, and consensus on, Zambia’s capacity 
building process. It is only through decentralised and coordinated 
approaches to capacity building that consensus could meaningfully be 
reached. 

The most basic and broad policy change that is needed to facilitate im-
proved capacity building in Africa today is the creation of an enabling 

                                                
1 World Bank, 1996, Partnership for capacity building in Africa. Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 
Africa Region. January, p. 14. 
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macroeconomic environment within which the needed resources are gener-
ated in a sustainable way and their utilisation effectively administered and 
monitored. The policy of economic liberalisation has already taken shape in 
many African economies. What is required is its strengthening through, for 
example, the need to support the emergence and consolidation of a viable 
private sector. Similarly, while the aim of macroeconomic policy is to 
strengthen the growth capacity in the economy, it needs to be recognised 
that prevailing capacity constraints in respect of human resources, technol-
ogy, infrastructure and ecology can themselves diminish the efficacy of 
macroeconomic policy in boosting the economy’s capacity for growth. 

Furthermore the speed of the reform process ought to be guarded. In this 
respect, past experience with the structural adjustment programme suggests 
that, in order to secure minimum social and economic disruptions and, con-
sequently, the sustainability and marketability to civil society of economic 
reform, it is crucial that the speed of the implementation of the stabilisation 
and adjustment policies is aligned to the government’s and civil society’s 
capacity and readiness to implement the reforms. In particular, the issue of 
appropriate sequencing is paramount, particularly with respect to stabilisa-
tion and adjustment.  

The paradox about adjustment in countries under severe economic ad-
versity is that the very conditions that make the reform process attractive 
are the same attributes that compromise its attractiveness, at least in the 
short-term, to the average citizen. In Zambia, for example, it seems that the 
very instruments that are meant to arrest, say, inflation and crippling fiscal 
imbalance, at one level, are among the causes of transitional social and eco-
nomic disruptions, at another level. For example, although the cash budget 
is commendable in its ability to contain excessive money supply (that fuels 
inflation) as well as in instilling a sense of expenditure discipline, the system 
has at the same time resulted in declining expenditure on the social sector 
(e.g., health and education) and infrastructure, reduced access to loanable 
finance by enterprises, and declining real wages particularly in the civil 
service. In the light of this paradox, macroeconomic policy has to be viewed 
in the holistic context of Sustainable Human Development. While this policy 
may have immediate objectives such as the achievement of stabilisation, its 
true value lies principally in its ability to address the human development 
dimension. As the 1989 World Bank report on sustainable growth cautioned, 

It is not sufficient for African Governments merely to consolidate the progress 
made in their adjustment programmes. They need to go beyond the issues of 
public finance, monetary policy, prices and markets to address fundamental 
questions relating to human capacities, institutions, governance, the environ-
ment, population growth and distribution and technology. Changes in percep-
tions and priorities as well as in incentives, will be required to bring about 
improvements. Above all, to channel the energies of the population at large, 
ordinary people should participate more in designing and implementing de-
velopment programmes. Much of this will take time... . But the call is to take 
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action now to bring about long run changes that will promote growth and re-
duce poverty.1  

It would, therefore, be misleading to evaluate macroeconomic policy and to 
lay claims regarding its success solely on the basis of its own macro-
economic performance indicators. Monitorable social and human development 
indicators must be used to trace the true value of macroeconomic policies. 
The enhancement of better beneficiary targeting and project selection pro-
cess is vital in this regard. Presently, many social sector delivery projects are 
not poverty-focused; they have low rates of socio-economic returns, their 
impact is not easily and quickly realisable, their sustainability is highly sus-
pect, and their political marketability-cum-attractiveness is often question-
able. It is, thus, difficult to conceive of the aid that has been channelled to 
such projects as having been effective. Neither can it be seen to have con-
tributed to the reduction of Africa’s aid dependence and marginalisation. It 
is really here where the right policies and strategies are needed to build the 
requisite capacities that are required for effective and sustainable socio-eco-
nomic development. 

