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Introduction		

As Africa enters the 21st century, it faces mounting challenges as well as new opportunities. 
Unlike the in 1980s and the 1990s, however, the conditions for Africa’s sustained growth and 
development are much more favourable today than ever before for four mutually reinforc-
ing reasons. First, despite the social cost of  implementing harsh economic reform measures 
since the early 1980s, many African countries have put in place appropriate macroeconomic, 
structural and social policies, which have contributed to improved GDP growth rates and 
some progress towards meeting the Millennium Development Goals. Overall GDP growth 
rate has averaged in excess of  4.5 percent annually since the mid-1990s. Some of  the fast-
est growing African economies are on course to meet the income poverty target of  halving 
poverty by 2015.

Second, there is greater consensus among Africans now than ever before on what needs 
to be done to accelerate growth, reduce poverty and promote sustainable development in 
Africa. Regional initiatives under the African Union (AU) and the New Partnership for Afri-
can Development (NEPAD) are allowing African countries to improve governance; assume 
leadership and accountability for their development; increase trade within Africa and the 
world; and enhance the provision of  regional public goods such as cross-country transpor-
tation and electricity pooling. Most significantly, these initiatives have resulted in a decline 
in the number of  civil conflicts over the last four years from 16 to 6, including progress on 
such protracted wars as those in Liberia, Sierra Leone and Angola. The African Peer Review 
Mechanism, under which a country puts itself  up for scrutiny by its peers to help identify its 
weaknesses and the actions required to correct them underscores the push for accountability 
in economic and political governance also fueled by an invigorated civil society. So far, more 
than 25 countries have voluntarily signed up for the NEPAD African Peer Review Mecha-
nism (APRM) and the process has begun with a number of  reviews. Moreover, there are 
encouraging signs that the African Union (AU) and regional bodies are playing an important 
role in dealing with potentially disruptive national crises, as in the Sudan and Somalia.

Third, while Africa itself  deserves the credit for much of  what has been achieved, the 
response of  its international partners has been valuable and enhances the prospects for sus-
taining the progress made so far. In 2005, the international community agreed to double as-
sistance to Africa and to cancel the debt of  14 low income African countries, and the success 
of  the ongoing Doha trade negotiations will be determined in large part by breakthroughs 
on the issues of  particular concern to African countries – the elimination of  trade-distorting 
subsidies in agriculture and the lowering of  tariffs and non-tariff  barriers for African prod-
ucts. In this context, the Commission for Africa made a compelling case for a “big push” on 
many fronts to address the interlocking problems standing in the way for successful develop-
ment to occur in Africa.

Fourth, Africa is already benefiting from an Asia-driven (China in particular) commodity 
boom and increased investment in infrastructure and the extractive industry sector, followed 
by investment from India and other East Asian economic powers. Exports are booming and 
consumer imports more affordable. Net exports of  crude oil, wood and precious stones have 
benefited from strong Asian demand. Financial flows are on the rise as well. China, in partic-
ular, has become a large provider of  infrastructure loans. Clearly, the rise of  the Asian giants, 
which is likely to be long term, requires that African countries devise innovative responses 



Fantu Cheru

6

to the challenges and opportunities it represents. Many questions remain unanswered: How 
best can Africa benefit from the rise of  the Asian giants? What are the risks in economic 
diversification and transformation? How can these risks be contained?

The strategic challenge: Overcoming embedded dysfunction
While there is good reason to be optimistic about the future of  the continent, there are still 
important challenges. The most pressing issue, one that should be on top of  the political 
agenda, is how to tackle the widespread poverty and human deprivation. Africa has the world’s 
highest proportion of  poor people (46 percent of  the population), and is home to more than 
30 percent of  the world’s poor. The challenge is huge since poverty is multi-dimensional and 
requires actions and resources on all fronts.

Vulnerability to hunger remains pervasive.•	
Infant and maternal mortality rates, though declining, still remain very high. Many •	
die from simple preventable diseases, such as cholera and diarrhoea. In many places, 
mortality rates can be cut drastically by simply making it easy for people to have ac-
cess to clean drinking water.
Despite considerable progress since the 1960s, 50% of  the people in sub-Saharan •	
Africa do not have access to adequate health care. The average expenditure on the 
health sector rarely exceeds about 5% of  GDP.
Health is also affected by lack of  access to clean drinking water and adequate sanita-•	
tion services. One out of  four Africans has access to clean water. The coverage for 
sanitation is the lowest in the world, with dire consequences for public health, par-
ticularly in the crowded slums of  African cities.
Moreover, the HIV/AIDS pandemic remains the greatest threat to African develop-•	
ment. The disruptive effects of  the epidemic are myriad. The AIDS pandemic is 
already measurably eroding economic development, educational attainment and child 
survival – all key measures of  national health – in much of  Africa.
Demand for education at all levels is outstripping the supply of  educational facilities •	
and resources; spending on education remains low, about an average of  USD 25 per an-
num per person. The female participation rate in schooling remains depressingly low. 

Official statistics do not adequately capture the scale of  human deprivation in Africa. Even 
the progress towards the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by the best performing 
countries remains modest at best, and the majority of  countries on present trends will take 
several decades to meet most of  the goals. Economic development and strengthening democratic 
governance must, therefore, top the political agenda if the continent is to reverse the scale of human 
deprivation and ecological decline. 

Indeed, the reasons for the slow rate of  economic and social progress are many. One key 
factor has been the persistent decline in agricultural productivity. Agriculture, the backbone 
of  African economies, has done comparatively worse than other sectors. Unlike East Asia, 
there has been no green revolution in African agriculture and the continent is the only region 
in the world where per capita food self-sufficiency has declined significantly. The poor per-
formance in agriculture is largely due to the pervasive and significant taxation of  agriculture 
in most countries, combined with the crowding out of  private investment and production 
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activities through restrictions on market entry and controlled input and commodity pricing. 
This is in sharp contrast to East Asia where agrarian reform was the major means of  redis-
tributing wealth and income, thereby increasing purchasing power and generating high levels 
of  economic growth. Agricultural transformation in turn served as the basis for industrial-
ization, paving the way for a more diversified economic base to emerge.

Compounding the decline in agricultural productivity is the threat posed by climate 
change. Even though Africa has done little to contribute to climate change, it is one region 
in the world that will be hit hard. With climate change, the seasonal prediction of  rainfall 
has become obsolete, as precipitation patterns have changed completely and become erratic. 
Water scarcity, land degradation and deforestation, which were already severe, are getting 
worse and the capacity of  national governments to put in place adaptation measures, such 
as renewable energy technologies and measures to curb deforestation, soil erosion and im-
proper use of  water sources, remain weak, if  not non-existent.1 These climatic changes have 
brought far-reaching effects for the people as livelihood practices, such as pastoralism and 
subsistence farming – already affected by poor government policies, are severely threatened 
and are on the verge of  collapse. 

Expanding opportunities for gainful employment remains a critical challenge in Africa where 
more than fifty percent of  the population is under the age of  twenty. Across the continent 
high rates of  unemployment, particularly among the youth, who are often poorly educated, 
are not only a major challenge for economic policy makers but have long-term consequences 
for aggravating inter-generational transmission of  downward poverty spirals. Lack of  acces-
sibility and mobility for the majority widens the development gap between the haves and the 
have-nots and leads to declining opportunity in the social, economic and political spheres. 
Growing social polarization, therefore, leads to a loss of  faith in the system, and conse-
quently to conflict, criminality, anarchy, looting and self-destruction.

The combined effect of  poor economic performance, declining soil fertility and eco-
logical collapse of  the productive base, and high population growth create the conditions 
for mass migration, which is already having a major impact on national, regional and global 
politics and social policy. With declining opportunities for employment and other means to 
get out of  poverty, both educated and unskilled Africans are voting with their feet. Although 
much of  the migration debate centres on South-North migration (i.e. to Europe), a high 
proportion of  African migration is inter-regional, given the porous nature of  African bor-
ders. This inter-regional migration can put major stress on the resources of  host countries 
who themselves are equally poor. This is particularly the case in sub-regions of  Africa that 
contribute to refugee generating because of  internal conflict. In addition to becoming direct 
actors in these regionalised civil wars, neighbouring states are also involved as hosts to large 
numbers of  forcibly displaced migrants fleeing a complex humanitarian emergency.

One particular aspect of  this mass migration with severe consequences for Africa’s long-
term development is the problem of  brain drain. It is estimated that as many as 100,000 highly 
educated Africans leave the continent each year. The loss of  skilled people will continue to 
affect the functioning of  the institutions of  higher learning, health systems, industry and enter-
prises. It creates in tertiary institutions a huge vacuum through the lack of  experienced leaders 
for the development and training of  younger cohorts. This is particularly most acute in the de-
parture of  health professionals – nurses and doctors – and this has a crippling effect on health 

1.  Holmberg, 2007.
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services.2 It is a cruel irony that, sub-Saharan Africa – one of  the poorest region in the world, 
pays the price of  producing human capital for use by richer countries while its own develop-
ment goals are severely constrained by the outflow of  scare skilled manpower.3

Poor economic performance is also partly attributed to the pervasive democratic deficit that 
characterizes much of  Africa. Post-independence African governments have failed to cre-
ate the necessary ‘enabling environment’ for sustained and inclusive development to take 
place. The task was made even more difficult by the post-independence international politi-
cal environment, in the context of  the Cold War that restricted African choices for ‘political 
manoeuvre’. With the end of  the Cold War, however, a new momentum was created that 
opened up avenues for democratic expression in Africa. While democracy as an idea has 
triumphed in much of  the continent since 1990, in practice it is in profound trouble. All too 
often, elections deteriorate to the formal legitimation of  autocratic rule and diminish the role 
of  civil society. Instead of  being liberating, multiparty systems might lead to new forms of  
old hierarchies. Political leaders seek to pursue power and profit by patterns of  bargaining, 
manipulation, and deceit. This does not build local capacity or national purpose. While mul-
tiparty elections and universal suffrage are important formal criteria, they are by no means 
sufficient to judge the democratic qualities of  a society. In impoverished societies such as 
in Africa, democracy must go beyond free expression and inclusion of  diverse groups in 
national politics. There must be an organic link between political freedom and freedom from 
hunger, ignorance, and diseases. 

Finally, Africa’s development has been held back by the lack of  significant progress in 
promoting gender equality. Although women make up the majority of  the rural poor, their 
contribution to the household as well as to the society in general is rarely recognized. Women 
produce the bulk of  food and constitute 60–80 percent of  the agricultural work force. Yet, 
women are often economically, socially and politically marginalized. For democracy to suc-
ceed in Africa, there must be a firm commitment to a full constitutional guarantee for women 
to obtain the rights of  access to land, education, control of  resources and decision-making.

In the pages that follow, the key priority areas of  research at the Nordic Africa Institute 
for the coming five years are discussed briefly. In reshaping the research agenda on Africa, 
there is recognition that a comprehensive and multidisciplinary approach is needed to tackle 
the interlocking problems impending Africa’s growth and development.

2.  Adepoju, 2007, p. 30.
3.  United Nations, 2006.
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1. Rural poverty, food insecurity and the struggle for resources		

Despite growing urbanization, the majority of  Africans remain either physically located in, 
or dependent on rural or agrarian environments under conditions of  severe or sustained 
vulnerability. The majority, almost 60 percent, of  the rural population have an income below 
the poverty line. While smallholders constitute 73 percent of  the rural population, a signifi-
cant percentage of  rural residents are landless farmers. In acknowledging this, a great deal of  
attention in development discourse and practice has been geared towards rural “poverty re-
duction”, with various poverty reduction strategies and the Millennium Development Goals 
being recent examples of  this global emphasis. 

