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The new developfl1ent credo: 
Getting politics right 

Goran Hyden, Professor of Political Science at the University of Florida in 
the USA and fellow of the Africa Institute of South Africa. 

A
FRICAN countries are faced 
with a new challenge in the 
1990s; no government can hide 
any longer behind the principle 

of state sovereignty. Whether on material 
or moral grounds, the rest of the world, 
and notably Western donors, are pushing 
what has become in recent years the new 
development credo: get your politics right. 
What has at least implicitly become a right 
to intervene in the politics of a given 
country expresses itself in a new set of 
conditionalities focused on improved gov
ernance, democratization and greater 
respect for human rights. How did this 
new credo emerge and what are the impli
cations for African countries? 

When international development theo
ries first appeared some forty years ago, 
the core was economic. It was a matter of 
designing projects in which external and 
domestic resources were combined in in
novative ways to promote national de
velopment. Drawing on the success of the 
reconstruction of Western Europe by mas
sive capital transfers through the Marshall 
Plan, development theorists, inspired by 
Keynesian economics, treated the devel
opment equation in an econocratic and 
technocratic way. Development was seen 
as a relatively straightforward business. 

In the late 1960s the mood among de
velopment analysts and practitioners had 
changed quite dramatically. Projects were 
seen as too one-dimensional and not re
sponsive to the needs of the people. De
velopment was now redefined to include 
both economic and social dimensions. 
These could be covered only in the con
text of programmes. The latter became the 
new mechanisms for doing development. 
As such, development remained a top
down exercise in which attention to design 
and implementation strategies dominated. 
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Like in the previous phase, the pre-emi
nent role of government in promoting 
development was likewise acknowledged. 

By the end of the 1970s, however, de
velopment theory shifted from mecha
nisms to context. Analysts and practition
ers alike realized that development was 
not as simple as the earlier technocratic 
approaches implied. Proper design was 
necessary but by no means sufficient to 
achieve development results. Structural 
and institutional factors had to be consid
ered too and they could only be changed 
by focusing on policy. With its structural 
adjustment programmes the World Bank 
went in the forefront of those insisting on 
the need to "get poliCies right". The over
all objective was to create a more hos
pitable environment for resource utiliza
tion. During the 1980s, this was treated as 
exclusively an economic affair. 

As we entered the 1990s, however, this 
notion was being challenged by those who 
argued that the problem with development 
(or rather the lack of it) in Africa is politi
cal. The time had now come to "getting 
politics right". With the end of the Cold 
War and the demise of the Soviet Union, 
the Western governments could push their 
own agenda without any immediate oppo
sition from the communist bloc. Equally 
important, however, was the support that 
existed in countries which had laboured 
under dictatorial governments, whether 
leftist or rightist, for democratic ideals. The 
result is that today development and poli
tics - like sports and politics - are treated 
as intimately interwoven. 

"Getting politics right" does not neces
sarily mean the same thing in the rest of 
Africa as it does in South Africa. In the 
former countries, it means bUilding a civil 
society that can somehow take the place 
of the weak state which has proven in-

capable of fulfilling its developmentalist 
mandate. This means supporting the orga
nizations outside government. Western 
donors are increasingly channelling their 
funds through these NGOs. There is in
creasing evidence that the donors are sat
isfied with the outcome of this shift in 
channelling their funds. 

There are also problems with this 
approach. Donors tend to provide a very 
narrow definition of civil society and oper
ationalizing it to suit their own conceptions 
of development. African NGOs become 
primarily implementors of donor strategies. 
Civil society associations turn out to be the 
extended arms of their financial sponsors 
rather than true articulators of popular 
demands. Furthermore, by pitting civil soci
ety against the state, donors tend to over
look the fact that without a functioning 
state, civil society will not prosper. 

The situation in South Africa is in some 
respects the polar opposite. Here civil so
ciety has grown in strength in opposition 
to a powerful - and oppressive - state. 
With some 50000 organizations represent
ing various sectors of civil society, South 
Africa possesses a developmental founda
tion that is lacking elsewhere in Africa. 
The challenge here, therefore, is not so 
much to build new and alternative struc
tures for development as it is to connect 
state and civil society in new ways so that 
political promise also becomes develop
mental practice. 

This means, at least in the short run, a 
focus more on the state than on civil soci
ety. Getting politics right in South Africa 
means perhaps above all creating represen
tative organs at the local level that can feed 
into the state machinery. At the same time, 
one can only hope that the understandable 
priority given to the RDP does not translate 
into a neglect of civil society or the cre-
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ation of a monstrous bureaucracy. Nor 
would one like to see the diversity and 
vitality of civil society in South Africa heing 
weakened by political cooptation as fornler 
leaders of civil society associations today 
occupy positions of power in government. 
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Small is still heautiful and should he 
nurtured to further strength rather than he 
ignored. As lessons of development else
where in Africa suggest, inducements to 
develop come strongest in organizations 
where people have a chance to know 

each other and learn from experience on 
their own. One can only hope that donors 
and governments are ready to honour this 
principle when it comes to "getting poli
tics right" here in South Africa and else
where in the continent. 
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The New International Order: 
State, society and Mrican 
international relations 

In this article Dr Wm Cyrus Reed, who is Director of the Office of African 
Studies and Associate Professor of Political Science at the American Uni
versity in Cairo, argues that international actors based in civil society play 
a critical, and largely unexamined, role in African international relations. 