In the light of the foregoing, one of the most decisive challenges in Africa 
today vis-à-vis domestic resource mobilisation and capacity building is the 
enhancement of institutional and management capacities, particularly in the 
civil service. In particular, this calls for public sector reforms. At the core of 
management capacity improvement in Africa today is the need to re-affirm 
the government’s commitment to the public sector reforms programme. 
Apart from being bloated, the average African country’s civil service is 
highly demotivated, mainly due to low salaries and poor conditions of ser-
vice. Thus, its capacity and willingness to enforce the various components of 
SAP is highly questionable. The reorganisation of the civil service is, there-
fore, crucial and, if meaningfully handled, should enhance Sub-Saharan 
Africa’s capacity to adjust. A model programme for capacity building that 
aims at reforming the civil service should include the following 
components: 
– make the public sector efficient and responsive to the country’s needs; 
– enhance public sector capacity to analyse and implement appropriate poli-

cies for national development; and  
– rationalise public service structure and expenditure in order to meet 

government’s fiscal objectives. 

Institutional reform measures need to be complemented by an effective 
organisational performance monitoring mechanism that should aim to set 
clearly-spelt, measurable and realistic organisational objectives. But such a 
                                                
1 World Bank, 1998, Sub-Sahara Africa. From Crisis to Sustainable Growth. Washington D.C.: 
World Bank. 
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mechanism would remain illusory unless a supportive and effective 
management information system is established that would be able to pro-
vide accurate, reliable, timely, and user-friendly data that are required not 
only for organisational performance monitoring of key economic indicators 
but also for the broader aspects of policy analysis. The absence of this type 
of information also militates against the government’s ability to respond 
accurately and promptly to macroeconomic trends. The government’s 
capacity in economic forecasting, programming and strategic planning also 
depends on the availability of timely and reliable data. 

DONOR-RECIPIENT INTERFACE—CONCLUSIONS 

This essay is premised on the position that the role of donors in Africa today 
is still crucial. In this regard, it is recommended that a more transparent and 
well-conceived approach to the integration of donor funds and technical 
assistance should be sought. In particular, urgent consideration should be 
given to how donor input in social sector delivery systems could best be co-
ordinated with a view to reducing the problem of duplication of activities 
which does complicate the aid management function. Donors should move 
away from aid conditionalities that inhibit smooth capacity building initia-
tives in the recipient country. In this regard, the following recommendations 
are made: 
a) Donors should ensure that their assistance is not guided by their own de-

velopment priorities and trends. Rather, external support should be syn-
chronised closely with the recipient country’s own priorities and devel-
opment agenda. 

b) In order to help in the strengthening of local institutions and structures, 
donors should strive to operate within the existing national organisational 
framework. They should, therefore, avoid the creation of parallel project 
management structures that sideline the existing governmental system. 

c) In order to enhance partnership and broaden the concept of “donors”, ex-
ternal support should not be narrowly defined only in terms of western 
external assistance. Rather, collaboration aimed at tapping existing 
capacities at the regional level should be taken advantage of so that coun-
tries begin to learn from each other’s experiences in a mutually reinforc-
ing way. In this regard, institutional collaboration at regional level should 
be encouraged as one of the tools of capacity building. 

d) External support for capacity building in Africa should, in principle, be 
aimed at Human Resources Development. Essentially, this entails the 
need to target both poverty alleviation and the optimum use of resources 
with a view to achieving increased economic (particularly agricultural) 
output and food security. Donor support should, therefore, aim at im-
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proving the capacity for raising economic output and the social welfare of 
the majority of the people. 

e) Donor support should complement government effort to devolve deci-
sion-making and implementation functions from the top to local levels. 
Such a decentralised approach will entail several things but, in particular, 
donors should be allowed to channel resources directly to the private sec-
tor, including NGOs, and to the local levels. 

f) Aid packages that have technical assistance components should be “de-
packaged“ in order to ensure that all the components that are included 
conform to the actual human needs and expectations of the recipients. 
Where there is confirmed need for technical assistance, the donor and re-
cipient should jointly determine the time frame that is required for such 
human resource input.  