An emphasis on peasants and peasant production, and on “customary” tenure relations 
and traditional authorities, has dominated perspectives on “rural Africa”. This has tended to 
mask, downplay or dichotomise more complex and varied dynamics, such as the mobility and 
links between rural and urban areas and processes of  social reproduction more generally. In 
this sense, notions of  the rural or agrarian in contemporary Africa (as well as elsewhere) need 
to incorporate a much more diverse and changing set of  interconnected conditions, relations 
and dynamics. It is necessary to guard against simplistic assumptions or narrow prescriptions 
that deepen economic impoverishment and social marginalisation or undermine environ-
mental sustainability. 

The changing role of agriculture
Agriculture (encompassing crops, livestock and fisheries) plays a key if  complex role in the 
lives and livelihood generation of  Africans across the continent, and continues to be criti-
cal to national development despite evidence of  massive flight from the countryside and 
the failure of  most rural development policies to stem this trend. As such, “it is pertinent 
to explore what the current role of  agriculture and rural development in African national 
economies is and its potential for improving material standards of  living and life chances. In 
other words, it is time to ask if  agriculture spells welfare enhancement or decline for Africa’s 
rural dwellers”.4 

At the moment, agriculture accounts for about 35% of  sub-Saharan Africa’s GDP and 
70% of  employment, and 40% of  exports (World Bank 2008). There are at least three differ-
ent types or scales of  agriculture occurring and each requires or generates its own kinds of  
policies, politics and production and reproduction dynamics. There is large-scale commercial 
agriculture, which predominates in mainly former settler colonies; small-scale production for 
markets; and subsistence farming, undertaken mostly for home consumption. Despite the 
distinctions between scales, types and locations of  farming, often associated with different 
kinds of  administrative/tenure arenas, they are all somehow linked to one another histori-
cally, economically, socially and politically. 

4.  Havnevik et al., 2007.
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The scale and nature of rural poverty in Africa                  						          
		  Million
Total rural population	 337
Total rural population below the poverty line	 204	
Percent of rural population below the poverty line 	 60	
Percentage of rural populations that are:
	 -Smallholder farmers	 73	
	 -Landless	 11	
	 -Nomadic /pastoralists	 13	
	 -Ethnic / indigenous	 0.9	
	 -Small /artisanal fishers	 3	
	 -Internally displaced /refugees	 6	
Households headed by women as percentage of rural households	 31	
Source: FAO, State of World Rural Poverty

With regard to large-scale commercial farming where it exists (mainly in southern and parts 
of  East Africa), this has largely emerged historically out of  colonial dispossession of  the best 
agro-ecological lands, and evolved through forms of  coerced labour and long-term prefer-
ences and privileges for minority commercial farmers, while “under-developing” African 
farming on marginal lands. At the same time, it has been a key source of  employment (albeit 
at extremely low wage levels) for many (often migrants) without either land or resources to 
cultivate. Nonetheless, in most parts of  Africa, agriculture is still dominated by small-holder 
production regimes which are largely characterised by the significant role played by women 
and unequal gender relations, a mixed focus on subsistence production as well as small sur-
pluses for exchange, generally low levels of  productivity and high levels of  poverty, and 
deepening environmental and natural resource degradation. 

What are the constraints to agricultural productivity in Africa?
Despite the significant role of  agriculture in national development, however, African govern-
ments have consistently failed to create the proper conditions for an agricultural revolution, 
which would propel the process of  industrialization and social development in the continent. 
If  Africa is to feed itself, reduce poverty, and become competitive in world markets, govern-
ment policies must undergo fundamental change.

In evaluating the literature on rural development in Africa, one is struck by the almost 
unanimous conclusion that rural development has frequently fallen victim to a ‘lack of  politi-
cal will’. One main reason for this is that rural development, whose time frame is long (a gen-
eration or more) has been crowded out of  the national agenda by other priorities – national 
security, import-substitution industrialization and so on – considered by central government 
authorities to be more pressing. There are also external factors – i.e. the structure of  the 
world economy – that work against the interest of  African farmers.

Domestic policy factors
The key deficiencies in public policy, which limit the capacity of  peasants to escape the trap 
of  poverty and under-production, include:
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• Land scarcity, insecure tenure and landlessness
Perhaps the most important non-technical issue constraining agriculture in Africa is limited 
access to land and insecure tenure. The traditional communal land ownership system has 
given way to individualized private ownership. Land survey departments have come into the 
picture and the registration of  land on an individual basis is spreading. The emergence of  
new property systems and markets affects social and cultural meanings and dynamics in the 
long term. With growing pressures towards modernisation, commercialisation, and formali-
sation, a growing number of  peasants are being driven away from their means of  existence 
as land grabbing by powerful forces intensifies. 

Another crucial issue related to agrarian change, and shifting property and resource re-
lations, concerns the existence of  adequate democratic conditions that may combine the 
potential for rural material and economic surplus generation with meaningful social and 
cultural change. In this context, the question is which social forces or actors have authority 
and capacity to identify and promote change in a positive direction. In imagining “rural” and 
“agrarian” environments and attempting to understand how they get reshaped, it is impor-
tant to consider how people organize to change the conditions of  their lives. As such, one 
might do well to question, “How decisions are made and contested over who is able to access 
land-based resources” in such settings and “Whose claims are recognized, by whom, on what 
grounds, and where, is of  vital importance in the study of  African countryside.”5

• Inadequate support services and infrastructure
Productivity decline in African agriculture is largely attributed to the lack of  support services 
and infrastructure. Inadequate training, lack of  improved seed, fertilizers and other inputs, 
and inadequate marketing outlets due to poor roads and transportation have all had a nega-
tive impact on the productivity of  peasant farmers. Efforts to modernize agriculture have 
been highly selective in that they have focused on high-potential areas with higher and more 
reliable rainfall as opposed to lower-potential areas; and on farmers with more resources, the 
so-called progressive farmers and commercial farmers. 

There has also been insufficient attention to technological modernization. There has 
been little effort to link national technology policy to meeting the needs of  the agricultural 
sector, with a clear focus on supplying intermediate technologies and basic inputs, as the 
Asian NICs did in the early phase of  their development. Investment in research and devel-
opment has been neglected. Whatever little technological modernization has taken place is 
exclusively limited to large commercial agricultural estates, and the technology used there is 
exclusively imported from outside.

• Inadequate marketing, storage and transport
Agricultural productivity is also affected by the lack of  efficient transport and communica-
tion systems and diverse marketing channels. The isolation of  African farmers from major 
domestic and global markets retards agricultural development by increasing transport costs, 
inhibiting technological adoption, raising the cost of  agricultural and social services, and 
suppressing competitive product, factor and credit markets. Moreover, state monopoly of  
marketing channels limits the ability of  farmers to get premium prices for their products, 
thus creating disincentives for maximum production. 

5.  Rutherford, 2007.
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An additional constraint has been the lack of  proper storage facilities. Although the 
situation varies from region to region, small farmers end up losing a significant amount of  
harvested crops to pests. Research in and demonstration of  alternative and cost-effective 
methods of  storage are in short supply.

• Gender disparities in rural development
Rural women play a significant role in agricultural production in Africa. They provide the bulk of  
labour for planting, weeding, winnowing, storage and marketing. Yet they remain invisible to play 
makers and extension advisors. They lack access to productive assets, particularly land. The custom-
ary systems typically prohibit women’s direct access to land, either by ownership or inheritance. 
Efforts to reform these laws have been made at the margin, leaving untouchable the customary pro-
hibitions (Butwega, 1991). Even when women have access to land, much discrimination is observed 
in the provision of  agricultural education, training, extension, and credit. Programmes to increase 
food production in Africa must, therefore, reach women if  they are to succeed.

• Excessive rent seeking by the state
Excessive state interference and the maintenance of  inappropriate macroeconomic and trade 
policies have been at the core of  the productivity decline in African agriculture. Overvalued 
currencies, restrictive exchange rate regulation, and high taxes have historically adversely 
affected rural economies, undermining productivity at the farm level. Excessive rent seek-
ing by the state further compounds the problem as transaction costs for farmers far exceed 
their investments. At the centre of  this process are the marketing boards that are considered 
symbols of  exploitation. Prices paid to farmers for food crops are kept artificially low, thus 
providing cheap food to people in the cities (Bates, 1981; World Bank, 1981).

Declining agricultural output in Africa is, therefore, part of  a wider pattern whereby Afri-
can governments, regardless of  their ideological persuasion, have consistently failed to recog-
nize the role of  small farmers when setting their development priorities. Government invest-
ment strategies across the continent have tended to favour projects in urban areas or in highly 
mechanized export agriculture. The needs of  the majority of  subsistence farmers are rarely ad-
dressed. It is therefore not surprising that many farmers have “voted with their feet” by increas-
ingly engaging in non-agricultural livelihoods or migrating to urban areas, or engaging in other 
forms of  “de-peasantisation” or “de-agrarianisation”.6 There exists a paradox of  decreasing 
returns from farming and increasing “de-agrariansiation” on the one hand, alongside intensi-
fied struggles over land on the other. This latter situation raises critical issues about the multiple 
material and symbolic qualities of  “land” beyond its agricultural or productive potential, which 
connects with interweaving questions of  identity, belonging and citizenship for both rural and 
urban Africans under conditions of  growing insecurity and uncertainty. All of  the above has 
great relevance for how land and agrarian reforms need to be conceptualised.

External constraints
• Unfavourable global market
A majority of  African countries are commodity-dependent, in that 50% or more of  their ex-
ports are composed of  non-oil commodities and most of  these are agricultural commodities. 
Firstly this makes these countries highly vulnerable in relation to changing world markets in 
6.  De-agrarianization is defined by Bryceson (2002) as “a long-term process of  occupational adjustment, income-earning reorienta-
tion, social identification and spatial relocation of  rural dwellers away from strictly agricultural-based modes of  livelihood.”
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which agro-commodity prices, especially for “tropical” commodities, have been systemati-
cally declining in recent decades. Under increasingly polarised global commodity conditions, 
the share of  African countries in world commodity trade is declining, alongside their capacity 
to diversify into higher value commodities or manufacturing.

The persistent decline of  commodity prices, despite rapid expansion in production, is 
influenced by many factors. Many primary resource products are facing mounting competi-
tion from substitutes such as synthetics for cotton, aluminium for copper, and sugar beet 
and corn syrup for cane sugar. Secondly, in the cases of  meats, grains, sugar, oilseeds and 
cotton, the developed countries (i.e. the EU Common Agricultural Policy) have stimulated 
over-supply as a result of  their own domestic subsidy systems. This in turn contributes to 
global oversupply and declining prices. Notwithstanding this decline in commodity prices, 
however, African economies have not made the necessary switch from reliance upon primary 
export commodities.

In the final analysis, the combination of  internal processes of  agrarian change as well 
as global dynamics of  integration and economic liberalisation means that rural forms of  
production and reproduction are gradually developing in novel directions. These processes 
may accelerate if  recent suggestions to grow export crops for bio-fuels are implemented. In 
addition, new “agrarian actors” are entering the scene, such as urban-based elites investing in 
rural land. All this makes it especially important to root an understanding of  dynamic rural 
environments and agrarian change in historically grounded and spatially specific research.

Transforming African agriculture: The way forward
The majority of  Africans remain either physically located in, or dependent on, rural or agrar-
ian environments. Nevertheless the old rural/urban dichotomy is becoming increasingly ir-
relevant. A focus on links and mobility between rural and urban areas is needed. Also current 
processes of  change create new dynamics of  exclusion and belonging. Increased resource 
competition creates new contestations between men and women and between young and 
old, utilizing frictions and fissures between customary and statutory laws, and between infor-
mal and formalised logics. 

