African Development - Lecture 3 notes - 24/10/03





AGENTS AND/OR AGENCIES OF DEVELOPMENT





Introduction


- saw last week that the political economy of dependent capitalism ought to focus on 1) the nature of the insertion of economies/societies into the global economy; 2) the structures of the forces of globalisation (trade, investment, technology, regional integration); 3) nature of national economic structures, especially production 4) inter- and intra-country spatial inequalities of dependent development and 5) social and environmental ramifications of all of the above





- Development actors or decision-makers are varied, which is probably not surprising, given the range of ways development understood, and as a consequence, the sometimes pronounced differences in the way in which practiced; whether talking about development IDEOLOGIES (way understood) or development INTERVENTIONS (way practised) we can recognise certain key or influential players/actors: The State, Official Agencies (bilateral or multilateral), Community agents/civil society;





THE STATE





 -(widely referred to as 'government' or 'the government' across Africa) has traditionally been considered central to development because of the three distinct but interrelated roles it plays in development:


FIRST, it has historically acted as either the 'primary institution/organisation of development in the developing world' (Potter et al, 1999) or the 'primary agent for development initiatives in society' (Thomas and Allen, 2000); in this role it provides national direction or leadership, taking decisions about the nature or kind of development path to be pursued; presiding over the design, content and implementation of development plans and programmes; overseeing the establishment and staffing of development (and other development-oriented) departments, as well as the design of the bureaucratic and technical rules and regulation to guide development activity etc;


SECOND, the state plays the role of an enabling structure, by creating an environment which makes it possible for non-state agencies/organisations to undertake/practise development; it does so by adopting policies which favour, for example, one kind of development over another, by assuring national security and maintaining law and order, by providing infrastructural facilities like transport and communications which are essential to the pursuit of development activity; by controlling labour etc,


THIRD, in contrast to its enabling facilitating roles above, the state can act as a structural obstacle to development when existing forms of exploitation and oppression which it condones or encourages are perceived as preventing development which benefits the 'ordinary person' in the street/village to take place





a recognition of these different (but not necessarily mutually-exclusive) development roles played by the state reminds us that 'development fits into wider national political processes' including choice and steering; material interests and values, and perhaps most importantly, state power and the maintenance of order' (Thomas and Potter, p.127)





clearly, as Thomas and Allen (2000) have observed, politically,  the state can be considered as both the most important agency of, or block to development, and as the main context within which development agencies operate; but how did the state come to assume this pre-eminent position in development?





Post war development conceived specifically as something newly-independent states in places like Africa were supposed to do as an integral part of their nation-building role, state considered in both the colonial and early post-independence years as the fount of all knowledge and the possessor of all 'modern' or 'development' skills, capability and competence; indeed 'development activity was for long virtually the monopoly of the state' (Desai and Potter, 2002: 471), largely, it could be argued, because the state was 'supposed to have a capacity to exercise legitimate coercion and at the same time...to represent the will and desires of the 'nation' (Thomas and Allen 2000)





Not surprisingly, the state which emerged was one best described as an 'interventionist state', which planned, directed and implemented both development policy and practice, as well as being involved in virtually every sector of the economy from agriculture and mining through manufacturing to banking and finance; huge state and para-statal bureaucracies and utilities were created to facilitate the functioning of this state which, in some cases, even nationalised existing enterprises and sectors; 





Potter et al (1999) among others note that the growth and expansion of this state in the 1960s and 1970s owed much to, first, the continuing belief that the state was a benevolent and competent institution which could be relied upon to work for the common good ; and second, the existence of favourable commodity prices and terms of trade, as well as aid transfers from the 'north'; whatever the precise explanation of the state's early success, by the 1980s, the state in Africa had succeeded in centralising power in its own hands, while state bureaucracies had become all-pervasive, even and in some cases, oppressive;