For donors to meaningfully play their part as recommended above, African 
governments should provide a hospitable environment that entails the fol-
lowing: 
a) The strategic planning function of the governments must be strengthened 

since donor- and internally-generated resources cannot be meaningfully 
utilised without a clear national vision of the country’s medium and long-
term policy goals. 

b) Recipient governments must develop the needed capacity to effectively 
coordinate in-coming donor support in a way that ensures that unneces-
sary duplication of effort is avoided while unproductive competition on 
the part of the donors is checked. 

c) Governments should discourage the situation whereby donors set up aid 
administration and management structures parallel to already existing 
ones. The strengthening of the government’s aid management and co-
ordination bodies as well as the planning and policy units of the recipient 
governments should be a priority area in this regard.  

d) Recipient governments should be supported in their effort of strengthen-
ing their capacity to fully integrate externally-acquired resources into 
their budgetary processes in a way that ensures that these resources are 
properly channelled into the countries’ own priority needs and require-
ments. 



Capacity Building as a Measure to Lessen 
Aid Dependency for Africa 

Mande Sidibé 

INTRODUCTION 

African states south of the Sahara have, since independence, in collaboration 
with bilateral and multilateral partners, made strenuous attempts to speed 
up their social and economic development. To this end, enormous financial 
and technical resources, both domestic and external, were invested during 
the last thirty years in the living standards of the majority of the people. In 
spite of these efforts however, Africa’s economic and social achievements 
are still below full expectations. No major improvements took place, and, at 
the same time, the dependence of African states on external public aid in-
creased sharply. 

This poor performance was to call into question the appropriateness of 
the development approaches that were adopted. These reflections resulted 
in the observation that capacities were the “missing link” in the develop-
ment process. The unanimous acceptance of this conviction, led to the elabo-
ration of the African Capacity Building Initiative1 and, more recently, the 
African Initiative for Capacity Building and Partnership (Strategy and 
Action Programme).2 

In the face of a growing enthusiasm to implement this new approach, it 
is right to wonder whether this framework has the capacity to ensure rapid 
and sustainable growth and, consequently, reduce the dependence of these 
economies on external public aid. 

DEPENDENCE AND THE DYSFUNCTION OF EXTERNAL AID 

Foreign aid to the countries in sub-Saharan Africa, excluding South Africa 
and Nigeria, recorded an average annual growth rate of 5.7 per cent from 

                                                
1 World Bank, 1991, Washington D.C. 
2 Report of the African Governors of the World Bank to the President of the World Bank, 28 
September 1996. 
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1975–1984, 8.6 per cent from 1985–1989 and 2.7 per cent from 1990–1993 
(Table 1). In GDP percentage terms, it rose to 6.0 per cent, 8.9 per cent and 
12.7 per cent per cent in 1975–1984, 1985–1989 and 1990–1993 respectively. 
At the same time, aid went up from the equivalent of 30 per cent of gross 
domestic investment from 1975–1984 to 70 per cent at the beginning of the 
1990s.  

Official development assistance thus represented a growing share of 
available resources for investment. In spite of considerable external financ-
ing, the GDP growth rate greatly slowed down, slumping from 3 per cent in 
1975–1984 to 1 per cent at the beginning of the 1990s. In these circumstances, 
per capita GNP recorded a negative growth rate of 1.5 per cent over the last 
decade. 

Growing dependence on external assistance clearly did not enable 
African countries to achieve a rapid and sustainable economic growth rate. 
This evidence was a matter of concern because technical assistance, often of 
long duration, has always been an essential component of foreign aid. 
Technical assistance represents 25 per cent to 33 per cent of the total volume 
of external aid to Africa. It is clear that the impact of aid on Africa has been 
far below expectations. 

Several factors have been adduced to explain why aid has under-per-
formed in relation to its potential. Some have pointed to the alleged lack of 
commitment by the recipient countries, while others have highlighted the 
lack or inadequacy in local capacity. Some have taken their cue from these 
factors to propagate notions of aid fatigue and advocate the abandonment of 
aid. But among critics who still have faith in sub-Saharan Africa, the lack of 
local ownership has been considered as the missing link. 