Understandings of  resource and property regimes have so far led to several different 
kinds of  responses to lessen or alleviate conflicts. These responses include community-based 
initiatives, as well as local and state co-management of  forests, game reserves, and national 
parks. However, options for resolving resource conflicts or lessening competition in sustain-
able ways require an appreciation of  the co-existence of  multiple authorities within rural 
settings. In light of  this, it is necessary to acknowledge and maintain alternative spaces and 
opportunities for rural producers to voice their interests and needs from below. 

Indeed, the priority task of  agricultural revolution is obviously complex and multifaceted. 
At the minimum, it requires the presence of  a strong and effective “enabling state”, with the 
capacity to respond effectively to the demands of  rural producers. While the state in Africa 
has been part of  the problem, it would be a mistake to underestimate its critical role in any 
effective rural development strategy. The crucial challenge is how to dismantle the “disabling 
state’ and replace it with ‘a state, which is not only protector and supporter, but also enabler 
and liberator” (Chambers, 1991:20). As experience from East Asia has shown, the state must 
play an active and supporting role by investing in agricultural research, extension, transport 
and communications and storage facilities which are essential factors for raising productiv-
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ity and increasing income for the poor. Government guaranteed prices and security of  land 
tenure in particular are the most effective incentives.

Finally, despite the unwarranted assumption that the continent’s destiny is necessarily 
rooted in peasant agriculture, the population is actually becoming less agrarian in nature for 
many reasons (Bryceson, 2002). Environmental degradation and a real threat from climate 
change are major driving forces in this process besides other reasons. Therefore, greater 
attention must be given to generating and expanding employment in non-agricultural sectors 
through diversification of  the rural economy. This is arguably an even greater challenge for 
development than the technical rehabilitation of  agriculture itself. At the centre of  rural 
diversification is rural industrialization. Public policy should be reoriented to provide incen-
tives for the establishment of  small and medium-scale rural industries to serve the needs of  
rural people for services, capital goods, agricultural inputs and agricultural processing, as 
well as basic consumer goods. These activities, while providing gainful employment, would 
strengthen the internal working of  the national economy by stimulating production and con-
sumption of  local goods and services.
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2. The urban challenge in Africa		

Introduction
Like many other regions in the world, sub-Saharan Africa is confronted with the challenge 
of  rapid urbanization in the context of  economic stagnation, poor governance, decrepit 
urban infrastructure and weak public institutions. By the year 2010, it is estimated that ap-
proximately 55% of  Africans will be residing in cities (UNDP, 1991:1). This rapid urban 
growth has brought with it a host of  problems, including unemployment and underemploy-
ment, a burgeoning informal sector, deteriorating infrastructure and service delivery capacity, 
overcrowding, environmental degradation, and an acute housing shortage. The rapid expan-
sion in urban population has occurred without the needed expansion in basic services and 
a dynamic urban economy capable of  producing adequate employment opportunities. The 
problem is compounded by weak urban government structures with very limited capacity to 
stimulate economic growth, mobilize resources and provide the most basic services. 

 Despite these alarming trends, there is a persistent tendency by development planners 
to focus solely on rural poverty. Policy makers have tended to equate urban life with a small 
group of  national elites who govern the country. In his persuasive book from 1977, Why Poor 
People Stay Poor: Urban Bias in World Development, Michael Lipton argued that to invest in 
urban areas is to undermine rural development, the mainstay of  many developing countries 
(Lipton, 1977). This argument has helped shape the anti-urban bias in African development 
strategies, which continues today. The result has been a neglect of  the particular problems of  
the majority of  urban dwellers, especially the poor who live in squatter settlements or slums 
(Lee-Smith and Stren, 1991:23–36). 

 The anti-urban bias goes against the prevailing view that sees urbanization as a progres-
sive process and as one of  the key forces underlying technological innovation, economic 
development and socio-political change. Urbanization has been found to have positive im-
pacts on fertility, mortality and other demographic trends. The current resurgence of  interest 
in and attention to urban management, and the view that cities are the engines of  national 
economic growth and development in general, is in part, based on this pro-urban perspec-
tive. This is particularly true today in a knowledge-intensive globalizing economy where cities 
have played a central role as agents of  innovation diffusion and socio-economic transforma-
tion.

This report attempts to highlight the key issues in African urban dynamics that require 
urgent action by researchers and policymakers in order to institute innovative interventions 
by national governments and local authorities if  African urban centres are to become a lo-
comotive for growth.

Key Dimensions of the Urban Crisis in Africa
Most cities in Africa are experiencing deepening and cumulative patterns of  inequality. These 
inequalities predate the current phase of  globalization, but are further reinforced by global-
ization processes of  the post-1980s. Increased competition among cities to attract capital 
and businesses for generating employment and sources of  tax revenues has led to widening 
inequalities between cities and social groups within cities (Hoogevelt, 1997). 

Since the early 1980s, large numbers of  African countries have had to implement market-
oriented economic and institutional reforms under the watchful eyes of  the IMF and the 
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World Bank. Public provision of  basic services – the hallmark of  the developmentalist theo-
ries of  the 1950s–1970s – has particularly been targeted for major restructuring, bringing it 
in line with a market-oriented approach. On the pretext of  increasing efficiency and reducing 
cost, such reforms were used to dismantle the historic construct of  the state as a developer 
(World Bank, 1993). Yet, the promised advantages of  economic restructuring – efficiency 
and cost reduction in the provisioning of  basic services – have not been borne out. Instead, 
poverty, mass unemployment, and inequality have mushroomed. These inequalities are mani-
fested in the following ways: 

Increased urban-rural imbalance 
There are sharp disparities between the urban and rural areas of  Africa. The rural areas 
have become marginalized from the mainstream of  national development. Low levels of  
agricultural production, the lack of  non-farm employment opportunities, and the absence 
of  vibrant small and medium-sized urban centres facilitating interaction between rural areas 
and major cities, and the disparities in the level of  services provided collectively accentuate 
the rural exodus to primate cities (Gilbert and Gugler, 1992:49–65). It is estimated that, by 
the year 2020, over 55 percent of  Africans will be living in cities (UN-Habitat, 2003). In-
creasingly, a large percentage of  migrants are youth, who often find themselves exposed to 
exploitation and abuse in their new environment. Only a small minority succeeds in finding 
gainful employment. Once migrants reach the city, however, they confront some of  the same 
conditions of  low productivity, joblessness, and poor income that they encountered in rural 
areas, now compounded by overcrowding, pollution, and other urban problems.

The most significant rural-urban imbalance can be seen in the disparities in the provision 
of  basic services. Access to basic services, infrastructure, education and health are unevenly 
distributed between capital cities and their rural hinterlands. For example, in 2002, 55 per-
cent of  urban residents had access to sanitation compared to 25 percent of  rural Africans. 
For drinking water, 39% of  urban households have water connection compared to 4 % of  
households in rural areas (UNICEF/WHO, 2004:310).

A striking difference between middle-income Asia (particularly the NICs) and Africa is 
that the engine of  agricultural production – the mainstay of  African economies – is sim-
ply not sufficiently powered to increase growth and employment. Besides excessive rent-
seeking, post-independent governments have failed to develop small market towns, with the 
transport-communication infrastructure, and appropriate political-administrative structures 
necessary to kick-start an agricultural revolution in Africa (Baker, 1992). Low agricultural 
productivity in turn leads to poor conditions of  life in rural areas, further compelling people 
to migrate to the cities. 

 
Growing poverty and inequality 
A large proportion of  Africans today live in absolute poverty. Increasingly, however, poverty 
is becoming an urban phenomenon and is growing rapidly (Satterthwaite, 1995:3–10; Sparr, 
1994; UN-Habitat, 2006). The causes of  urban poverty are interlinked, stemming from such 
factors as employment insecurity, sub-standard housing, poor health, low levels of  income 
generation, vulnerability to market shocks, and limited education (Becker, 1994; Amis, 1995; 
Moser, 1995; Wratten, 1995). Yet, until very recently, the scale and depth of  urban poverty 
were generally underestimated by governments and international agencies because of  their 
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preoccupation with defining poverty based on a ‘poverty line’ income, which tends to un-
derestimate the dimensions of  poverty. Poverty lines do not identify who is lacking adequate 
water and sanitation, or secure accommodation and health care.

Growing differences and competition, which are reflected in residential location, social 
mobility, and quality of  life all tend to increase segregation. This segregation manifests itself  
in the vast differences in the levels of  service infrastructure that is accessible to residents of  
poor neighbourhoods versus those of  the upper- to middle-income areas of  any city. The 
poor living in informal settlements typically lack access to municipal electricity, water, trans-
portation, sewage and garbage collection services (UN-Habitat, 2003:216). Drawing from 
the Johannesburg example, Beall writes “changing patterns of  residential polarization are 
increasingly associated with shifting trajectories of  economic development in the city, result-
ing in new geographies of  exclusion” (Beall, 2002:49). Social and spatial fragmentation of  
many African cities has socio-economic, environmental and political repercussions, includ-
ing rising violence, urban unrest, environmental degradation and underemployment, which 
threaten to diminish any gains income and poverty reduction. 

 The failure to address these problems at the municipal level frequently results in the ex-
acerbation of  intra-city tensions, community alienation, erosion of  social cohesiveness and 
overall demoralization. As both the physical and conceptual divisions between urban com-
munities become more acute, a concern for social cohesion and traditional community values 
is replaced by a narrow focus on overall economic growth. This orientation of  priorities 
ultimately reduces the capacity of  a municipal government to fully recognize and successfully 
address the diverse needs of  constituencies (Rees, 1999:22–52). 

Increasing informalization of the economy 
An important dimension of  change in urban Africa pertains to a deep transformation in 
the sphere of  employment and livelihood. As access to secure wage work opportunities 
declines in most countries in the region, the urban informal sector has become a powerful 
force for employment creation in virtually all African cities. Although reliable statistics are 
hard to come by, the proportion of  the urban labour force employed in the informal sec-
tor has increased dramatically since the economic crises of  the 1980s (ILO, 1973; Bromley, 
1978:1033–1039; de Soto, 1989). 

The urban poor are organizing themselves to meet their shelter needs, mobilize funds to 
build roads, clinics, and their own rotating credit systems to start up a whole range of  business-
es, including urban agriculture, in spite of  the fact that formal municipal regulations try to out-
law these activities. In many cities, the poor have begun to diversify their earnings by engaging 
in urban agriculture, defying restrictive land-use controls, and paving the way for more diverse 
use of  urban space; the spontaneous growth of  illegal settlements and of  petty commodity 
production; and the maintenance of  rural economic links and regional and cultural identities 
on the part of  urban migrants (Cheru, 1989; Jamal and Weeks, 1988:271–292). As a result, the 
economic and cultural differences between city and rural areas have become blurred (Vitkovic 
and Godin, 1998). Remittances are very important components of  many rural economies and 
household survival mechanisms, providing a critical source of  capital. Declining urban incomes 
and increases in poverty are beginning to have a significant impact on such flows and on rural 
change (Amis, 1995: 155). Through collective action, the losers in global restructuring attempt 
to rewrite the rules governing urban political economy in their favour.
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Proliferation of Slums
The growth of  slums in the last 15 years has been unprecedented. In 1990, there were 
nearly 715 million slum dwellers in the world. By 2000, the slum population had increased 
to 912 million and is approximately 998 million today. UN-Habitat estimates that if  current 
trends continue, it will reach 1.4 billion by 2020. One of  every three city dwellers lives in 
slum conditions; some slums become less visible or more integrated into the urban fabric as 
cities develop and income improves, while others become permanent features of  the urban 
landscape.