S
INCE Sudan and Ghana obtained 
independence in 19'56 and 1957 re
spectively, the sovereign state has 
served as the analytical focal point 

of studies of African international rela
tions. Orthodox approaches to the field 
focused their attention upon the activities 
of "new states" which were nearly always 
portrayed as unitary actors with decision 
making firmly entrenched in the hands of 
the executive, while other branches of 
government and non-state actors were 
thought to play little if any role in foreign 
affairs 1 Subsequent studies argued that 
the dynamics of the inter-state system at 
the regional and sub-regional levels in 
Africa operated independently of wider 
patterns of global conflict. The emergence 
of a host of international organizations in 
Africa provided additional grist for the mill 
of state-centric analyses of African interna
tional relations. 

Political economy approaches to African 
international relations examined the histori
cal evolution of global and domestic in
equalities and the subsequent impact of 
such inequalities upon African international 
relations. The central focus of these studies 
was the impact of global peripheral status 
and domestic class structures upon the be
haviour of the state. By beginning their 
analysis with the incorporation of the Third 
World into the global economy, rather than 
the attainment of political independence, 
these studies added historical depth. as well 
as an economic dimenSion, to the study of 
African international relations. When non
state actors, such as multinational corpora
tions, were examined, it was done to illus-
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trate the structural restraints upon the 
African state2 

International relations implies more 
than the relations between and activities 
of states'" This notion was clearly artiCLI
lated by Robert Keohane in his early work 
which examined '·transnational relations"." 
Keohane argued for the inclusion of the 
cross-border movement of capital, people, 
goods and services, and information in 
the study of international relations. By 
analysing the evolution of public poliCies 
which govern transnational relations, the 
notion of foreign policy is broadened. 
though the state, rather than other actors 
involved in such transactions, has often 
remained a central analytical focal point. 

This article will argue that in Africa, 
international actors based in civil society 
playa critical, and largely unexamined role 
in African international relations.' This is. 
in no small part, because of the am
biguous nature of the state in African soci
ety, and because of recent patterns in the 
evolution of the African state. African 
states are based upon ill-defined borders 
which, because of trans-state ethnic struc
tures, mobile populations, and ineffective 
administrative stmctures, do not effectively 
demarcate the populations under their 
authority. During the early phases of in
dependence, many states developed the 
will to control virtually all aspects of inter
national relations, though few developed 
the capacity. As such, non-state interna
tional actors often operated beyond the 
jurisdiction of states, which is to say they 
undertook their activities illegally. The eco
nomic crisis of the 1970s and 1980s eroded 

the international capacity of African states 
still further and structural adjustment poli
cies have required many states to recast 
their policies in new directions. As the 
state in Africa has been forced to retrench, 
particularly in the international arena, new 
political space has emerged in which non
state international actors play an active 
role. These non-state actors do not operate 
in a vacuum. though, and can only be 
understood by examining the new interna
tional ordering of state-society relations in 
Africa; one of the dimensions of this rela
tionship which has largely he en ignored() 

This article will begin with an analysis 
of the concept of statehood, which is 
deeply rooted in the concept of sovereign
ty. It will proceed with an examination of 
the conditions of sovereignty in the Afri
can context and the impact these have up
on African international relations. In addi
tion, I will argue that the conditions of 
sovereignty in Africa require us to adjust 
the tools with which we analyse African 
international relations, in particular by 
moving beyond the sovereign state and to 
incorporate society into our analysis of 
African iqternational relations. Finally, the 
article will conclude by examining the 
implications of this discussion for new 
directions in research on African interna
tional relations. 

On sovereignty 

The notion of sovereignty can be divided 
into two spheres: de facto sovereignty, 
which is often associated with the ability 
of a state to function in the domestic 
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" 

realm, and de jure sovereignty, which is 
often associated with the ability of a state 
to gain external recognition through inter
national law.- De facto so\"(creignty is thus 
understood as the ability of a state to 
exercise effective authority "over all ac
tion taking place within its area of juris
diction"." TIl<:' central element of domestic 
sovereignty is the ability of a state to 
monopolize the USl' of forCl' in enforcing 
its decisions. Implicit in this discussion of 
domestic sovereignty arc two characteris
tics identified hv Ian Br()\vnlee - a clearly 
demarcated area of jurisdiction, il' territor
ial boundaries \vithin \vhich the state can 
act, ami a clearly identified set of individ
uals over whom a state can enforce its 
decisions, namely a population of citizens 
living within territorial boundaries.') 

External. or de jure sovereignty is 
often understood as the ability of one 
"governing entity" to obtain formal recog
nition as a sovereign state hI' the interna
tional community of sovereign states. 
Since the end of World War II, the princi
ple measures of external sovereignty have 
included membership in the Cnited 
Nations and formal recognition by and 
the establishment of diplomatiC relations 
\\'ith other sovereign states. Initially, as 
Jackson points out. international sover
eignty was besto\vl'd upon those states 
who had obtained domestic sovereignty 
and was withdrawn from those \\'ho had 
lost that attrilmte. l() Following the end of 
World War II, the onset of the Cold War. 
ami the end of European imperialism, the 
international norms which governed ex
ternal sovereignty changed from those 
which reflected effectiveness to those 
rooted in the right to self-determination 
and independence from colonial domina
tion.ll As such, once an African colony 
obta ined forma I independence from its 
former colonial masters, international sov
ereignty was not withdrawn regardless of 
how ineffective the domestic institutions 
of a particular African state I)ecame. Nor 
was international sovereigntv extended to 