Technical assistance has also been a source of concern. Reasons adduced 
for its ineffectiveness include its cost, quality, impact and the lack of co-
ordination both at the level of recipient governments as well as among 
donors. Here again, the officials of beneficiary countries seemed to give up 
as donors, anxious to satisfy a more demanding public opinion at home, im-
posed technical assistance as the only way to ensure efficiency. Previous 
attempts at correcting these problems and promoting local ownership, were 
carried out without much conviction and did not live up to expectations. 

CAPACITY BUILDING FOR A MORE EFFICIENT AID 

The economic history of the developing countries in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America suggests that the use of existing national capacities and their en-
hancement constitutes a powerful success factor for growth and develop-
ment. Professor Richard N. Cooper in his summary of the work entitled 
Boom, Crisis and Adjustment—The Macro-Economic Experience of Developing 
Countries 1970–90 observed that “In those countries where macro-economic 
policy has, on the whole been a success, there have usually been particular 
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individuals in high government positions—above all the Ministry of 
Finance—who have been well qualified and who have been able to carry 
weight with the ultimate decision-makers. They have been the actual 
makers and implementers of policy”. Furthermore, according to the results 
of the study conducted by the World Bank Operations Evaluation 
Department (OED), there is a strong correlation between the degree of 
ownership and the success of adjustment programmes. 

These conclusions have been important in stimulating the discourse on 
capacity building as a core element in development strategies and pro-
grammes of African countries. But in spite of this, the concept of capacity 
building remains so complex that it has no unanimously accepted definition. 
Most definitions, however, include references to human resources, institu-
tions and organisations as well as the customs and values of a given coun-
try. The strengthening of these institutions and values and their combining 
to produce positive outcomes is central to the goal of capacity-building. 

The availability of a critical mass of national capacities confers to a coun-
try an autonomy of thought and action which enable it to: 
a) carry out, on the basis of its very own research, an analysis of the local 

economic and socio-political situation; 
b) set its own socio-economic development objectives; 
c) define its strategies, elaborate its priority action programmes as well as 

the ways and means for their realisation; 
d) implement this strategy after discussing with and obtaining the support 

of development partners. 

National capacities, when they are fully developed and used make possible 
the local ownership of development programmes and promote the rational 
and efficient use of resources.  

To further the goals of local capacity building, the use of technical assis-
tance should be strictly limited to posts where such assistance is deemed ab-
solutely indispensable and should be done completely in accordance with 
its objectives, namely, the transfer of know-how over a clearly specified 
period of time. This way productivity gains and substantial savings will be 
made in the use of available financial and technical resources. Furthermore, 
a country that places its confidence in its own children and institutions and gives 
them the necessary responsibility is a country confident in itself. Such a country is a 
strong and credible partner capable of developing relations of confidence with the 
outside world for the mutual benefit of all the parties concerned. National capacity 
building is, therefore, likely to create a propitious environment (internal and 
external) for the achievement of sustainable economic and social 
development. 

In realising the centrality of capacity building for Africa’s development, 
the African Governors of the World Bank decided during the 1996 Annual 
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Meeting of the World Bank, to submit a Strategy and Action Programme for 
Capacity Building in Africa to the international community. In the report, they 
express their conviction that capacity building is the only way to reduce the 
dependence of their countries on external assistance. In this regard, actions 
at both national and international levels need to be taken to: 
a) rationalise and intensify local efforts at capacity building; 
b) modify the World Bank’s principles and procedures by integrating capac-

ity building into its practical operations; 
c) set up an international advisory group for capacity building in Africa 

with a view to creating the necessary synergy between national and 
international action plans; and 

d) create a capacity building trust fund to serve as a catalyst in the mobilisa-
tion of external financing for national capacity building activities. 

It is gratifying to note that their proposals received the support of the new 
President of the World Bank. 