Sub-Saharan Africa hosts the largest proportion of  the urban population residing in 
slums (71.9 percent); 166 million out of  a total urban population of  231 million are classi-
fied as slum dwellers. The region has the second largest slum population in the world after 
South-Central Asia, which has 263 million, making up 58 percent of  the global urban popu-
lation (UN-Habitat, 2003). Slum life often entails enduring some of  the most intolerable 
housing conditions, which frequently include sharing toilets with hundreds of  people, living 
in overcrowded and insecure neighborhoods, and constantly facing the threat of  eviction. 
Slum dwellers are also more likely to contract water-borne diseases, such as cholera and ty-
phoid, as well as opportunistic ones that accompany HIV/AIDS. Slum life therefore places 
enormous social and psychological burdens on residents, which often leads to broken homes 
and social exclusion. 

Although there is a growing recognition worldwide of  the need to address the slum ques-
tion, as manifested in the recent United Nations Millennium Declaration (MDG 7, target 11 
– to improve the lives of  at least 100 million slum dwellers by 2020), there is still a general 
apathy and lack of  political will among governments to implement policies aimed at improv-
ing their living conditions. Without sustained political will and commitment by governments, 
it will be difficult to reduce the proliferation of  slums. Moreover, many past responses to 
the problem of  slums have been based on the erroneous belief  that provision of  improved 
housing and related services, through slum upgrading, and physical eradication will on their 
own, solve the problem. Solutions based on this premise have failed to address the underly-
ing causes of  slums, of  which poverty is the most significant. Policies should, instead, ad-
dress the issue of  the livelihoods of  slum dwellers and the urban poor in general. This means 
enabling urban informal activities to flourish, linking low-income housing development to 
income generation, and ensuring easy access to jobs through pro-poor transport and low-
income settlement location policies. 

Deficiencies in infrastructure and basic services 
As African cities have continued to grow in size, their declining economic situation has 
led to dramatic deterioration in the supply of  basic infrastructure and urban services. The 
breakdown in public transport service, refuse collection, road maintenance, drainage clean 
up, electricity and water connections, has in turn affected urban productivity as well as the 
well-being of  urban residents (Stren, 1989:36–37; Onibokun, 1989:68–111; Kuluba, 1989: 
203–245). The resources necessary for roads, sewers, water systems, schools and hospitals 
cannot keep up with the needs of  the growing urban population. This has spread existing 
services and infrastructure even more thinly. 

 The most visible manifestation of  the urban crisis in Africa is the lack of  access to basic 
water and sanitation for the poor. Despite the importance of  water and sanitation in the fight 
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against poverty, however, African governments have paid scant attention to the need to for-
mulate an appropriate framework to guide the water and sanitation sector and to accelerate 
investment in order to expand service delivery effectively and efficiently. Low cost water and 
sanitation receive only between 1% (sub-Saharan Africa) to 3% (Latin America and the Ca-
ribbean) of  government budgets (IMF/Paris21, 2000). Water and sanitation budgets, which 
normally fall under the environment ministry, struggle for allocations, especially where basic 
social services such as education and health are prioritized. With what little investment there 
is, the scope of  coverage and the efficiency of  the delivery mechanism have been far below 
what is adequate (Davis et al., 2003).

In addition to the urban water supply problem, provision of  adequate sanitation is per-
haps the most critical problem in many African cities. For example, over half  of  the house-
holds in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia had neither private nor shared toilet facilities in 1997, result-
ing in an indiscriminate use of  drains, open spaces and waterways where people also wash. 
Another 25 percent share pit latrines with other families (Yared, 1996). Emptying of  latrines 
is a problem in most towns due to the absence of  desludging vehicles (vacuum trucks). Addis 
Ababa’s first sanitary sewer system serves only the commercial areas and perhaps 15 percent 
of  the higher income population. Water-borne sanitation, however, will remain unaffordable 
to the vast majority of  households for many years to come.

As water scarcity became severe and the marginal cost for supplying rose steeply, national 
governments and municipalities increasingly turned away from public provision of  basic 
services in the 1980s. But, privatization has neither reduced costs nor expanded the coverage 
of  water supply to previously unserved communities (Jaglin, 2002:231–245). Indeed, higher 
costs to, and service cut-offs of, persons unable to pay higher rates have become more 
common. The emphasis on cost recovery has produced a situation whereby those who are 
too poor to pay are denied basic services. Furthermore, privatized monopolies are reluctant 
to apply cross-subsidies to meet the needs of  those residents who cannot pay the full cost 
for water supply (UN-Habitat, 2003: ch. 5). As a result, the urban poor are overexposed to 
environmental risks and life threatening diseases associated with inadequate water provision: 
diarrhoea, cholera and other water-borne diseases. 

Growing health and environmental crisis
In most African countries, the urban poor are over-exposed to environmental risk and life 
threatening diseases that are preventable. Existing environmental infrastructure is woefully 
inadequate for providing clean drinking water or hygienically treating household liquid and 
solid wastes, much less minimizing or treating hazardous and toxic industrial waste. Low 
income areas not serviced by access roads often wallow in pools of  open sewage, mountains 
of  stinking garbage since trucks cannot get there and drainage channels hardly exist (Cheru, 
1992). 

In cities and neighborhoods with inadequate provision of  water and sanitation, mortality 
rates are commonly 10 to 20 times higher than neighborhoods well served by piped water 
and sanitation (Pruss et al, 2002). The occurrence of  malaria and cholera, often associated 
with poor rural areas, has now become a common feature of  many urban centres in Africa. 
In the 1990s, for example, cities including Nairobi, Lusaka and Addis Ababa experienced 
outbreaks of  cholera, malaria and other communicable diseases due to poor water and sani-
tation services. The effects of  structural adjustment programmes in many African countries 
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have further accentuated the growing health and environmental crisis as public provision of  
essential services was replaced with private provision in the name of  efficiency and minimiz-
ing costs.

In addition to poor water and sanitation services, each day liquid waste (including toxic 
substances and industrial waste) is disposed of  using inadequate on-site methods. Airborne 
particulate readings in the developing world are often ten times higher than the peak levels 
allowed in the United States. This situation endangers the health and productivity of  the 
urban poor, especially women and children (World Commission on Environment and De-
velopment, 1987; Cairnacross et al., 1990; Levey, 1992:134–149). 

The resources that municipalities need to provide minimum acceptable levels of  basic 
services, maintain water supply systems and existing fleets of  garbage trucks are severely 
limited. This can be particularly severe when responsibility for water and sanitation service 
delivery is decentralized to local administrations without the corresponding devolution of  
financial authority. For instance, only 22 percent of  the solid waste in Dar es Salaam was 
collected in 1988 as a result of  the lack of  refuse trucks (Kulaba, 1989:236–237). In the late 
1980s, the municipality of  Addis Ababa, Ethiopia had as many as 40% of  the fleet of  gar-
bage trucks inactive at any given time for lack of  spare parts. 

 It is difficult to imagine how significant progress can be made for many of  the Millen-
nium Development Goals (MDGs) without first ensuring that poor households have a safe, 
reliable water supply and adequate sanitation facilities. This will require efforts from many 
parties. Much of  the workload rests on governments at local and national levels. But they 
are not alone. Civil society, the private sector and external donors will have roles to play. All 
of  these actors need to find new resources and improved ways of  working together (Global 
Water Partnerships, 2003).

 
Poor governance and weak municipal institutions 
Despite the growing economic importance of  the cities in national development, the policy 
and institutional framework for managing urban growth in many African countries remains 
weak or inhospitable. In addition to the persistence of  inappropriate macroeconomic poli-
cies at the national level, central government control of  national development policy has paid 
little attention to critical responsibilities of  local government institutions, such as operation 
and maintenance of  infrastructure, and the establishment of  an incentive and enabling legal 
environment for private economic actors to operate.

The problem of  central control has been compounded by weak capacity in municipalities 
to plan and manage urban development in a sustainable way. What passes for planning at the 
municipal level are rudimentary forms of  land-use, zoning, and licensing regulations, exclu-
sively concerned with limitations and regulations, instead of  enabling and empowering local 
communities (Bubba and Lamba, 1991:37–59). In many cities, current by-laws restrict a host 
of  economic activities because the activities are considered traditional, etc. Housing codes 
and zoning regulations – inherited from the colonial administration – outlaw certain types of  
housing and business activities (Lee-Smith and Stren, 1991:23–26). These legal and regula-
tory environments hamper the productivity and resourcefulness of  poor urban residents. As 
a result, the enormous economic potential of  African cities remains untapped. 
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Diminishing Municipal Revenue Base 

How can cities pay for and maintain infrastructure given that the benefits of infrastructure are 
long-term, fiscal pressures are frequently immediate, and the pressure of the local electoral cycle 
is short-term?

Like many US cities, urban areas in Africa suffer severe fiscal distress. This became obvious 
in the 1980s, characterized as the “decade of  adjustment”. Shrinking revenues were matched 
by expanding responsibilities. How to pay for new infrastructure investment, provide afford-
able services without fiscal distress, recover costs, and improve administrative efficiency are 
all daunting but not insurmountable challenges.

The fiscal crisis of  African cities is compounded by failure to solve the central govern-
ment-local government jurisdictional issue. Central governments have tended to institute and 
maintain significant financial, legal and regulatory controls, leaving little room for innovation 
by local authorities (Attahi, 1989:112–146; World Bank, 1991:25; Warah, 2000:8–9). Munici-
palities lack the the powers required for effective political and economic decision making, 
particularly in such critical areas as investment in urban infrastructure, service delivery, rev-
enue generation, and promoting urban economic development. Where central governments 
do not allow municipal authorities to tax or borrow, and yet hold them responsible for provi-
sion of  services, non-delivery is the end result. 

Lack of  municipal autonomy prevents local authorities from tapping into Foreign Direct 
Investment in the water and sanitation sector. While there has been a marked increase in the 
level of  Foreign Direct Investment in the water and sanitation sector over the past two de-
cades, it is unevenly distributed. Silva et al. show that, between 1990–1997, $24.9 billion was 
invested by the private sector in 97 water and sewerage projects in developing countries: East 
Asia ($11.9 billion); Europe and Central Asia ($1.5 billion); Latin America ($8.2 billion); and 
the Middle East ($3.2 billion). By contrast, sub-Saharan Africa received a paltry $37 million 
involving 8 projects (Silva et al., 1998). Empowering local authorities to run their own affairs 
can help unlock FDI in the water and sanitation sector. 

Finally, the financing gap in the water and sanitation sector is further hampered by the 
heavy debt burden that many African countries suffer from. The continued outflow of  badly 
needed resources in the form of  debt service payment undermines the capacity of  national 
countries to cope with the devastating health impact of  cholera, diarrohea and other com-
municable diseases that are so prevalent in crowded urban centres and slums. Full cancella-
tion of  poor countries’ debt could produce additional resources that can be directed toward 
improving water and sanitation delivery in the urban areas of  Africa.

 
Conclusion
The spatial and institutional patterns identified above in turn generate social polarization, 
between rich and poor, between urban and rural areas, and between different cities. In so-
cio-cultural terms, tensions also exist between poor and rich and between racial and ethnic 
groups. Local authorities are, therefore, being pressed from above by the invisible forces of  
globalization, and from below by social force that are losing out in the process of  market-
oriented economic reforms. Different cities and different communities within them are re-
sponding to the challenges posed by globalization in different ways. It is important to capture 
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alternative urban management practices in different cities around the world and testing their 
effectiveness in protecting promoting and fulfilling the right to adequate housing. 