entities, such as Rhodesia, whose govern
ing institutions were among the most 
dTective on the continent, until it gained 
legal independence from Britain. Similar
ly, only those entities which \\'ere defined 
by colonial powers and which were sub
sequently granted independence by them, 
have been able to obuin international 
recognition; subdivisions of those entities, 
such as Biafra and Somaliland, \\'hich re
cently declared its independence from the 
southern portions of Somalia, have not. In 
Eritrea, which obtained its independence 
from Ethiopia in 1993, leaders based their 
claim to independence both on the fact 

that Eritrea had been administered hI' 
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Italy as a colonial territory independently 
from Ethiopia, and that Ethiopia itself had 
heen a participant in the "scramble for 
Africa". As such, Ethiopia's presence in 
Eritrea was esst'ntially that of a colonial 
power and, therefore Eritrea had a "right" 
to independence. 12 

Several prohlems \yith sovereignty 
quickly emerge \\'hen the concept is 
applied to Africl. Domestic sovereignty 
hardly exists among Africa's "soft states". 
In addition, equating external sovereignty 
with recognition removes the "empirical 
dimt'nsion of international sovereignty". 13 

States may he formally recognized, hut 
that does not necessarily imply that they 
have the capacity to "enter into relations 
with other countries", one ot' Brownlee's 
major qualifications for heing a state I·! 

Moreover, if conducting "relations \\'ith 
other countries" is clearly \\'ithin the juris
diction of a state, and thl' state docs not 
have the capacity to manage those rela
tions, then we can argue that it has lost a 
certain element of its de facto sovereignty 
in the international arena. I" 

The rl'mainder of this article explores 
the ambiguity of both domestic and exter
nal sovereignty in the African context and 
discusses how this has given rise to an 
expanded role for civil society in the con
duct of Africa's international relations. In 
the process. actors and patterns of interac
tion han' emerged in Africa which broad
en the notion of international relations far 
heyond the activities of states. 

The ambiguous African state 

As Rosherg and Jackson so cogently argue, 
the empirical ell'menu, of statehood ohtain 
only to varying degrees in Africa, all of 
which limit the role of the state in African 
affairs and enable non-state actors to carve 
out niches of activity for themselves. With
in these areas, non-state actors often makl' 
authoritative decisions ",hich, at least, limit 
the sovereignty of the state, and, at most, 
enahle these actors to become "semi
sovereign" themselves. Below, each of the 
three eleml'nts of de facto soyerl'ignty -
borders, citizens, and states' ahilities to act 
authmitatively - will bl' examined in thl'ir 
African context. Subsequently, we will 
examine the impact of changes in the 
international environment upon the de jure 
sovereignty of African states. 

III-defined borders and mobjle 
populations 
While Africa's borders, initially outlined at 
the Congress of Berlin, are among the 
most stable in the world, they are perhaps 
also some of the least meaningfuL](' Bear-

ing closer resemblance to latitudinal and 
longitudinal markings on maps, these bor
ders hear "no respect for pre-existing so
cial and political groupings or even, some
times, for natural geographical fcatures". l-
MoreO\'er, during the colonial era, hound
aries dividing territories under the control 
of one colonial power were extremely 
t1uid and often permitted the free move
ment of goods and people across them. lH 
In other cases. arbitrary borders were not 
demarcated on the ground. This has led to 
a series of cont1icts,19 particularly in the 
Maghreb, where areas without water were 
initially deemed uninhabitable and thus 
unworthy of demarcation 21l Following the 
discovery of vast depOSits of natural re
sources in the Sahara, demarcating thl' 
houndaries became increasingly important 
and gave rise to growing tensions hetween 
Algeria and Morocco. In the Horn, various 
treaties established different houndaries 
between Somalia and Ethiopia - with each 
treaty reflecting the fluctuating distribution 
of power bet\yeen European colonialists 
and the imperial government in Ethiopia. 
As a result, no one border was acceptable 
to both Somalia and Ethiopia, none was 
demarcated on the ground, and all re
mained largely irrelevant to the movement 
of people and cattle between the two 
states. 2l An equally complicated situation 
is the Halieb triangle, which borders Sudan 
and Egypt. While the Halieb falls within 
the legal borders of Egypt, it has long 
been administered, populated, and claim
ed by Sudan. Long forgotten, Egypt re
asserted its claim to the territory once it 
was thought that this area might contain 
petroleum reserves. In 199:3, Egypt began 
to sell mineral rights in the area, an act 
which Sudan protested vehemently, though 
ahollt which it could do little. In response 
to Sudan's alleged complicity in the 1995 
attempted assassination of Egyptian presi
dent, Hosni Mubarak, Egypt strengthened 
its presence in the area by moving in 
troops. 