Table 1: Africa South of the Sahara1 

Average Annual Growth Rate 1975–1984 1985–1989 1990–AR2 
Gross Domestic Product    
In real terms 2.9 2.6 1.1 
Public Aid to Development3 
Total 5.7 8.6 2.7 
Annual Average 
Percentage of GDP 6.0 8.9 12.7 
Percentage of Gross    
Domestic Investment 30.0 51.3 70.2 
Per Capita    
(in dollars, current prices) 20 33 12 
Average Annual Growth Rate  1985–1994 
Gross Domestic Product 
Per Capita - 1.5 

Source: World Bank, African Development Indicators 1996. 

                                                
1 Excluding South Africa and Nigeria. 
2 The most recent data available. 
3 Public Aid to Development on a net base. 
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Opening Statement by Mats Karlsson,  
State Secretary, Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Sweden 

Allow me to welcome you here on behalf of the Swedish Government. It is 
with no small degree of excitement that I look forward to our two days of 
discussions.  

We all share years of discussing the conditio Africana. I hope we will not 
repeat here debates which we have gone through many times, but try to 
focus on the real choices that the people of the continent—and their partners 
outside it—face. Let us speak clearly and say what we mean. I believe we 
are all acutely aware of what is at stake. So let me immediately turn to the 
substance. 

The liberation of any person must be his and her own act. I do not hesi-
tate to use a Marxian turn of phrase to start off with. In the language of dia-
lectics we can say: Africans must again become the subject of their own des-
tiny, no longer the object of someone else’s design.  

Not a new perspective to you who are here, but nonetheless of singular 
importance. If we are talking about African choice and change, understand-
ing the need for that fundamental shift—Africa as subject, not as object—
logically precedes any policy recommendations and any modes of coopera-
tion. 

Cooperate we must. We have long passed any opportunity for the 
African subject to, as it were, develop on its own. Integration, and to some 
degree interdependence, have simply gone too far. The genie is out of the 
bottle. We are in the situation together—and we had better find a partner-
ship that works. 

Any opportunity to develop on its own basis was stolen from the 
Africans by slavery, and definitely through colonialism. I believe that 
history should not be swept under the carpet. If roots, going back a 
thousand years, are looked at when explaining European or East Asian 
history, how can we disregard that history when we try to understand the 
African situation today. 

A few years ago, when the deep malaise in African governance became 
topical—I suppose as a result of the end of the cold war—comments 
emerged in the West, that can best be described as colonial nostalgia. Not 
only is that kind of attitude immoral, but it will lead to self-defeating poli-
cies. The fact that such attitudes could emerge in otherwise respectable 
places shows that the understanding of the real issues is limited. 

In fact, the basis for cooperation that exists today, in e.g. consultative 
groups, the Lomé Convention etc., for all its well-meaning attempts, still has 
a flawed base. We have to renew that base, and finally rid ourselves of the 
post-colonial structures. 
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Whatever changes Africa’s partners need to undertake, it follows that the 
greatest burden in changing this dialectic falls on the Africans. They have to 
make the greatest changes, not only in transcending the memory and legacy 
of slavery and colonialism, and their latter day phenomena of apartheid and 
great power games but, more importantly, also from the structures and limi-
tations of the generation of the first African liberation. 

To be fair, I would like to and should pay tribute to that generation, 
many of whom are still contributing very constructively. My point is to look 
ahead—to the second liberation. A new generation demands liberation both 
from the dependency that has resulted from economic weakness and from 
the kleptocratic culture that in extreme cases has been the result of authori-
tarianism. 

In fact, I believe this to be happening. The past years have brought about 
a near revolution in both political and economic life. Certainly, this is not 
widely recognised outside Africa. And to the extent that it is recognised, it is 
not being responded to through new modes of cooperation. 

Look first at the economic change. Policy reform, structural adjustment, 
if you will, has managed to stop the precipitous fall in output, but per capita 
income is still barely growing. On present trends, the next generation will be 
hard put to achieve pre-independence levels of output—a monumental fail-
ure.  

We need growth of six per cent and above, sustained for decades, to 
really bring the economies over the threshold, to secure poverty eradication 
and to avoid permanent marginalisation of Africa in the global economy. 