In addition, spatial and social fragmentations have serious implications for urban growth 
and competitiveness (Halfani, 1989). The lack of  foreign investment, negligible involvement 
in international trade, and the steep decline in export revenues coupled with limited domestic 
savings and investments imply that the African region cannot share the same technological 
advances attained in the modern era which are mostly urban based. Ultimately, globalization 
ends up reinforcing the pre-existing process of  ‘urbanization without development’ whereby 
inequality and fragmentation continue to worsen, setting the stage for the breakdown of  the 
social order, and making African cities ungovernable.
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3. Conflict prevention and post-conflict transformation		

Introduction
The African continent has been a region where protracted conflicts have claimed the lives 
of  millions of  people over the past twenty-five years. While the roots to these conflicts 
date back to the colonial period, Africa’s longest and most deadly conflicts were fuelled by 
superpower rivalries. The most deadly conflicts, such as Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Angola 
have ended. But the legacies of  these conflicts are still being felt long after their termina-
tion. These conflicts continue to have far-reaching, long-term and varied effects for differ-
ent groups in Africa, not only in immediately neighbouring states but also in whole regions. 
More significant is the fact that violent conflict systematically diverts scarce national re-
sources from development, making the recovery stage much more difficult and challenging. 
These challenges include:

The challenge of reintegration of displaced persons after war
One of  the most visible effects of  war is mass displacement of  civilians. Over the past fif-
teen years, the African continent has hosted about half  of  the world’s displaced people. In 
2000, for example, one-fifth of  Africans lived in countries severely disrupted by wars or civil 
conflicts, and about 90 percent of  the casualties were civilians. There were more than 3 mil-
lion refugees and 16 million internally displaced persons (World Bank, 2000:15). Displace-
ment has been more common in the Horn of  Africa, Central Africa and West Africa. The 
internally displaced, who are much less visible than refugees who cross international borders, 
comprise between 15 to 20 million people. A worrisome and neglected feature of  this pattern 
is the unusually large proportion of  widows and orphans among the displaced.

Forced displacements resulting particularly from civil wars and other major conflicts and 
crises on the continent are altering the demographic, social, economic, political, cultural and 
environmental landscapes of  many regions. In the process, not only are resources – including 
bodies, goods, monies and politics – moving across borders (legally and illegally) but border 
zones themselves are also becoming key sites of  both tension and transformation 

While the economic costs of  displacement (as a result of  the abandonment of  produc-
tive activities) are difficult to calculate, the reintegration and resettlement of  millions of  
returnees and ex-combatants are complex and costly undertakings. Countries emerging from 
conflict, lacking the financial means and an effective institutional base, are not in a position 
to undertake the massive task of  rehabilitation and reconstruction on their own. 

Reactivating the economy and providing basic services
Civil wars not only result in the unprecedented loss of  civilian life, but wars also have long-
term consequences for development. Hospitals, schools, roads and infrastructures that take 
decades to build are wantonly destroyed. Food production and marketing systems are also a 
common casualty of  war. Some of  the most talented and skilled people are forced to flee to 
other countries. When the wars finally come to an end, resuming development and normal-
izing society becomes an even much greater challenge. As is often said, it is easy to destroy 
in one day what it has taken decades to build. The post-conflict reconstruction challenge is 
as equally difficult as it is to end the wars in the first place.
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Restoring the social fabric and basic institutions of the state
Physical disruption of  the habitat and displacement of  people often lead to partial or total 
disintegration of  social fabric based on family, clan or tribe. For centuries, these traditional 
structures have provided cultural roots, preserving Africa’s heritage. With the outbreak of  con-
flict, social structures and cultural norms are disrupted. With the demise of  traditional cultural 
structures as a result of  conflict, people become vulnerable to cultural ‘substitutes’ such as reli-
gious fanaticism, or political or tribal extremism. How to reconstitute community social capital 
is perhaps a bigger challenge than the reconstructing of  physical infrastructure. 

It is clear that once the war ends, re-establishing the development process at the level at-
tained before the commencement of  hostilities and building durable peace are very difficult, 
especially under conditions of  economic collapse and with a weak state without the neces-
sary institutions to quickly address the multiple challenges.

Understanding the roots of African conflicts
Understanding conflicts – their roots, practices and persistence – requires attention to a wide 
range of  historical, social, spatial, economic and political processes and dynamics, both local 
and trans-local. It is important that the complex causes of  violent conflict be understood 
so that policies aimed at ending such conflict and promoting peace can be appropriate and 
sustainable. In this regard, international actors need to be wary about promoting one-size-
fits-all solutions as quick exit strategies from post-conflict societies.

The legacy of the Cold War
Through much of  the Cold War period, military rule was the predominant form of  govern-
ment in Africa. Both East and West helped accelerate Africa’s militarization by supporting 
repressive military juntas in face of  widespread poverty, denial of  civil and political rights, 
and neglect of  infrastructure and social services. With the end of  the Cold War, however, 
two strikingly different realities appeared on the horizon. On the one hand, many long-run-
ning conflicts in the continent came to a close when guerrilla insurgents decisively defeated 
despotic regimes, as was the case in Eritrea and Ethiopia. On the other, the ethnic pieces put 
together by colonial glue and reinforced by the Old World Order, started to pull apart and 
began to reassert their autonomy in a handful of  African countries with no previous signs 
of  implosion. 

It is interesting to note that the worst humanitarian disasters in Africa occurred in coun-
tries where dictators played the Cold War game and crushed political dissent in their coun-
tries. Valuable American allies during the Cold War, such as Somalia, Liberia and Zaire, 
splintered along tribal and clan lines as competing warlords waged destructive warfare, which 
claimed the lives of  thousands of  innocent civilians, leaving properties and infrastructure 
destroyed on a massive scale (Human Rights Watch/Africa, 1997). The fall of  Siyadd Bare’s 
regime in January 1991 in Somalia, and the 1990 execution of  military leader Sergeant Samuel 
Doe in Liberia by militiamen from Charles Taylor’s National Patriotic Front of  Liberia, il-
lustrate this point. 

Regionalization of conflicts
What distinguishes the wars in Sierra Leone, Liberia and the Democratic Republic of  the 
Congo from other African wars in the past is that they all started out as local level conflicts, 
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but quickly engulfed whole regions and countries for many reasons. These include the in-
volvement of  neighbouring states in supporting one faction or the other in the conflict, the 
proliferation of  small arms and the mobility of  fighters in crossing borders, the artificiality 
of  the borders of  African states, the activities of  trans-global business interests that extract 
resources and trade in arms in conflict zones, and refugee movements across borders.

Examples of  regionalised conflicts include the “networked wars”7 of  the Mano River 
area of  West Africa, where the Liberian civil war that started in 1989 drew in neighbouring 
states through “informal trans-boundary networks”, contributing to the outbreak of  civil 
war in Sierra Leone in 1991 when rebels, supported by a Liberian rebel leader, invaded the 
country. Just as the conflicts in Liberia and Sierra Leone were nearing an end at the close of  
the 1990s, a coup – later followed by civil war – took place in Côte d’Ivoire in 2002, amid 
reports that some ex-combatants from Liberia and Sierra Leone had been involved in the 
fighting. The result of  this is that the countries in the region – Sierra Leone, Liberia, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau and Burkina Faso – have been adversely affected by the con-
flicts and have had to contend with serious security challenges. In the same way, the conflict 
in Nigeria’s oil-rich Niger Delta involving insurgent groups has had serious implications not 
only for the region but also for global energy security.

Similarly, the Great Lakes Region of  East and Central Africa was thrown into turmoil 
following the genocide in Rwanda in 1994 and the outbreak of  civil war in the Democratic 
Republic of  the Congo (DRC) in 1997, when Alliance of  Democratic Forces for the Libera-
tion of  Congo-Zaire (ADFL) forces backed by neighbouring Uganda and Rwanda invaded 
the country and seized power. The subsequent break-up of  the alliance led to the expulsion 
of  the erstwhile foreign allies, who then backed new rebel forces and commenced what was 
later described as “Africa’s first world war”,8 involving over seven rebel armies and the na-
tional armies from four other neighbouring states. 

The regionalisation of  civil wars in West, Central and East Africa has posed formidable 
challenges to regional security as well as global security. Given the trend towards the securi-
tization of  development, there is a need to re-think and re-focus international engagement 
with Africa in relation to conflict management and peace building. Central to this is the role 
of  regional organizations, particularly the African Union, civil society organisations and Af-
rican citizens themselves. 

International response to African conflict after 1989
Many western commentators were quick to point out that the crises in Rwanda, Somalia and 
Liberia were nothing unusual, just a natural part of  the African way of  life. Readers of  these 
were even warned in 1994 of  ‘the coming anarchy’ – a new security threat for the western 
world after the end of  the Cold War (Kaplan, 1994). But to describe the genocide in Rwanda 
and the senseless killings in Somalia as mere ‘ethnic conflicts’ is a grave error. Clans do not 
generate conflicts. It is the politicization of  clan and ethnic relations, which dates back to 
colonial policies of  ‘divide and conquer’, that accentuates conflict. Most of  the warlords in 
Liberia and Somalia had little claim to legitimacy of  any sort, even among their own clans. 
They were men who manipulated their clan and ethnic links and their access to arms in order 
to recruit marginalized youth to fight the former regimes, and to support their struggle for 
power after the regimes collapsed. They managed to consolidate their brutal political author-
7.  Duffield, 2002.
8.  Nabudere, 2004.
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ity, but only after sending millions of  innocent people to their deaths and instilling a fear of  
renewed conflict in the hearts of  their people.

Rwanda, Somalia and the failure of the United Nations
The tendency to view African conflicts in ‘ethnic terms’ was clearly evident in the differ-
ent reactions of  the international community to the tragedies that unfolded in Somalia and 
Rwanda on the one hand, and on the other, in Bosnia. Support for dispatching a UN military 
force to the killing fields of  Rwanda and Somalia generated little interest in an international 
community obsessed with Yugoslavia – essentially a crisis involving white people in the heart 
of  Europe. When the Security Council finally approved an emergency airlift of  food and 
the deployment of  500 UN troops to Somalia in July 1992, the Secretary-General Boutros 
Boutros Ghali, implied that the world’s failure to respond to Somalia’s plight was rooted in 
racism.9 

The indifference towards African conflicts went hand in hand with the failure of  the 
United Nations to intervene expeditiously in crisis spots by failing to commit the needed 
resources and troops. For example, the Rwandan genocide occurred as a result of  the deci-
sion by the United Nations to withdraw its peacekeeping forces, against the advice of  the 
head of  the UN force in the country. The warning about an impending genocide by UN 
field commanders three months before the genocide was conveniently ignored by the UN 
peacekeeping office in New York that was then headed by Kofi Annan, who later became 
the Secretary-General of  the organization in 1996.10 Apologies by President Clinton and 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan two years after the genocide were wholly inadequate for both 
the victims and their surviving relatives.11

After the Rwandan genocide: The international community and post-conflict reconstruction
In the aftermath of  the Rwandan genocide, peace building and post conflict reconstruction 
have assumed center stage in the development policies of  western bilateral donors and mul-
tilateral organizations. There has been a gradual shift from the idea of  “conflict resolution” 
and “conflict management” to the notion of  “conflict transformation”. “Conflict resolu-
tion” implies that conflict is entirely negative, and hence something that should be – and 
can be – permanently resolved through various forms of  management-style intervention 
or mediation. “Conflict management” assumes that conflicts are longer-term processes that 
take longer to resolve, but nonetheless envisages that violence and volatility can be resolved 
and that people can be “managed” or controlled through correct practices without having to 
address the underlying causes of  the problem.12 