In any case, as the 1980s progressed, evidence suggesting that state-led development across Africa was not an unqualified success had accumulated, and, more importantly, it had become clear that a combination of increased oil prices, rising debt and economic recession severely limited the state's ability to invest in development, disillusion with the state set in and the state itself became to be seen as part of the problem, rather than a potential solution; not surprisingly, the characteristics of bureaucratic dominance and increasing centralisation identified above contributed to a convergence of opinion across the political spectrum that the interventionist state was (i) invasive but unresponsive and (ii) restrictive and inefficient; in other words, since the 1980s, the state has been under pressure both 'from above' and 'from below';





Thus the suite of economic and political reforms loosely described as economic stabilisation, structural adjustment and governance reforms which were introduced, starting in the 1980s, all have the redefinition of the role of the state in development as a core element; in particular these reforms strive to 'roll back' the state, and to restrict its role in development to a facilitating one while promoting the market (in place of the state) as the key player in development;





From an initial situation, then, when developmentalism without the direct and far-reaching intervention of the state was almost unthinkable, we are not at a stage when the state is seen as THE central problem explaining perceived crises (of development, governance, etc.) in Africa when the idea that the market and civil society (with NGOs playing a central role) must now take the lead in the pursuit of development;


However, as Mackintosh rightly points out, 'the state cannot be abolished. State action will remain an important part of public action for good or ill' (p61) and will continue to play the key development role of mediating between 'a variety of political actors and institutions' (Thomas and Potter) who 'filter' government decisions/edicts/fiats at all scales within the wider society, often while protecting certain interests (cf. Potter et al)


Indeed, the World Bank has now been forced to admit that the market does need effective state institutions to function efficiently, and that weak and powerless states with too little authority cannot influence 'market outcomes to achieve public purposes' (Thomas and Allen, 2000)








OFFICIAL AGENCIES: INTERNATIONAL BI-LATERAL AND MULTI-LATERAL INSTITUTIONS (AGENTS OF GLOBAL GOVERNANCE?)





We refer here to the bi-lateral organisations/agencies from rich states which provide development funds in various guises to poorer countries (US AID, CIDA, UKDFID, etc) as well as to the more familiar or high profile multi-lateral organisations which are active in a variety of ways in development in Africa and elsewhere;





In the literature, the organisations in question tend to be grouped into the UN System, the World Bank and IMF, the WTO and official aid programmes; the UN and WB/IMF and GATT were all products of the immediate post WW2 era and the 1944 Bretton Woods conference, when the reconstruction of Europe and recovery of the global economy were uppermost in the minds of European and American leaders; In keeping with its ambitious mandate to ensure global peace and stability; supervise socio-economic progress/change or development in the Global Economy; and promote universal equal rights, the UN system is 'sprawling', very complex, and frequently overlapping set of institutions as the handout shows (Potter et all p.161); Worth pointing out that the UN works so closely with institutions like the WTO that they are frequently included as part of the UN 'family' but not the 'system'





With the notable exceptions of countries like Switzerland and Taiwan, practically all countries of the world are members of the UN and are represented on the General Assembly, which controls the organisation's budget, and where all the members have equal voting rights;


With specific reference to development, it is the specialised agencies and the programmes and organs that are the arms of the UN which are most visible on the ground in African countries, where they are most readily identified in the popular imagination as development agents/agencies;


It is the FAO and WHO, for example that we most readily associate with agricultural development and the interventions in the health sector, respectively, and the UNEP we think of when we think of environmental and sustainable development;





Worth pointing out, however, how important, indeed vital, UN peace-keeping missions have been in recent times across the world, but particularly in Africa; the UN handout (from Thomas and Allen, p.203) summarises the activities and responsibilities of some of these programmes and agencies in a way that highlights there 'development' focus;





Clearly, the UN is not a 'dedicated development organisation' but more a broad based (hybrid?), one which plays many operational and policy roles in development terms via its various organs, agencies, funds and programmes (Whitman, 2002, in Desai and Potter)