International borders in Africa demar
cate international boundaries most effl'c
tively \\'here official intercourse between 
states occurs, namely where roads, rail
roads, ships, and airline routes enter and 
exit. To avoid the border crossing, one 
simply need avoid official means of travel 
- a task not far beyond the ability of 
many people in a largely rural continent 
with perhaps fewer miles of accessible 
transport per capita, or square kilometre, 
than any other region of the globe. 
Customs officials at Zimbabwe's border 
with South Africa estimate that as much 
trade went "around" the official crossing 
as went through it. Much of this trade was 
accompanied by well-armed guards who 
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The New lnh~m,"tirln,,1 and African international relations 

did not hesitate to protect their wares 
from wary customs officials22 

Even where roads exist, many of the 
official border crossings are themselves 
porous. Administrative structures which are 
supposed to control the movement of 
goods and people have been rendered in
effective because of administrative weak
ness and rampant corruption. At one ex
treme, it has been possible to cross the 
border from Ghana to Burkina Faso with
out any travel documents and without any 
attention being paid by the immigration 
officials of either country.23 Where officials 
are attentive, but willing to sell their ser
vices, border controls may become synony
mous with extortion - or rent-seeking 
activities by state officials. Such activities 
may change the costs of moving goods 
across state boundaries, but they hardly 
restrict such movement altogether. In short, 
while most though not all African states 
possess internationally recognized borders, 
such borders often do not exist in any 
effective fashion on the ground. 

Arbitrary and ill-defined borders not 
only blur the effective territorial jurisdic
tion of African states, they make the iden
tification of populations over which Afri
can states "rule" difficult at best and im
possible at worst. Arbitrary borders mean 
that population groups have more often 
than not been divided between various 
states, rather than united in one.24 As Cal
vocoressi noted, "bisected tribal groups 
are too numerous to catalogue; the Ewe 
who straddle Ghana and Togo and the 
Azande who straddle Sudan and the Cen
tral African Republic are prominent exam
ples of countless overspills,,25 

As a result, the distinction between the 
"us" of one state and the "them" of anoth
er is often overshadowed by the kinship 
or linguistic bonds which transcend inter
national borders in Africa. In many in
stances, such trans-state loyalties take 
precedence over or at least provide alter
natives to state loyalties. Such conditions 
facilitate interaction between "citizens" of 
different states. While the presence of 
trans-state groups may not prevent strife, 
it does "distinguish !itl from war against 
foreign enemies".26 When such enemies 
are seen to be the governments of the 
states in which one part of a group lives, 
Zartman has noted that members of this 
group may have a "natural aUy" and find 
"sanctuary" across the border.27 Thus, if 
the state attempts to enforce an unpopu
lar policy, individuals technically under its 
jurisdiction can move beyond that area on 
a temporary or permanent basis by pass
ing through porous international bound
aries and joining their kin in neighbouring 
territories. Conversely, individuals techni-
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cally under the jurisdiction of one state, 
but who have bonds with individuals 
under the jurisdiction of another, may 
respond to public policies pursued in the 
second by becoming politically active in 
the domestic affairs of that state. 

A striking example of this occurred in 
1991. In what otherwise would have been 
considered an act of inter-state war, sol
diers and officers in the Ugandan army 
invaded neighbouring Rwanda in an 
attempt to overthrow the government of 
that country. The invasion was redefined 
as a Rwandan domestic conflict, though, 
because of the fact that the soldiers in 
question, though their families had lived 
in Uganda for nearly thirty years, were 
largely of Rwandan ethnic stock. While 
these people were indistinguishable from 
Ugandans, they were direct participants in 
the politics of what they, and other Ugan
dans, considered to be their home coun
try, Rwanda. Thus, in this case, the "do
mestic realm" for Rwandan politics tran~ 
scended the boundaries of the territorial 
state.28 A similar argument could be made 
in the case of Sudan, where much of the 
formal political opposition to the current 
regime, dominated by the National Islamic 
Front, maintains its headquarters in Cairo. 

Such a situation is complicated still fur
ther because of patterns of regional mi
gration. Many African groups had long 
established migratory routes which took 
them through what are now many differ
ent states. In areas of low rainfall, such as 
the Ogaden, Kalahari, and the Sahara, sea
sonal migration of cattle-based societies is 
essential for survival. Patterns of extensive 
agriculture and shifting cultivation also 
required migration over a period of years. 
During the colonial era, migration within 
European empires was often encouraged. 
Workers from throughout Southern Africa 
migrated to South African mines,29 as civil 
servants from contemporary Benin served 
throughout French West Africa. Muslims 
from throughout the continent pass 
through northeast Africa on their way to 
Mecca30 and contemporary Hausa/Fulani 
traders migrate throughout West Africa. 

The result of this has been an even 
larger ethnic mix, Which, when coupled 
with ill-defined borders and mobile popu
lations, has oftentimes blurred the distinc
tion between citizens and foreigners in 
African states. Cross-border ethnic struc~ 
tures and porous international boundaries 
combine to enable citizens to undermine 
the sovereign ability of the African state to 
enforce decisions on its citizens. In the 
process, they enable citizens in Africa to 
become engaged in activities that in other 
parts of the world would be considered 
international. In short, the nature of 

African boundaries and population struc
tures limits the capacity of the state to 
regulate cross-border activities. As such, 
space is opened for SOcietally based 
actors to undertake a wider range of inter
national activities than would otherwise 
be possible. 