We are not there yet, and we cannot be sure we are getting there. Clearly 
something is wrong. Something needs to be changed.  

The optimist will claim that the reforms are basically the right ones and 
that some countries are actually approaching such growth levels. With per-
sistence, growth is within reach—especially, if you really start to take the 
private sector and domestic resource mobilisation seriously.  

While I agree in principle with most of what is meant by structural ad-
justment, I believe one cannot avoid the conclusion that there is a basic flaw. 

This has also been recognised by the chief architect of the structural ad-
justment programmes, the World Bank, which—by the way—I believe also 
has been a major ally of Africa in the international economic system. The 
bank pioneered “governance”, “ownership” and today “capacity building” 
to get at the flaw. 

Six years ago, a handful of African countries had had multiparty elec-
tions. Today, over thirty have. Some have even passed through a second 
round of elections. Local elections are now moving into focus.  

Equally important, there is a new openness around, speaking and print-
ing, sometimes even broadcasting, the truth, or at least different opinions. 
There is an emerging civil society, increasingly sure of itself. Not surpris-
ingly, it is easy today to come across spontaneous and casual analysis on the 
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streets or in the villages, with insights that can match the sophistication of 
the documentation people like us usually use. My impression is: African 
society is acutely aware of its choices. 

But democracy is by no means assured. A backlash may hit countries 
further down the road to democracy than Nigeria was. There, the elections 
were simply stolen. Elsewhere, majority governments may impose their 
dominance, even with “free and fair” elections. And, as has been revealed, 
abysmal pitfalls undermine modern politics. Burundi’s 1993 elections were 
thought to be a model, as was Rwanda’s structural adjustment programme. 
Less dramatic—but serious as a test case for democracy and serious for a 
Southern Africa that has important regional aspirations—Zambia failed to 
secure a second election with full respect for the opposition. What will 
Kenya do later this year? 

So, seen from the basic form of democracy, we are far from establishing 
new politics. And if we look closer at other elements that form essential ele-
ments of the culture of democracy and the responsibility for the public 
good, we will have no difficulties pointing out persistent weaknesses. 

Yet, without a doubt, there is a new generation emerging. There is no 
turning back. The genie is out of the bottle. 

What will that generation make out of their choice? 
The choice, as I see it, is about whether or not Africa will be able to instill 

a culture of responsibility for the public good, or not.  
The choice is not between a defunct model or image of African socialism 

and an equally simplistic model of Western capitalism. 
The choice is not between a free and a non-free market. That choice has 

been made: I believe it indisputable that a free market gives more people 
more freedom, capacity and opportunity to create better lives for them-
selves, and implicitly for others, compared with a non-free market. The real 
issue lies elsewhere. 

The real choice is whether to develop, temper and sustain that free mar-
ket and give it a social and human-oriented character, or whether to let that 
market be captured by elites of various kinds, to protect their particular in-
terests.  

A social or a captured market economy. That is the question. 
“Captured” means what? 
It means that an economy that meets the minimal standards of being 

called a market, a free market in the non-definitional and non-utopian, 
everyday sense, can see its creative forces so harnessed by particular groups, 
that whether on moral or sustainability grounds, it is fundamentally flawed. 

A free market can be captured, through too little or too much regulation, 
by elites, old or new, political, economic or military, legal or illegal, through 
outright corruption or in more sophisticated ways, simply through well-
connected relations taking care of each other.  
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This choice is apparent in all countries undergoing extreme transition. In 
fact, I would like to call it a transformation issue, as it is more clearly linked 
to that second-stage reform, which appears after stabilisation, that is to say, 
when countries have got their macro-economics under control, escaped 
from the grips of tortuous stabilisation policies and regained the political 
freedom to choose the structural transformation policies and shape the 
societies they want to become. 

Africa is no different from other continents where we have extreme ver-
sions of captured market economies. We can see them in e.g. the feudal capi-
talism of Russia, the narco-economies of Latin America and clan-dominated 
circles in East Asia. The dichotomy between a social and a captured market 
economy is a useful tool in analysing the choices facing the European Union 
or the United States as well. But economies in extreme situations of trans-
formation face much greater risk. 