On the other hand, ‘conflict transformation’, as articulated by successive Secretaries-Gener-
al of  the United Nations, implies a commitment “to enhance respect for human rights and fun-
damental freedoms, to promote sustainable economic and social development for wider pros-
perity, to alleviate distress and curtail the existence and use of  massively destructive weapons”13 
Within such frameworks, successful peace building requires the recognition of  conflict as a 
dynamic aspect of  social life that can be transformed or modified, and that can promote mutual 
understanding by changing the perceptions of  issues, actions and other groups and working 

9.  “The Security Council’s Unhumble Servant”, The Economist, 8–14 August 1992, p. 31.
10.  Adelman and Suhrke, 1999.
11.  Aronoff, 1998.
12.  Lederach, 1995.
13.  Annan, 1989.
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collectively (and non-violently) towards increased justice and equality in society. 
Much of  the international community’s effort in post-conflict reconstruction over the 

past decade and half  has focussed on important and necessary short-term solutions without 
having to invest on long-term initiatives that would foster and support sustainable structures 
and processes.14 These short-term solutions include: demobilization and ensuring compre-
hensive disarmament; the reintegration of  refugees, displaced persons and ex-combatants; 
reconstruction and rehabilitation of  destroyed infrastructure; establishing and strengthening 
civil and political administration; and strengthening African regional security structures, such 
as ECOWAS, IGAD, SADC and the African Union’s new Peace and Security Council.15 

The most effective conflict-prevention strategies in Africa are those described inappro-
priately as ‘post-conflict peace building’. These include: socioeconomic development, ca-
pacity building in the area of  governance, respect for human rights and political pluralism. 
A particularly important issue in conflict prevention is how to redress massive economic 
inequalities and political exclusion. Resolution of  the deeper causes of  conflict, therefore, 
requires changes in the social and political order. Regrettably, this monumental agenda has 
not featured prominently in the post-conflict reconstruction agenda of  the international 
community. This is because the peace building agenda in Africa has become inextricably 
intertwined with the ‘securitization of  development’ in the post-Cold War, post 9/11 world. 
Not surprisingly, within this broad interventionist paradigm, international peace building 
has often been used to promote “a particular vision of  how (post-conflict) states should 
be organised internally – based on the principles of  liberal democracy and market oriented 
economics”.16 Thus a great deal of  international support for post-conflict reconstruction in 
war-torn societies is either implicitly or explicitly ideologically framed to promote a particular 
type of  peace and development. 

As is often the case, donor driven post-conflict reconstruction strategies often end up con-
tributing to the re-creation of  the very conditions that led to conflict in the first place. A typical 
example relates to the use of  post-war elections as a quick exit strategy for the international 
community after warring factions sign peace agreements, without addressing the underlying 
roots of  the conflict or acts committed with impunity committed during the war. In both cases 
of  Sierra Leone and Liberia where elections were held following the end of  civil wars in 1996 
and 1997, the fledging democracies floundered, followed by a regression to civil war. 

The role of  the international community in peace building and post-conflict transforma-
tion must, therefore, come under closer scrutiny. The international community should aban-
don the delusion that it is responsible for resolving crisis and managing conflict in African 
countries. For better or worse, peacemaking and peace building are not sustainable unless 
locals shape the form and content of  the processes.

The role of the African Union in conflict prevention
Until very recently, Africa lacked the necessary commitment and organized effort to resolve 
conflicts. The Organization of  African Unity (OAU), the principal pan-African organiza-
tion, did very little to prevent African conflict, hamstrung by its own outdated principle of  
non-interference in the internal affairs of  member states. The Commission for Mediation, 
Conciliation and Arbitration remained largely inactive through much of  the 1970s and 1980s, 

14.  Bush, 1996.
15.  Cheru, 2001.
16.  Paris, 2002.
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a period when the continent literally bled to death.
Amid such seemingly insurmountable paralysis, Nigeria and South Africa (both regional 

hegemons) did try to pressure the OAU to become more proactive in conflict prevention 
and resolution efforts (Le Pere et al., 1999:3–8). Both governments have been very active in 
a number of  initiatives. The Lusaka Peace Accord to end the Angolan civil war was brokered 
by South Africa while Nigeria’s leadership in the Economic Community Monitoring Organi-
zation (ECOMOG) to end the Sierra Leone and Liberian civil wars is well known. ECOWAS 
adopted a protocol formalizing its mechanisms for conflict prevention, management, resolu-
tion, peacekeeping and security. Other sub-regional mechanisms such as SADC and IGAD 
have also adopted similar protocols and conventions to tackle transnational challenges.17

While the regional economic communities (RECs) are undertaking peacekeeping, it is 
also necessary to recognize the work of  the African Union, which has stepped up its role in 
the prevention and management of  conflict, particularly through the establishment of  the 
Peace and Security Council (PSC). The PSC is a collective security arrangement to facilitate 
timely and efficient response to conflicts and crisis situations in Africa. It also functions as 
the principal organization to promote close harmonization, coordination, and cooperation 
between regional mechanisms, the Union and the UN system in the promotion and mainte-
nance of  peace, stability and security in Africa.

The new security architecture of  the AU is very promising and has drawn a lot of  inter-
national support. The UN is increasingly stepping up its support to African regional peace-
keeping operations. Regional forces are mobilized and dispatched to the war affected country 
as a contingency measure. This force then transitions into a full-blown UN multi-functional 
peacekeeping and peace building mission, as is the case now with the hybrid-UN regional 
force in Darfur. The donors have also established the AU Peace Fund to be able to pay for 
future peacekeeping operations. These are very promising developments which must be sus-
tained over the long term.

Conclusion
The key to sustaining peace in Africa is the localization of  the means for conflict resolution. 
Besides strengthening the African Union and the regional economic communities (RECs) in 
their response to conflict, civil society must have a central, meaningful role in the efforts to 
build peace and prevent future conflicts. Governmental, regional and international initiatives 
will be far more successful if  they incorporate the valuable foundation-building work taking 
place within civil society. In this regard traditional African approaches to conflict resolution 
cannot be ignored. The AU itself  has established a five-member Panel of  the Wise consisting 
of  ‘highly respected African personalities’ to serve as a proactive conflict prevention team. 
There are many other examples designed to strengthen confidence-building measures and 
early prevention of  conflicts before they get out of  control.

Finally, the resolution of  the deeper causes of  conflict requires changes in the social 
and political order. This frequently requires constitutional, electoral and judicial reform, re-
construction of  the police and armed forces and payment of  compensation to victims of  
arbitrary justice, and addressing structural inequalities that give rise to popular struggles. The 
bond between peace, democracy and justice must be strengthened.

17.  Kwesi Aning, 2007.
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 4. Africa and the World Trading System: The challenge of ‘rebalancing’ the ‘unbalanced rules’	

It is widely recognized that international trade can be a powerful engine for a country’s 
socio-economic development. By providing access to foreign exchange, expanding markets, 
increasing foreign direct investment, facilitating the transfer of  technology, and boosting do-
mestic productivity, trade can crate employment and increase domestic incomes. Countries 
such as China, India, and the East Asian tigers are often pointed out as examples of  those 
who embraced globalization, implemented proper reforms, opened up their economies to 
foreign investment and trade, thus experiencing rapid growth, and reducing their overall 
poverty as a result.18 

In recent years, the conventional assumption that unrestricted free trade can lead to pov-
erty alleviation in developing economies has been criticised for its simplicity. While it is true 
that the share of  developing countries as a group in world trade has increased to around 30 
percent in recent years, the benefits have not been distributed evenly. The share of  African 
countries in world trade has generally stagnated. Although a few oil exporting African coun-
tries have done well by way of  oil export, a 2005 World Trade Report shows that the majority 
have witnessed a decrease of  their share in world trade. For example, the forty-nine least 
developed countries (most of  which are in Africa), have not shared in the growth of  world 
trade. The 646 million people in the top exporting countries – the US, Germany, Japan, 
France and UK – have 100 times more trade than their poor counterparts.19 

There are internal and external factors that contribute to Africa’s low participation in 
international trade. The internal factors include: inappropriate domestic economic and social 
policies; and lack of  progress in regional integration efforts, which has limited the region’s 
ability to reduce transaction costs and increase competitiveness through economies of  scale 
in the development of  infrastructure. 

On the external front, costly and unfair trading practices of  the developed countries have 
made it difficult for African countries to penetrate export markets in developed countries. 
Take the case of  tariff  escalation and developed countries’ subsidies. In the case of  the first, 
as long as African countries export unprocessed materials, the tariff  remains low. But for 
every step in the processing chain that adds value, the duties rise sharply. These tariff  escala-
tions undermine manufacturing and employment in industries where African countries need 
to be competitive.

In the case of  agricultural subsidies, the developed countries have repeatedly pledged to 
reduce the size of  their farm support. So far the amount of  such subsidies has changed little 
in 20 years while the amount of  aid has declined. While the developed countries subsidize 
their farmers to the tune of  350 billion dollars annually, their development assistance to the 
poorest countries is barely 50 billion a year.20 

Africa and the World Trading System
The current international trading system rewards the developed countries disproportionately 
and creates unmet human needs in the underdeveloped countries. Khor (2001) maintains 
that the very neo-liberal economic recipes – financial, trade and investment liberalization – 
that have created enormous wealth in the North have had cataclysmic effects on the South.21  
18.  Dollard and Kraay, 2002.
19.  World Trade Organization, 2005.
20.  Das, Bhagirath Lal, 2006.
21.  Khor, 2001.
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In regions like Africa and Latin America, the policies of  neo-liberalism are closely associated 
with economic regression, increased debt, the loss of  social services, drastic inequality, de-
clining terms of  trade, and financial crisis. 

At the launch of  the Uruguay Round of  Trade Negotiations in the early 1990s, it was 
argued that a strong-rule based system would benefit smaller and poorer economies by im-
proving their access to northern markets. On the contrary, the benefits of  trade liberalization 
in terms of  capital accumulation and productivity growth, balance of  payment position, and 
manufacturing growth tend to be distributed unevenly, and adverse forms of  integration into 
the global economy may actually increase rather than reduce poverty. Despite the elimination 
of  many of  the barriers that have restricted international trade in goods, significant barriers 
to trade still persist – often to the detriment of  the poorest countries. 

From the Uruguay Round to the Doha Round
The developing countries, especially Africa, have persistently complained that the current in-
ternational trade regime works against them and have demanded major reform to rebalance 
the rules. And in 2001, the developed countries agreed to a new round of  trade negotiations 
called the Doha Development Round. The main issue of  interest to developing countries 
in the Doha Round included basic issues of  market access to industrial country economies, 
terms of  trade between developing country exports and imports from industrial countries, 
commodity price volatility and trade patterns, phasing-out export subsidies and trade-dis-
torting domestic support measures in agricultural exports by industrial countries, including 
especially cotton, and special and differentiated treatment for poor countries.22 Overall, the 
terms of  trade losses offset about 70% of  the official development assistance (ODA), while 
the loss of  market shares in international trade has cost Africa some 68 billion dollars per 
annum between 1972 and 1997.23

Agricultural subsidy
Of  all the issues in the current WTO agenda, agriculture has been a hot topic. At the 2001 
WTO meeting in Doha, Qatar, governments agreed to create new, fairer trade rules for 
agriculture by March 2003, and even declared the Doha trade negotiations a ‘development 
round’ to put fighting poverty at the heart of  the global trade system. The promise then 
was to eliminate unfair US and EU trade practices that locked African farm products out of  
rich country markets, yet allowed wealthy nations to flood African markets with massively 
subsidized exports. 