Institutional capacity and the 
international environment 

The expansive state: Increasing responsi
bility in foreign affairs 

Ambiguous borders, coupled with trans
state population structures rendered ad
ministration extremely difficult under the 
best of circumstances, and even more so 
under the circumstances under which 
state structures emerged in Africa. Initial 
state structures were designed to fulfil the 
requirement of the Berlin Congress of 
"effective occupation".31 Subsequently, 
they evolved to facilitate the extraction of 
resources - primarily minerals and cash 
crops for export. As Young has noted, 

the colonial state in general, while 
insisting upon the ascendancy of its 
law, did not (and could not) enforce 
a comprehensive legal monopoly. 
The colonial legal order confined its 
demands for exclUSivity to economic 
and social spheres covering the activi
ty of the external estate of Europeans 
and other immigrants, as well as crim
inal offenses which were deemed, 
directly or indirectly, to affect the 
colonial peace.32 

As such, states penetrated societies only to 
the extent that was necessary to achieve 
these goals and focused their attention on 
the coastal regions, major cities, and trans
portation networks. Colonial states exerted 
their greatest control over those areas 
involved in international transactions, 
induding the construction and mainte
nance of infrastructure, namely, transport 
networks which linked the interior with 
the sea, telecommunication systems, and 
ports both sea and air. Because the state 
exerted extensive control over the interna
tional dimension of the economy, which 
played a central role in the overall cash 
economy, the state controlled virtually all 
of the formal economic sector as well. 
Thus, even when production of export 
crops remained in the hands of African 
farmers, as it did throughout much of West 
Africa, marketing structures were firmly in 
the hands of the colonial state.33 

At independence, the tradition of state 
control inherited from colonialism blend
ed well with dominant political and eco
nomic trends. Associating capitalism with 
colonialism,34 most African states adopted 
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some form of socialism which was later 
coupled with a move towards a one-party 
state and the pursuit of a state-centric de
velopment strategy, often based upon im
port substitution.35 This strategy viewed 
the state as the central agent for organiz
ing development and, as such, its expan
sion became a prerequisite for develop
ment. Moreover, import substitution re
quired an entire panoply of new struc
tures to protect infant industries. Tariffs, 
import licenses, and currency allocations 
all required the expansion of state admin
istrative structures, while maintaining ac
cess to inexpensive imported components 
required an overvalued local currency 
managed by a central bank under the 
control of state leaders. Furthermore, as 
members of the "international communi
ty", newly independent African states 
quickly established foreign ministries and 
related diplomatic networks. 

Shortly after independence, most African 
states quickly consolidated their jurisdiction 
over Virtually all aspects of international 
affairs. Ministries of foreign affairs con
trolled official diplomatic contacts with 
other governments, the issuance of visas for 
those coming in, and the issuance of pass
ports for those going out. Because Virtually 
all aid was official and directed towards 
government ministries, the state was able to 
control local interaction with international 
donors. Marketing boards controlled agri
cultural exports and ministries of trade and 
finance regulated imports and access to for
eign exchange. Newly created central banks 
managed both the supply and the official 
value of local currencies. By controlling the 
domestic media and telecommunications 
system, the international flow of informa
tion also fell within the realm of the state. 
Such expansion also fulfilled the political 
needs of most African regimes, which were 
able to consolidate their support through 
the growing opportunities for patronage 
which expanding state strucnlres provided. 
Because of the strategic importance of 
African states in the Cold War, their interna
tional status was secured by both Super
powers and the other major powers who 
often adhered to diplomatic protocols of 
"non-interference in the domestic affairs" of 
other states. In addition to funnelling virtu
ally all foreign assistance through state 
structures, major world powers ignored the 
shortcomings of African governments in 
return for support in the international 
arena. Thus the French regularly intervened 
in their former colonies to insure that 
regimes favourable to their policies re
mained securely in place. 36 Perhaps the 
most extreme example of this was Zaire, 
where a political system based upon the 
use of revenue generated by the sale of 
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copper and other minerals to purchase 
patronage, was actively supported by 
the United States in return for PreSident 
Mubuto's staunch anti-communist policy.37 

Expanded responsibility amidst declining 
power 

By the mid-1970s, the state in Africa had 
expanded its responsibilities in the realm 
of international relations tremendously. Its 
ability to act authoritatively in this realm, 
though, declined dramatically, in part be
cause of shifts in the international arena, 
and because of the ability which actors in 
civil society had to circumvent the state 
authority. 

The Opec-induced oil crisis of the 
1970s, and the resulting recession in the 
Western economies, led to declining de
mand and thus prices - for international 
commodities. This, coupled with rising 
costs of production for manufactured goods 
in the West, and the rising cost of energy 
imports, further exacerbated trade balances 
in Africa, which, many have argued, stem
med from an import substitution develop
ment policy which provided few incentives 
for exporters. To balance their books, 
African states borrowed heavily from inter
nationallenders.38 In an effort to reduce the 
domestic impact of rising international 
prices - and to reduce the local currency 
value of their external debts, African gov
ernments often maintained overvalued cur
rencies. While this move benefited those 
who consumed imports, it had two other 
impacts as well. Access to foreign ex
change, which was controlled by the state, 
became increaSingly valuable and the bene
fits to be had from selling this access rose 
dramatically. Thus, state-regulated access to 
foreign exchange, which might well have 
been designed to favour imported compo
nents for import substitution, quickly be
came a rent-seeking activity which simply 
increased the cost of international imports. 
At the same time, an overvalued currency 
raised the international costs of exports. 