One question that may be put, is whether Africa is more vulnerable. 
Loyalties that stem from family, regional or ethnic ties are strong. The scope 
for non-price factors to influence demand and supply thus increases many 
times over. This is not just to be condemned. It is reality, with many societal 
institutions of value built in. That has to be kept in mind as we analyse why 
for example the supply-side response is weaker than expected to structural 
adjustment. 

Even if we look closer at some of the economies that are scoring high 
marks for their progress, it is not difficult to see that there are serious diffi-
culties. The price of bread may be free, but there may be only one producer 
per economic area. A simple case of protected monopoly? Well, yes, but the 
reasons why the monopoly is protected will vary, from coercion to simple 
village or wider power structure loyalty. Market entry is as important as 
free market pricing. 

This difficulty in the market economy has consequences for the competi-
tion in the political field. Even though the rules may be acceptable, there are 
x number of ways to stack the cards against the opposition. Especially in 
financing political parties and activity.  

Thus, if you capture the market, you can capture political power as well. 
And most of this is fully consistent with what is allowed for within the min-
imal rules of market and democratic reform. 

What then is the alternative—a social market economy? I would describe 
the difference as being twofold: 
– it tries to release the potential of all people, not just the few through 

socially oriented policies, and  
– it tries to build the institutions that secure the sustainability of both market 

and social order. 

Firstly, as regards the socially oriented policies that try to work against in-
equality, I find it very encouraging that so much research, not least by the 
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World Bank, has shown that countries with severe inequality also tend to 
have lower rates of growth and investment.  

Allow me to make ten one-liners on social and economic policy: 
1. Integrate social policy into overall policy. It is not an add-on. 
2. High rates of inflation hurt the poor more than the non-poor. 
3. The fiscal system must be developed and transparent; taxes must be effi-

cient and enforceable.  
4. Social policies must be affordable and adjustment-friendly, with good in-

centives for work and innovation, with strong emphasis on prevention.  
5. Better lifestyles, environment and work conditions mean lower costs for 

health care. 
6. Education should focus on broad coverage and innovative capabilites. 
7. The health system should basically be in public hands. That is good eco-

nomics. 
8. Gender equality and women’s rights and interests must be taken care of 

throughout the full range of policies. 
9. Target children. 
10. Most important: employment.  

No good social policy can make up for bad overall economic policy, in par-
ticular one that does not allow for the efficient use of the assets of the poor: 
labour and land. 

These choices are fully within the reach of domestic policy. 

Secondly, as regards institution building, it should now be abundantly clear 
how important this is to a functioning market economy. It is not just about 
the central bank and the finance ministry, but also about the trust needed to 
make village credit schemes work, and the “supply side” response appear.  

And it is about corruption. I hardly need to take your time to impress on 
you how badly it has hurt Africa. A freer market will remove many oppor-
tunities for rent-seekers to extract a fee. That is an obvious virtue. But a free 
market in itself is not enough. On the contrary, there exists ample scope for 
corrupt practices to live on within the framework of a more or less free mar-
ket. So you need a public policy against corruption. 

I do not believe captured markets can last. But they can last maybe a 
generation. You can get stuck in them. Eventually the supply side will dry 
out. But a generation is too long to wait. 

Achieving good public policy is a paramount task. It makes the market 
work better. Capital will work more efficiently. 

All this is to say that deepening the democratic culture in Africa is all-
important. Democracy in the long run rewards better those who take real 
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public responsibility, than those who give favours to the few. A social mar-
ket economy is the sustainable relationship between a free market and 
democracy. 

A lot of this is happening, even though we would want it to do so more 
quickly.  

Of course, I believe there is a role for cooperation. But the modalities 
have to change.  

We have to deal with aid dependency. Aid should be help for self-help. 
The goal is to achieve a state of self-sustained development where aid no 
longer plays a central role. If in 25 years there were to be no more aid, what 
must be done now? It is time to think seriously about a no-aid relationship. 
That focuses minds. Poverty itself does not lead to aid dependency. Weak 
politics do.  