Potter et al (1999) make the important point that, throughout its life, the UN has tended to spend most of its resources (maybe 75% in the 90s) on economic and social development, even though this spending may not always have had the intended impact, partly because UN agencies compete for available funds; partly because overall development assistance for developing countries has decreased leaving the UN with only limited funds for its activities; (the UN handles only 14% of overseas development aid, while aid levels to poor countries are currently at their lowest in a long, long while); and partly because of problems of duplication within the UN system and lack of overall coherence in the UN programmes because of excessive bureaucracies;





Of direct relevance here too is the fact that the UN plays many diverse development roles, some of which conflict (Whitman, 2002) for example, UN efforts via its specialist agencies/programmes, at improving/expanding education, health and agriculture tend to conflict with the programmes or priorities of the WB and IMF which create some of the 'problems' in the first place;





However, even though 'the UN's developmental roles are shaped directly and indirectly by the priorities of its more powerful member states [leaving it with] very little room for independent initiative (Whitman 2002: 406), the UN has since the 1960s, tended to take a more pro-South line on development matters than many northern governments, it has had to be careful not to alienate these governments completely,  because many UN development activities are funded by resources from richer countries, and the rich countries are not adverse to demonstrating their displeasure by with-holding their contributions to the organisations (Thomas and Allen, 2000)





furthermore, the UN provides technical expertise for a whole range of sectors/areas (telecommunications, etc), supervises global regulation and monitoring of things like human rights, environmental use and change, international law, and continues to play a major role in influencing current and new thinking and practice of development via things like the UNDP Human Development Reports and various UN summits;





it is also worth mentioning that as the nature of 'development' problems becomes more transnational and increasingly globalised (refugee crises, the arms trade, HIV/AIDS, regional environmental problems like fisheries/forest depletion and river/air/marine pollution, drugs trade etc), the need for an organisation like the UN, whose mandate is clearly international/global becomes greater, particularly when this mandate has fairness and equity at its core; in addition the UN is now expected to intervene/mediate, not only between states, but also and increasingly, within states to protect people;





the question is, then, not whether the UN is necessary or not, but how to ensure that it is adequately funded and empowered to undertake the roles for which it was set up, particularly in the poorer countries of the world.





COMMUNITY AGENTS AGENCIES, CIVIL SOCIETY, GRASSROOTS ORGANISATIONS





Has a long history and comes in a variety of guises/forms, which is neither homogenous or consensual; by and large, a varied, diverse and fluid group of non-government/state and frequently non-market organisations, including everything from individuals and households through informal and formal citizen private organisations, trade unions, NGOs, political parties, business associations, grazing associations, cooperatives, women's organisations, rural development organisations, environmental protection agencies etc;





things to remember about this 'motley crew'; these are groups/associations which are differentiated along age/gender/ethnic/class/education/occupation etc lines which can be assumed to be inherently democratic or developmental in orientation; these are groups which are, in principle, not managed by the government; as with the UN and the state; the group is characterised by contradictions; tensions, and ethnic, economic and social cleavages, etc;


democracy, anti-poverty and 'civility' are not necessarily the organising principles of all groups and finally, while NGOs are probably the best known actors here, it is important to recognise that they are not, by any stretch of the imagination, the only organisations or actors here;





indeed, it is worth pointing out that some of the development actors under review here predated the Europeans contact and formal rule as well as the emergence of development as we know it; for example, different forms of pre-colonial associational (ethnic, village and clan) life encouraged reciprocal exchange and group cohesion, providing, for instance, for the poor/destitute in society during famines or other disasters; similarly, land tenure institutions ensured that everybody who had legitimate claim to land for subsistence had access to land for productive purposes;