Agricultural subsidy by the developed countries, which is in excess of  350 billion dollars a 
year, adversely affects the competitive advantage of  African farmers, thereby further impov-
erishing them.24 One egregious example is the US which spends almost 4 billion dollars on 
cotton subsidies to 25,000 cotton farmers who produce just 3 billion worth of  cotton. The 
implications of  this policy on some African countries which are heavily dependent on cotton 
exports have been well documented. For instance, cotton production accounts for 5 percent to 
10 percent of  Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad and Mali.25 About 
two million farmers in West and Central Africa produce cotton, accounting for about 30 per-

22.  Perkins, 2003; Khor, 2004.
23.  World Bank, 2000.
24.  Das, Bhagirath Lal, 2006.
25.  Fortucci, 2003.
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cent of  total export earnings and more than 60 percent of  total agricultural exports.26 All these 
countries are low cost producers as opposed to the cotton producers in the EU and the US. 

To the extent that subsidies from developed countries continue to dampen commodity 
prices in the world market, the benefit of  trade liberalisation will remain non-tangible to the 
African countries. In 2003, four cotton-exporting countries (Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad and 
Mali) demanded that cotton subsidy removal be part of  the WTO agriculture negotiations. 
The issue gained prominence at the Cancun Ministerial Conference in September 2003 with 
a number of  NGOs conducting a high-profile campaign to bring attention to the difficul-
ties faced by cotton producing developing countries.27 Since then little progress has been 
made on removing subsidies on cotton. There is an urgent need to keep on fighting for the 
complete eradication of  all forms of  trade distorting subsidies on cotton and other com-
modities and to push on the debates towards the assumption of  stricter commitments from 
the developed countries. 

African proposal to level the playing field: Special and Differential Treatment
Consistent with Paragraph 44 of  the Doha Declaration, African countries have tabled pro-
posals in the current Doha negotiations relating to almost all the WTO Agreements under 
negotiations and review. In view of  the fact that the special and differential treatment in the 
WTO Agreements is generally about best endeavours, expressed in imprecise and hortatory 
language and therefore, unenforceable before the WTO dispute settlement, African coun-
tries have called for members to make them legally binding. While there is an urgent need 
for making special and differential treatments (SDT) an integral part of  the Agreements under 
negotiations, the need for the reduction of  export subsidies and domestic support by the 
developed countries is even more serious. 

African countries have also requested the unbundling of  the four Singapore issues of  com-
petition policy, transparency in government procurement, trade facilitation and investment. 
On 27 and 28 of  May 2004, African trade and finance ministers met in Kigali-Rwanda and 
took a common stand on the Doha negotiations, especially regarding the Singapore Issues. 
In the so-called ‘Kigali Consensus’ African countries requested members to drop all the Sin-
gapore Issues from the current Doha Development Round negotiations, with the exception 
of  trade facilitation, which they regarded as critical for promoting intra-African trade and for 
harnessing the benefits of  globalization.28 They insisted that neither a multilateral agreement 
on trade facilitation and investment, competition nor transparency in government procure-
ment would advance the development needs underlining the current Doha negotiations. 

Life at the end of the road: Doha is dead!
It has been almost seven years since the 2001 Doha Conference of  the WTO, which set out 
to “rebalance” the unbalanced Uruguay Round agreements. Due to unrelenting pressure by 
the developed countries, the Doha negotiations have veered from their proclaimed develop-
ment orientation towards a ‘market access’ direction in which developing countries are pres-
surized to open up their agricultural, industrial and service sectors. In addition, the EU, Japan 
and the United Stated pledged to grant duty free ad quota free market access to 97 percent of  
the 50 least developed countries’ products by 2008, with the exception of  some 300 sensitive 

26.  See World Bank, 1999.
27.  Baffes, 2005.
28.  See TN/TF/W/33, available at http://docsonline.wto.org
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products (such as sugar and rice) that are of  interest to African countries.29

On the other hand, commitment was made by the US, EU and Japan at the Hong Kong 
ministerial trade talks in December 2005 to eliminate export subsidies on agricultural goods 
by the end of  2013. As of  December 2006, no visible progress had been made on this front. 
Because these three giants wrote the WTO rules – creating loopholes that allows them to 
subsidize their farm economies – most subsidies have been ‘repackaged’ under any new 
WTO rules. The farm lobby and their congressional allies do not want to give up their exist-
ing subsidies, but they do want greater access to foreign markets, especially in developing 
countries. Considering that during the 2004 presidential election cycle, agribusiness indus-
tries contributed more than 53 million to political campaigns, it is not hard to see why.30 

At the end of  July 2006, the negotiations at the WTO on the Doha Work Programme 
were suspended across the board. Six WTO members (the US, the EU, India, Japan, Brazil 
and Australia) failed to bridge the gaps among themselves on the modalities of  negotiations 
on two key areas: agriculture and non-agricultural market access (NAMA). The developed 
countries have succeeded in marginalizing the ‘development issue’, including the principles 
of  special and differential treatment and less than full reciprocity in the agriculture and 
NAMA negotiations; not committing to reduce their total trade-distorting domestic subsi-
dies beyond the actual levels; and by introducing new modalities in services which makes it 
potentially easier to pressure developing countries to liberalize while not making meaningful 
offers in areas that can practically benefit developing countries. In addition, they have suc-
ceeded in blocking progress in the TRIPS negotiations on disclosure of  genetic resources 
and traditional knowledge. As one frustrated and courageous African president put it: “it is 
better to have no agreement than to walk away with a bad agreement”.

Despite irreconcilable positions between developed and developing countries, the trade 
talks were restarted in mid-2008 in the hope of  resolving the most contentious issues. This 
included basic issues of  market assets, terms of  trade distortions, commodity price volatility, 
fading out export subsidies in agricultural exports, and special and differential treatment for 
poor countries. Sadly after almost eight years of  on and off  negotiations, the Doha round of  
trade negotiations collapsed on the evening of  29 July 2008 when the developed countries 
refused to agree on a proposal to reduce their agricultural subsidies as well as to agree on 
a Special Safe-Guard Mechanism (SSM), that developing countries demanded in order to 
protect their farmers from sudden surge of  agricultural imports. 

It is important to note that trade, as an instrument for development and poverty eradica-
tion in Africa cannot be overemphasized. At the same time, it is to be acknowledged as well 
that while a favourable external environment is needed if  African countries are to reap the 
benefits of  their membership in the multilateral trading system, the supply-side constraints 
and the implementation of  appropriate domestic measures by African governments in or-
der to attract investment, must be addressed. As a consequence, if  African countries are to 
compete effectively in the global market, they will need to implement the right policies and 
be supported to tackle their capacity constraints. 

29.  Das, Bhagirath Lal, 2006.
30.  McNeely, 2006.
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Africa and The European Union: From the Lome Convention to the Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs)
In February 2000, the European Union and the African, Caribbean and Pacific countries 
concluded a new twenty-year partnership agreement that replaced the Lome Convention that 
used to be governed by a series of  five-year ‘Lome Conventions’. The Lome agreements pro-
vided trade preferences and aid to ACP countries, without requiring them to reciprocate. The 
ACP exporters were given substantial access to EU markets, while ACP countries retained 
the right to protect their producers from highly competitive (and often highly subsidized) 
EU exporters. 

The last Lome Convention came to an end in 2000, and was replaced by the Cotonu Part-
nership Agreement, which had the principal objectives of  reducing poverty and promoting 
the sustainable development of  ACP countries and their gradual integration into the world 
economy.31 Under the Cotonu Agreement, the EU and ACP agreed to maintain the Lome 
preferential system until the end of  2007, and then to replace it with a new Economic Part-
nership Agreement that would be WTO-compatible. 

The EPA effectively scraps the Lome concessions in favour of  liberal principles of  open 
markets and global competitiveness. It further subordinates all African regional trade and 
integration arrangements to the WTO. The main elements of  the agreement include:

Rolling over non-reciprocal Lome trade preferences for eight years to 31 December •	
2007 under a waiver from the WTO
No improvement in market access for the ACP into the EU market during the tran-•	
sitional period
No firm commitment on maintenance during the transitional period of  any protocol •	
product, except sugar
Introducing reciprocity from 2008 onwards in the form of  free trade area between •	
EU and ACP regions
Produce trade agreements that are WTO-compatible. •	

With EPAs, the gains for the EU are clear; but it is hard to see where the gains will be for 
the ACP countries. Below we shall discuss three critical areas: market access gains; revenue 
gains; and regional integration.

Limited market access gains
Increased market access of  ACP exports to the EU market is vaunted as one of  the benefits 
of  the EPAs. In reality however, the 39 least developed ACP countries will not gain appre-
ciably from market access under an EPA since they have already been promised this access 
under the ‘Everything but Arms’ (EBA) programme for the least developed countries in 
2001. Under the EBA, eligible countries have duty-free market access for the vast majority 
of  their exports into the EU. For the remaining developing countries in ACP, it is unlikely 
that market access will be expanded beyond the preferences they already had under the Lome 
Conventions.

Market access is also undermined by other measures that amount to ‘hidden forms of  
protectionism’. Even with an EPA, it is likely that ACP exports will continue to face stringent 
non-tariff  barriers such as rules-of-origin, which limit the number of  exports that can re-

31.  Article 1 (2) of  the Cotonou Agreement.
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ceive preferential treatment;32 the requirement of  sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) standards, 
which makes it very hard for their exporters to break into European markets; as well as 
other technical barriers attached to the trade preferences. Moreover, tariff  escalation on key 
value chains, which levies higher taxes on processed goods (e.g. instant coffee) than on raw 
materials (such as coffee beans) deters ACP countries from processing their own products. 
In general, the protectionism facing African trade has been recently found to be “above the 
world average in spite of  the trade preferences”.33  

Revenue loss
A substantial percentage of  government revenue in many African countries is generated 
through tariffs levied on imports. The World Bank estimates that tariff  revenues average 
between 7–10 percent of  government revenues in sub-Saharan Africa.34 The EU is the larg-
est trading partner of  many African countries. Consequently, the lion’s share of  this revenue 
comes from the duties imposed on imports from the EU. With the current EPA debates, 
wiping out tariffs on imports from the EU could have a damaging impact on government 
revenue in most of  the sub-Saharan African countries. The United Nations Economic Com-
mission (UNECA) for Africa in its 2005 report estimated the scale of  revenue losses in sub-
Saharan African countries with the full implementation of  EPAs at US $ 1,951.3 million per 
annum.35 This represents a level of  income losses, which almost exceeds the total annual EU 
aid disbursement in Africa under the 9th European Development Fund (EDF). In the worst-
case scenario, Gambia and Cape Verde stand to lose nearly 20 percent of  their total govern-
ment revenue, while Ghana and Senegal can be expected to face a decline in revenue of  
10–15 percent.36 Regrettably, the EU has not shown greater sensitivity to African concerns 
over the revenue and employment impacts of  EPAs. These revenue losses will have a nega-
tive impact on the promised development dimension of  EPAs – namely, poverty reduction.

Undermining of African regional integration
Regional integration is a central plank of  the Cotonu Agreement and a key part of  the de-
velopment strategies of  ACP countries.37 However, if  regional markets are opened to EU 
imports before they are consolidated, it will undermine rather than reinforce the regional 
efforts currently underway. In the case of  SACU, SADC or CARIFORUM, for example, 
weaker and vulnerable economies are given differential treatment. The EPAs will effectively 
create a single regime with harmonized rules for all members so that EU exporters can enjoy 
a single point of  entry. This is a direct challenge to regional governments’ sovereignty in 
constructing their regional trade regime.