Faced with rising domestic inflation, 
and declining prices for their products in 
real terms, many farmers chose the "exit" 
option,39 by operating beyond the authori
ty of the state. Thus, farmers shifted their 
production into those areas not controlled 
by the state, ie away from the production 
of cash crops and into the production of 
products for their own use. 40 While such 
a move might have increased production 
for domestic consumption, it had a de
vastating impact upon already declining 
export revenues.41 Agricultural producers 
also sought to market existing products 
through the unoffiCial or parallel economy 
which reflected relative scarcities. Where 
such opportunities were not available 

domestically, farmers drew upon porous 
international boundaries and smuggled 
their produce into neighbouring states 
where producer prices were more favour
able. Thus, the government of Ghana rou
tinely accused farmers of smuggling large 
shares of Ghana's cocoa into the Ivory 
Coast for sale there, though it was largely 
incapable of halting that activity. In the 
case of Uganda and Zaire, the "unofficial 
economy" that which existed beyond 
state authority, overshadowed the official 
economic activities.42 

One final variant on the exit option 
was for Africans to move physically be
yond the geographical jurisdiction of the 
state. With "kith and kin" just across an 
often times readily accessible border, Afri
cans took to their feet. In the face of in
creasingly narrowly based regimes, Africa, 
the continent with the smallest popUla
tion, quickly developed the dubious dis
tinction of having the largest refugee pop
ulation. At the same time, a new group of 
actors, individual citizens, became linked 
with the international arena. 

Africa's economic crisis was coupled 
with a political crisis. One-party states did 
not often permit alternative routes of ac
cess to policy making. The overall devel
opment strategy of African states favoured 
the urban elite, which, when coupled with 
declining resources available to the state 
for patronage, meant that the "loyalty" 
option was not attractive to most Africans. 
Limited access to the state because of one
party political systems and controlled 
media, also limited the "voice" option. 
Two variants, both of which brought local 
actors into the international arena, did, 
however, exist. Unable to raise funds do
mestically because of the pervasive role of 
the state and the state elite, domestic po
litical opposition groups could turn to the 
international arena for funds. Thus, in 
South Africa, the government often ac
cused opposition movements such as 
the South African Council of Churches -
of not representing popular opinion be
cause of their heavy reliance upon foreign 
funds. 43 Such an option was limited for 
most Africans, though, because most do
nors continued to route official foreign 
assistance through the state. 

A second variant on the voice option 
was the pursuit of violence, or an armed 
struggle against the state. Such a move 
also quickly thrust those organizations 
pursuing it into the international arena in 
order to seek physical sanctuary and to 
attract funds for the political and military 
battles. Initially, international Cold War 
structures provided patrons for rebels in 
those states which belonged to the oppos
ing "camps". Thus, Soviet support for the 
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ANC in South Africa helped to keep it 
alive during its nearly two decades in 
exile,44 while neither Unita in Angola nor 
the Mozambican National Resistance 
would have been able wreak the havoc 
they have were it not for support they re
ceived from the United States and South 
African governments, respectively.45 Simi
larly, Libya's Qadaffi supported the rebels 
in Liberia and together with the Mengistu's 
marxist government in Ethiopia, provided 
the initial backing for the Sudan People's 
Liberation Army/Movement (SPLA/M) in 
Sudan46 In Zimbabwe, the now ruling 
party, Zanu, drew tremendous advantages 
from the Sino-Soviet split which resulted 
in its alliance with the People's Republic 
of China 47 

As international patrons have lost inter
est in providing official backing, armed 
struggles have become increasingly self
financing. In the process, they have trans
formed their international role, but they 
have not lost it. Rather than gaining ac
cess to funds directly from their support
ers, Unita has funded much of its opera
tion by assuming state-like functions in 
the international marketing of diamonds 
which are produced in areas currently 
under its control.48 Similarly, at its peak, 
the SPLA/M controlled vast territories in 
southern Sudan and established the Na
tional Economic Commission, the equiva
lent of a Ministry of Trade, whose sole 
purpose was to facilitate the export of 
timber, ivory, tea, and other products, and 
the import of essential commodities, in
cluding oil.49 

Thus, by the end of the 1970s, the 
African states and international actors 
based in African society were moving in 
very different directions. While the state 
had formally expanded its jurisdiction in 
international affairs, this jurisdiction be
came increasingly ineffective as the state 
lacked the resources to enforce its deci
sions over a population which did not 
hesitate to utilize trans-state group con
nections and porous international bound
aries to its own advantage. At the official 
level, relations with other governments 
and international organizations became 
increasingly problematic as Africa's for
eign exchange crisis curtailed most state's 
diplomatic activities. Unable to fulfil their 
financial obligations to international orga
nizations, such as the Organization for 
African Unity and Ecowas, many became 
forums for testing African political opin
ion, rather than organizations which had 
the capacity to enact actual decisions. 50 If 
African states had consolidated their de 
jure role in international affairs, by the 
end of the 1970s, their de facto role 
their ability to make binding decisions 

144 

with regard to international affairs - had 
largely eroded. 

Entrenching civil society in 
international relations 

Africa's continued pursuit of a state-cen
tric development policy in the face of ris
ing costs of imports and plummeting 
prices for exports led to rising levels of 
international debt, and ultimately to finan
cial collapse. Unable to service its interna
tional obligations, African regimes were 
forced to turn to the World Bank and IMF 
as lenders of last resort. By the 1980s, the 
international environment was not as sup
portive, or as tolerant, of African states, as 
it had been earlier. This change in attitude 
was expressed first in the World Bank's 
Accelerated development in sub-Saharan 
Africa in which the Bank diagnosed the 
major block to African development to be 
an over-extended state which rewarded 
political control more than economic in
vestment or production5 ! The cure, ac
cording to the Bank, was to adjust African 
economic structures so as to integrate 
them more fully into the world economy 
on a more competitive basis5z 

