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	Politics and development in Africa: findings from five research programs
By Roel van der Veen

On 30 March 2012, at a conference in Copenhagen, Denmark, five research programs, all of which studied aspects of the political economy of Sub-Saharan Africa in relation to development, presented their findings. At the meeting the researchers - from Europe, Africa, Australia, Asia and America - combined their most important conclusions in a unique joint statement. Most of the time scholars highlight the differences in their findings, but in this case the researchers decided to emphasize their common analysis of the development of Africa. This collaborative approach can have substantial consequences for international cooperation with the continent. 

Their point of departure is that over the last decade the economies of Africa have grown at a surprisingly high rate (this is the good news), but at the same time only negligible economic transformation has taken place (this is the bad news). Productivity increases only very little and the economies hardly diversify. Therefore, poverty is not being reduced as rapidly as one might expect or hope with the current growth rates. If African countries want to develop and thereby achieve a better position in the world economy, their economies need to transform.

All five research programs studied aspects of the relationship between politics and the economy that have an influence on development. Their most important general conclusion is that the politico-socio-economic organization of African countries hinders the continent's development. In most African countries this organization consists of parallel structures of political power, each one built on patron-client relationships. International aid to Africa, on the whole, strengthens these structures. This includes multiparty democracy, which has the tendency to harden these networks against each other. We do, however, have examples of how electioneering in fact incentivizes governments to implement policies which have good development results. For example, Uganda's President Museveni stimulated cattle breeding because he needed the votes of the farmers in a particular region. This policy proved significantly beneficial to the farmers. None the less, these remain exceptions.

To get a better idea of what the black box of 'political will' really means, the researchers used a model of political incentives. In general, politicians only make decisions that are good for development if they do not go against their own political interests. And Africa is not exceptional in this regard. However, this presents an acute problem in Africa because only seldom do common interests arise between the most important actors in the developmental process: 1) the ruling political elite, 2) the state bureaucrats, and 3) firms, farms and households. In most African countries, the relations between these categories are usually antagonistic, exploitative and sometimes even perverse. And certainly not - what one would prefer - cooperative and synergistic.

The common adage, 'good politics can be bad economics', aptly captures the negative influence of the political economy in many African states on development. If politicians are successful in politics - meaning they stay in power and maintain stability in society - it is often at the expense of economic development. This is because politicians can only continue their patronage networks if they extract 'rents' from the economic process. Rents are income flows that are not produced by normal economic activity, but that originate from, for example, monopolies, natural resources, corruption or aid. To keep the system going, politicians organize society in such a way that they receive maximum rents. This occurs to an even greater extent when parallel patronage networks exist. It happens at the expense of the market economy that works on economic principles which should lead to economic transformation. There is an absence of bottom-up pressure on politics to work more for development, because the actors in society are often just as fragmented as the elite. Therefore, there's no basis for collective action.

Democratization usually leads to the formation of political parties based on competing patronage networks; it strengthens this politico-economic organization, and thereby minimizes the prospects for economic development. This, in general, is the result of so-called good governance policies that donors promote, which usually mean the introduction of institutional 'best practices' from rich countries in the very different environments of poor countries. The researchers conclude that this approach has not been helpful in promoting economic transformation. The study of successful economic development - both at the macro level (countries) as well as at the micro level (sectors within countries) suggests the need for different mechanisms.

Development aid to African countries should be oriented more towards 'good fits': the promotion of development policies that connect with the politico-economic reality of the countries concerned. In countries with competitive clientelism the emphasis should be less on good governance (including democratization) and massive financial support because these have the tendency to strengthen the negative mechanisms. Instead, the emphasis should be more on attainable institutional changes that improve the chances for economic development.

Where relatively successful economic and social development takes place, the fragmentation of the elite is limited and the rent-seeking by the powerful is centralized. Since independence, several examples could be seen in Africa, though admittedly never as clear as in Asia. Today, Ethiopia and Rwanda are Africa's best examples of systems of centralized rent management that contribute to development, although - again in comparison to Asia - these successes remain limited. Among the elites there exists consensus (sometimes maintained by force) that makes cooperation between the various actors (i.e. the elite, state bureaucracy and firms, farmers and households) possible.

At the sector level positive examples of transformation and economic development exist. Examples include the aforementioned cattle breeding in Uganda; and the sugar industry in Mozambique. These examples are relevant to development cooperation because they show that improvement in sectors is still possible even if the situation is negative on a national level. Besides, general economic success often follows improvement in sectors. Thus, it is also appropriate to think 'small' and not only about countries as a whole. Perhaps aid workers should involve politicians at the sector level. If the development of the sector can, in some way, be aligned to the interests of politicians, it is more likely that the political establishment will make productive investments in that sector and create pockets of bureaucratic capability that develop and implement sector policies. If the politicians really consider this to be in their interests, they will force their civil servants to achieve development results. This has the potential to change the direction of accountability: it would flow upwards to the leadership and not downwards to the end users.

International development aid to African countries should therefore focus more on supporting politico-economic processes that seem promising in their own environment and less on the transfer of funds and models from the outside, which have the tendency to stabilize poverty. The context in which outside influence is exercised, is crucial. Only with knowledge of the local politico-economic environment can economic development be successfully promoted from the outside.