Not surprisingly, when African Societies / Groups tried to resist colonial rules, it was on early associational forms that early nationalist movements (eg Mau-Mau) were sometimes modelled on;





related to the above point is the fact that religion has for a very long time been a crucial influence on the activities of many of the actors making up African civil society, grassroots organisations and community agencies: in its many, many indigenous as well as introduced forms, religion has  been an important organising force as well as the stimulus for the provision of welfare services like health education etc; but religious groups have not just concentrated on 'development-as-delivery', in addition to welfare provision they have also become active in democracy, lobbying governments and international donors for debt cancellations, for example, while at the same time, providing shelter and moral support for pro-democracy groups in their political campaigns;





by and large, international NGOs, including religious organisations like Christian Aid and CAFOD have dominated development activity in African Countries, and have commanded the bulk of available non-governmental resources; international NGOs collectively transfer more resources to Southern countries that the World Bank group (Clark 1991) and some 13% of all official aid is currently channelled through NGOs (Fowler, 2000); 


thus even where indigenous African NGOs outnumber foreign NGOs, the chances are that, as a group, the latter have considerably more financial clout than local agencies, which can become clients instead of equal partners; this observation is of particular importance as the 1980s and 1990s saw an explosion in the number of NGOs and other CSOs, and expansion in their geographical spread of coverage, and an increase in their influence and diversity (Some of those larger NGOs run programmes which are larger than those the bi-lateral donors);





the point is that donor agencies, including the IFIs, came to see NGOs/CSOs as being smaller, more flexible and closer to local communities than bilateral or multilateral development agencies; as being less corrupt and less bureaucratic than African government departments; and as offering an opportunity for donors to decentralise their programmes away from government, while encouraging communities to take on more responsibility for welfare provision;


Thus as NGOs/CSOs have come to be seen as having a comparative advantage in the delivery of certain types of aid and development assistance than government/state agencies, as both budget and staff of state departments have shrunk, NGOs/CSOs have assumed increased responsibility for aid delivery and welfare provision (some 70% of Malawi's primary schools and about 60% of Ghana's healthcare are run by church agencies, for example)





Such influence/power raises a number of questions about representative ness/legitimacy, programme/activity 'ownership', dependence (African NGOs/CSOs are largely dependent of northern sources for funds, expertise and access to international policy circles) and expectation (can NGOs/CSOs truly replace states); in addition countries where NGOs and community groups have largely taken over the role of the welfare state they have, in so doing, contributed to the 'rolling back of the state' in the manner envisaged by the WB/IMF, or at very least, to have undermined and weakened state capacity, particularly by attracting skilled/experienced government employees from the civil service;





However, positive things emerged from this state of affairs too; in particular the participation of NGOs/CSOs in development has helped to demystify development policy and planning, and opening it up to non-experts and ordinary people, who are consequently calling for wider participation in policy making and governance, and demanding greater accountability from governments


But it is also worth mentioning that service/welfare delivery is not on its own enough to significantly reduce poverty, and that advocacy is just as important a part of development as delivery;





CONCLUSION





Worth closing with the observation, credited to Potter et al (1999), that the composition of actors/agents/agencies and their relative importance within the processes of development ought to be studied against a background of changes within the wider political economy; 





thus, during the 1970s, for example, concern with environmental sustainability, and the risks, if any, posed to the environment by 'grassroots' poverty and marginalisation, both highlighted the interdependence of environment-development institutions which often transcended national boundaries;


Similarly, global recession during the 1980s saw the rise to prominence of both multi-lateral agencies like IFIs and bilateral aid organisations, on the one hand, and voluntary/charitable agencies on the other;





Finally, the closing decade of the last millennium saw a focus on the institutions of 'good governance' and a vibrant 'civil society' and the rise and rise of NGOs which are seen by powerful 'northern' interests as more acceptable development actors/agents than governments;





Put differently, there is a need to pay attention to 'questions of market access in a changing world economy, [to] questions of risk avoidance and empowerment at different spatial scale [to] the very real achievements made by many developing countries [and to] the key role played by states and international agencies in creating landscapes of empowerment or disempowerment' (Corbridge, 1999: 68)