The policy prescription was straight
forward combat inflation by raising real 
interest rates well above the level of infla
tion and by reducing government spend
ing, which involved among other things, 
selling para-statals to the private sector. 
To redress balance of payments deficits, 
and to insure that international obligations 
could be met, the Bank recommended 
that economic incentives be increased for 
those who produce for the international 
markets. Part and parcel of this, and as a 
way to decrease demand for imports, was 
to float, or sink, African currencies to the 
point that even under conditions of free 
trade which the Bank also recommend
ed the price of imports would rise to 
the point that demand for them would 
fall. Such a move would, in theory, re
place state structures with markets which 
would be self-regulating, and enable the 
state to reduce expenditures still further 
by reducing its payroll. Implementing 
policies [0 reflect the Bank's cure became 
a pre-condition for access to international 
finance. In essence, structural adjustment 
required the reduction of state jurisdiction 
over interna tional transactions and the 
deconstruction of those elements of the 
state apparatus which were deSigned to 
administer such transactions. 

Along with economic conditionalities, 
international donors also began to impose 
political conditionalities. Mirroring the lim
ited economic role of the state envisioned 
by the World Bank, the dominant one-

party political system also came under 
siege as donors, particularly the United 
States, sought to foster the emergence of 
liberal political structures, while the World 
Bank sought to strengthen "accountabi
lity", enhance "good governance", and 
build "instirutional capacity" Under such 
approaches, international donors sought 
to foster the emergence of multi-party 
political systems, complete with an inde
pendent press and legal system. Moreover, 
donors began to support actors in society 
which could monitor the activities of the 
state. Thus, human rights organizations, 
trade unions, fledgling political parties, 
and other interest groups with the capaci
ty to analyse public policy, became the 
targets of foreign assistance. 54 

The imposition of liberal economic and 
political reforms legalized tremendous are
nas for activity in civil society which linked 
actors there directly with other internation
al actors. By entrenching a free trade re
gime, agricultural producers who sought to 
export their products through neighbour
ing territories were no longer seen as 
"smugglers", but were now legitimate ex
porters responding to market incentives. 
Similarly, political organizations which 
obtained external funds for domestic oper
ations were, under the best of circum
stances, seen as becoming members of a 
budding "loyal opposition". 

Changes in technology supported this 
process. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, 
Africa invested enormous amounts of cap
ital to replace antiquated telecommunica
tions technology with micro-wave links, 
earth satellite stations, and direct dialling 
for international calls. This, once installed, 
is very difficult to control, and becomes all 
the more so when combined with faxes 
and electronic mail. African states have 
virtually lost whatever control they ever 
had over the flow of information across 
their borders. A stunning example of this 
was in the months prior to the referendum 
on one-party rule in Malawi. Here, the 
opposition took a page out of the history 
of the People's Republic of China - a his
tory which they might well have learned 
by watching Cable News Network (CNN) 
- and utilized fax machines throughout 
the country to distribute information and 
(0 communicate with supporters outside 
Malawi. 

Moreover, the free trade and privatiza
tion regime which has been implemented 
has also led to the establishment of pri
vate radio and television stations through
out the continent. 55 The L'S-based CNN is 
readily available throughout Africa, and 
the South African based "Multi-choice" 
network is now available in more than 40 
African countries. Because of ready access 
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to satellite dishes by the upper classes, so 
are television broadcasts from around the 
world. 

At the same time that the role of civil 
society is being entrenched in African 
international relations, the strategic impor
tance of African governments is declining. 
Following the collapse of the "East", and 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union, a host 
of international sources of support for 
Africa collapsed. 56 At the same time, the 
West no longer feels the need to support 
regimes in Africa simply because they 
were "anti-communist". Indeed, preventing 
the collapse of the former Soviet Union 
and reconstructing the former "Eastern 
bloc" are emerging as priorities which 
compete with Africa in increasingly effec
tive ways. Moreover, European unification 
may well temper the enthusiasm with 
which that part of the world, and particu
larly France, supports Africa. 57 Moreover, 
as the cases of Somalia and Rwanda illus
trate, international organizations such as 
the United Nations and the Organization 
for African Unity have shed some of their 
previous reluctance to undertake humani
tarian interventions in domestic conflicts 
within Africa. In short, there are indica
tions that the norms of the post-War sys
tem which enabled Africa's "weak states to 
persist", are rapidly disappearing. 

Implications: Toward a new 
research agenda in African 
international relations 

In short, the new order in African interna
tional relations is firmly rooted in the re
ordered relationship which is emerging 
between civil society and the state in 
Africa. While the state is certainly not 
about to be supplanted in international 
affairs, the recasting of its capaCities and 
jurisdictions, and the expansion of the 
international activities of actors in the soci
etal realm, does indicate that the African 
state will have to share political space 
with a growing number of non-state actors 
in the coming years. This process has 
already begun and challenges scholars to 
branch out beyond the state-centric analyt
ic approaches of both comparative politiCS 
and international relations to examine the 
international activities of societal actors. 
Such an approach will both enable and 
require us to examine the activities of 
non-state actors, the impact such activities 
have upon the international activities of 
the state, and vice versa. In short, such an 
approach will enable us to examine the 
international dimension of state-society 
relations in Africa. 