The Economic Partnership Agreement, as it is currently constituted, will not deliver their 
development promises. As shown above, the EPAs are not congruent with other key devel-
opment commitments that the EU has made since 2000, including the EU-Africa strategy. 
The negotiations, both in process and content, were fraught with problems. Not only do 

32.  Rules of  origin determine where a product ‘comes from’ for the sake of  trade preferences, as only goods originating in certain 
countries qualify for duty-free access or lower tariffs. However, current rules are much stricter than necessary.
33.  See Bigsten and Durevall, 2007.
34.  Hinkle et al., 2005.
35.  WITS/SMART Simulations cited in “The Economic and Welfare Impacts of  the EU-Africa Economic Partnership Agree-
ments”, ATPC briefing No. 6, May 2005.
36.  Busse et al., 2004.
37.  Article 35 (2) emphasizes regional integration as a key instrument of  ACP countries’ integration into the world economy; while 
Article 37 (5) states that the negotiations will take into account the regional integration process within the ACP.
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EPAs threaten existing productive sectors (both agriculture and manufacturing), they could 
severely undermine the ability of  ACP governments to support future economic develop-
ment. The removal of  tariffs on EU imports will put products (often highly subsidized) 
from the EU in direct competition with products in some of  the world’s poorest countries. 
In 2005, for example the EU spent 1.43 billion Euro on export subsidies to dump surplus 
EU meat and dairy products on world markets, destroying livelihoods in some of  the world’s 
poorest countries.38 The EU’s own Sustainability Impact Assessment of  EPAs argued that, 
‘While liberalization might encourage consumers to buy products at affordable prices, it 
might also accelerate the collapse of  the modern West African manufacturing sector’.39 The 
European Union has not lived up to its commitments and African rejection of  the EPA in 
Lisbon in December 2007 is quite understandable.

Conclusion
In the final analysis, achieving the MDGs in Africa would require, at the very least, the intro-
duction of  mechanisms to achieve fair and stable prices for African commodities, improv-
ing market access for African exports, and removing western agricultural subsidies that put 
African producers at a disadvantage. Without action on agricultural subsidies by industrial-
ized countries, Africa’s development will always be held in check. In addition to rewriting 
the current global trade regime, new international measures are needed to strengthen the 
supply capacity of  African countries in the commodity sector – especially in the area of  
production, marketing, and diversification to enhance value-added through processing and 
manufacturing based on commodities.40 This must be complemented by domestic measures 
to overcome structural impediments in production. Thus, even if  there is market access 
for these countries and developed countries’ agricultural subsidies are removed, this ‘supply 
constraint’ will continue to prevent them from being able to take advantage of  the access to 
western markets.

 

38.  “Milking the CAP: How Europe’s dairy regime is destroying livelihoods in the developing countries”, Oxfam International, 
December 2002.
39.  SIA of  Trade Negotiations of  the EU-ACP Economic Partnership Agreement, Mid-Term Report Working Draft, 1 October 
2003. www.sia-gcc.org/acp/download/summarised_mid-term_report_final_doc_light.pdf
40.  Khor, 2005.
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5. Roadmaps to Africa’s Renewal: Global and local dimensions		

An ambitious and comprehensive approach is needed to tackle the interlocking problems 
impeding Africa’s growth and development. This must involve diversification of  products 
and markets, development of  skills and human resources, modernization of  technology and 
infrastructure, re-engineering of  business processes, creation of  incentives for small and 
medium enterprises to grow and export, improvement of  country investment climate, and 
cultivation of  foreign direct investment. Enhancing the investment climate entails govern-
ment involvement within a wide area of  governance – providing security, collecting taxes, 
ratifying sound economic policies into law, and delivering adequate public services. It also 
entails supporting the legal and financial institutional framework of  the economy. The legal 
system must uphold order, act as a check on government and protect basic property rights, 
human rights, and contract rights. The financial system must promote household savings and 
channel them to productive enterprises.

 This brings us back face to face with the issue of  the role of  the state in national devel-
opment. Transformational change that moves African people to a higher standard of  living 
requires the simultaneous, significant participation of  the three major drivers of  change: the 
state; the private sector and civil society. Without a healthy cohesion between these three 
actors, achieving the Millennium Development Goals and building peaceful and democratic 
societies will remain a dream. Experience shows that countries which have shaped a con-
structive, mutually supportive relationship between the public and private sectors have been 
more successful than those which have opted either for the primacy of  the market or the 
predominance of  the state. 

An effective state maintains good policies and develops credible institutions that are 
supportive of  growth. An effective state also strives for education and health systems which 
create a productive and skilled workforce, includes civil society in policy dialogue, and invests 
in the institutional and physical infrastructure to complement private dynamism. Therefore, 
strengthening state capacity becomes a sine qua non for Africa’s economic and political 
renewal.

At the international level, the challenge of  Africa’s economic and political renewal will 
require a more auspicious international economic environment that would allow Africans 
to earn their way out of  poverty. Key aspects in this regard should include: ‘streamlining’ 
conditionality, and bringing to a conclusion the Doha Development round of  trade negotia-
tions. With regard to the first, the common practice of  lending with policy adjustment in the 
context of  crisis management is not adequately governed by a set of  policies and indicators 
that the countries themselves have specified to achieve development outcomes and monitor 
them accordingly. At the end of  the day, for development in Africa to be sustainable, African 
governments must have the option to choose among appropriate fiscal, monetary, macro-
economic, trade and other economic and social policies without heavy-handed arm twisting 
by the development partners.

With regard to global trade rules, the big break for Africa has to come from progress 
in trade negotiations. One critical area is ending western agricultural subsidy and achiev-
ing fair and stable prices for commodities and improving access to African exports. This 
must be complemented by efforts to strengthen the supply capacity, especially in the area 
of  production, marketing and diversification – to enhance the value-added of  commodities 
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through processing and manufacturing. This, of  course, must be complemented by domestic 
measures to overcome constraints in production: access to credit, security of  tenure, better 
transport and storage facilities.

A roadmap for Africa’s development 
The development challenge in Africa is multi-dimensional and conventional development 
orthodoxies are inadequate to address it. Central to Africa’s renewal is the development 
of  a strong, democratic and activist state that would assert its development role within the 
context of  a common national vision. The lessons from China and East Asia in general 
demonstrate the importance of  national policies, which support strategic industries, develop 
internal infrastructure, invest in human capital, and control financial markets. To carry this 
out, countries must have the ability, freedom and flexibility to make strategic choices uncon-
strained by the remote forces of  globalization.

At the national level, there is an urgent need for African leaders to create an enabling 
policy environment to reverse the productivity failure in many sectors of  the economy, and 
to build institutional capacity to respond appropriately to the demands of  producers and 
consumers alike. Among the priorities are the following:

Reverse the productivity failure in agriculture
The disappointing economic performance of  the continent over the past three decades has 
been caused, to a large extent, by the failure of  African governments to create the proper 
conditions for an agricultural revolution to take place, which would in turn, propel the pro-
cess of  industrialization and social development. The priority task of  an agricultural revolu-
tion that will remain for several decades to come, is obviously complex and multi-faceted. 
At the minimum, it requires the presence of  a strong and effective ‘enabling state’, with the 
capacity to respond to the demand of  rural producers. The state must play an active and sup-
porting role by investing in agricultural research, extension, transport and communications 
and storage facilities which are essential factors for raising productivity and increasing the 
income of  farmers. Government guaranteed prices and security of  land tenure in particular 
are the most effective incentives that will shift peasant farmers from subsistence farming to 
production for the market. 

Reverse the decline in higher education
Africa cannot flourish unless the intellectual capital of  the continent is developed and main-
tained. Education is a cornerstone of  human development in every society. Through educa-
tion, people become aware of  their environment and the social and economic options avail-
able to them. At the present moment, the state of  education in Africa is pathetic. Despite 
tremendous gains made since the 1960s in increasing access to education, great challenges 
lie ahead. Spending on each child is half  what it was 20 years ago. Perhaps the most daunt-
ing challenge is that of  promoting female education. Fiscal crisis, poor student participation, 
high dropout and repetition levels, and low academic achievements are widespread destruc-
tive trends throughout the system. 

An intellectual marginalization will occur unless Africa raises its educational levels and 
standards. The only way to narrow the knowledge gap is by investing in education, basic 
research and development. Strengthening African universities and preventing Africa’s best 
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and brightest from leaving the continent are important measures. Investment in education 
should emphasize the need to scale up the technological ladder and tap into the global system 
of  information and knowledge. Transforming the African education system thus constitutes 
the second and most important pillar of  the ‘transformation’ strategy.

Strengthening regional integration
Globalization, with its contradictory tendencies, poses a great challenge to African countries. 
Africa has been ill prepared to simultaneously adjust itself  to complex global dynamics, ex-
ploit new opportunities or manage internal and external threats. Given the size of  individual 
markets and the nature of  their economies, a sub-regional problem-solving approach is an 
economic imperative – not just a political imperative. Selective strategic engagement with 
global forces (among which China is the latest force) from positions of  greater collective 
economic and political strength within regional groupings is critical in order to improve gains 
from global engagement and minimize disadvantages. Such policies should support the goal 
of  increased international competitiveness, for example, by promoting regional production 
chains and nurturing the development of  regional markets in order to reduce demand-side 
constraints on growth.

Clearly, sub-Saharan African countries cannot easily jump into ambitious market integra-
tion schemes similar to the European Union, involving detailed blueprints, rigid time frames, 
and formal institutional structures, since the administration involved would require technical 
and managerial capacities that are not often found in sufficient quantity in Africa. One of  
the lessons from Africa’s past experiment with regional integration is that less ambitious, 
more flexible institutional regional economic cooperation initiatives may have more potential 
because of  their responsiveness to member states’ priorities and interests. This implies less 
binding project-oriented and functional cooperation schemes involving action on certain 
themes or in certain sectors that offer some immediate benefits. These types of  pragmatic 
institutional arrangements with realistic and well-defined objectives responding to specific 
short-term needs may offer better prospects than ambitious initiatives.

Expanding the governance reform agenda
One critical challenge in Africa today is how to make economic revitalization compatible 
with democracy. For democracy to succeed in the African context, however, it must go 
beyond instrumental aspects, such as the holding of  multiparty elections. Democracy must 
translate into significant social reform and a reduction of  inequalities as well as the decen-
tralization of  political power and decision-making. In the absence of  real changes in people’s 
lives, citizens can begin to regard democracy as an ideology of  domination. Thus, by enlarg-
ing visions and raising consciousness, citizens can undermine the vicious circle of  mass 
exclusion and marginalization. 

Preventing deadly conflicts
If  sustained peace is the goal, conflict resolution and post-conflict transformation must 
move beyond military response, and focus instead on addressing the root causes of  conflict. 
At the most fundamental level, the absence of  justice is frequently the principal reason for 
the absence of  peace. Therefore, the principal objective of  external and local efforts to 
prevent and resolve African conflicts should be the establishment of  peace with justice. 
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Without this, efforts to resolve conflicts and rebuild societies are meaningless. Analysis and 
experience from other conflict-ridden parts of  the world provide examples of  a wide range 
of  non-military means for resolving conflicts. These include: promoting confidence-building 
measures; establishing humanitarian norms and codes of  conduct; establishing trust through 
cooperation on shared development problems and projects; and identifying specific mecha-
nisms for sustaining peace initiatives. These options can only exist in a democratic environ-
ment. Thus the bond between peace and democracy must be strengthened.
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