So with the political changes in Africa, can we in fact hope to achieve 
new and sustainable modes of cooperation? I believe we can.  

After the “projects” generation of aid from the 60s on, and the “structural 
adjustment” generation of aid from the 80s, I believe that it might be possi-
ble to achieve a “partnership” generation of cooperation for development 
starting with the new century. 

There is no doubt in my mind that structural adjustment has brought 
about change in a positive, not exclusively positive but still positive, direc-
tion. I am not about to suggest that we throw the gains out the window. But 
to go deeper, we have to come away from the deeply flawed attitude that 
countries are like bankrupt companies that need to be put under receiver-
ship. African countries must free themselves of the bondage of receivership. 
It is inconsistent with democracy. Who wants a “choiceless” democracy?  

That is why I believe that we must move away from the format and lan-
guage of structural adjustment. In fact, I believe its deep impopularity has 
made it its own enemy, making it more difficult to achieve its aims. 

Partnership seems to be the word that best evokes the idea of what 
should replace it. The contractual relationship must be developed. And we 
need integration at three levels: 
– The village or community level: Micro-economic and micro-institutional 

issues need to be brought centrally into the economic reform concepts. 
– The national level: A qualitatively new coordination based on country 

leadership. Donors are probably the ones who will find that the most dif-
ficult. We must also come away from the stop-go trap, and the conditions 
galore that we suffer from now—even though, let us be clear, a contrac-
tual relation also implies conditions. The way ahead will be to reward 
performers. 

– The global level: We lack today a driving force for cohesion in multilateral 
policy, in norms-creation as well as in actions and operations, in all the 
different multilateral fora: the UN system, the IMF, the development 
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banks, WTO etc. With globalisation picking up speed, this is going to be-
come even more necessary. 

In fact, you might say that we now already face a choice on globalisation not 
dissimilar to the national choice: whether to see globalisation, that has so 
much opportunity to offer, captured by the interests of the few, or lead to a 
more social and democratic world.  

If the latter is to happen we are going to need a well-functioning instru-
ment to finance those common needs—in essence, an emerging global 
public sector. Today’s development cooperation is such a proto-system. But 
it needs to change fundamentally. 

The choice of Mr. Kofi Annan to lead the UN at this moment, after years 
of deadlock on reform, raises hopes. May I mention that today the five 
Nordic Governments, by the hand of the Norwegian Minister of 
International Development Cooperation in New York, are presenting to the 
new Secretary-General a comprehensive proposal on steps to take to enable 
the UN to fulfil its economic and social mandate. 

If we do not use the opportunities to renew multilateralism, we may well 
go down a vicious spiral—something which humans have proven so 
capable of doing. And then none of us stands a chance in the long run. 

To conclude: turning the tables on the ruling implicit subject-object 
paradigm of today’s aid and achieving a real partnership is all-important.  

The project “Partnership Africa” is the Swedish Government’s attempt to 
make explicit to itself and our people what we would like to see happen. In 
a year’s time we hope to have Parliament’s approval for a renewed policy, 
to take to the UN, the World Bank, the European Union and other fora, but 
of course in the first instance directly to our cooperation in the broadest 
sense with African nations.  

We are very proud and privileged in the process to have the opportunity 
to link in with so many African researchers. There will be a major 
conference in Stockholm in June. But early on the idea came up to organise 
this joint seminar with the ADB African Development Institute and the 
Nordic Africa Institute—to both of whom I am very grateful for organising 
this event. I must say, it felt very natural to do this together with the ADB, 
which is really proving that renewal is possible.  

I am truly excited by the prospects of two days of honest discussions. 
Yesterday, a letter arrived, “Letter to Sweden from Africa”, it says. And it 
starts “My dear little brother Sweden, Thank you for your very caring mes-
sage. I have been told that after years of helping me out, you are reviewing 
your policies. I appreciate this very much”. The tone almost says it all. 
Please read it. 

Thank you for coming! 
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