Within society, individuals have long 
been recognized as actors in international 
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relations, but the analysis of their behav
iour has often been limited to behaviour 
within an organizational setting, which 
has often been the state. New approaches 
will need to examine the behaviour of 
individuals in society who are also inter
national actors. To some extent, this pro
cess has begun as the study of why indi
viduals decide to become international 
refugees has expanded. In one fascinating 
study, Robert Gersony concluded that the 
huge exodus of refugees from Mozam
bique was due to the domestic atrocities 
committed by the Mozambique National 
Resistance, which itself could be seen as 
another non-state international actor. 58 In 
addition to examining why individuals de
cide to become refugees, a central ques
tion is how do refugees secure resources? 
To whom do they turn - international 
organizations, non-state actors, or host 
governments? How do they approach 
these actors - as individuals or in orga
nized groups, on what basis do refugees 
organize - as refugees, by nationality, or 
by ethnic group? If refugees come from 
ethnic groups which transcend state bor
ders, which identity takes precedence? 
Finally, what patterns of interaction do 
these various actors display with regard to 
refugee policies? 

Aids transmission is certainly the result 
of international transactions and the in
ability of the state to manage such trans
actions. The spread of the disease through
out Southern and Eastern Africa has fol
lowed the paths of truck drivers and mi
grant workers. In Egypt, the government 
has attempted to deal with the spread of 
the disease by testing the blood of foreign 
residents and deporting those who test 
positively for HIV. Commercials about Aids 
on Egyptian television warn Egyptians who 
travel abroad to be cautious by citing a 
verses from the Koran which forbid adul
tery. Because of the large role which tour
ism has played in the Egyptian economy, 
and because of existing treaties with Su
dan, which until recently have not required 
Sudanese to have a visa to enter Egypt, 
neither tourists nor Sudanese - two likely 
points of entry - are checked for HIV. 

In the economic realm, individuals who 
decide to smuggle goods into and out of a 
country are also international actors. The 
extent to which this activity occurs auto
nomously of the state - because the state 
does not have the capacity to manage 
international transactions or the extent to 
which it occurs with the complicity of state 
actors, is an often ignored area of inquiry. 
In Nigeria, this issue has arisen because of 
the extensive illicit drug trade which uti
lizes Nigerian airports. The American re
sponse has been to station its own drug 

enforcement agents in Nigeria, rather than 
to rely solely upon Nigerian officials. 

While often viewed in terms of crimi
nal activity and human suffering, smug
gling and migration also provide indica
tors for where regional integration in 
Africa is actually occurring. In her studies 
of the economy of Zaire, Janet MacGaffey 
has argued that Eastern Zaire is more fully 
integrated into an economic system cen
tered in Eastern Africa than one based in 
Kinshasa. 59 Southern Sudan and Eastern 
Central African Republic could also be 
added to this list. Such integration exists 
because of the cross-border international 
activities of non-state actors. Such patterns 
of international activity have major impli
cations for the study of regions and re
gional integration. Mainstream studies of 
regional economic cooperation examine 
the successes, and more often the failures 
of international organizations comprised 
the governments of states which attempt 
to foster regional cooperation from the top 
down 60 An alternative approach would 
be to identify where regional cooperation 
exists at the level of civil society, and the 
extent to which these patterns of behav
iour grow out of, or exist in spite of rela
tions between states at the official level. 

At the organizational level, new non
state international actors are emerging, often 
with the support of international donors. In 
the academic realm, a host of donor-sup
ported organizations have emerged, includ
ing the Nairobi-based African Academy for 
Science, the African Association for Political 
Science, the African Economic Research 
Consortium, and the Dakar-based Council 
for Research on Economic and Social 
Development (Codesria). Donors are also 
encouraging universities to form joint de
gree programmes. In the commercial arena, 
one can well imagine regional chambers of 
commerce, which might ally with interna
tional donors to form a bloc whose inter
ests would be very costly for the state to 
cross. Human rights movements already 
enjoy trans-state ties through Amnesty 
International and the World Watch umbrel
la of organizations which help to link 
human rights organizations in various 
states. 

ReligiOUS movements have long played 
an important role in African international 
relations. Recently, the Islarnist govern
ment of Sudan sought to manipulate Pope 
John Paul's visit to Khartoum in order to 
gain legitimacy for itself internationally. 
Subsequently, the Anglican Archbishop of 
Canterbury decided to visit rebel-held ter
ritory in southern Sudan, rather than visit 
Khartoum as a guest of the regime. This 
highly political move by a religiOUS leader 
resulted in a major international incident 
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leading to the expulsion of the British 
Ambassador in Khartoum, and the Sudan
ese Ambassador in London. In southern 
Sudan, state structures have virtually col
lapsed and the only organizations which 
perform state-like functions are those atlil
iated with the Nairobi-based New Sudan 
Council of Churches. 

The international role of Islam is also a 
critical, and unexplored area. As Calvoco
ressi notes: 

The very idea of the finite state ac
cords uneasily with Islamic tradition, 
as witness not only Gaddafi's (sic) 
cavalier attitude to state frontiers but 
also the Muslim Brotherhood and the 
Baath - competing movements which 
nevertheless concur in their disregard 
of state boundaries !JI 

The government of Egypt routinely accus
es the National Islamic Front government 
of Sudan of training Islamic militants to 
infiltrate Egypt and overthrow its govern
ment. Indeed, militants from around the 
Islamic world who fought in Afghanistan 
have been sighted in Sudan, and are said 
to be supported by Sudan's principle 
allies, first Iraq and now Iran. Moreover, 
Islamic parties in Kenya and Tanzania are 
thought not only to be linked to each 
other, but also to funding sources in 
Sudan. The extent to which such militants 
are able to work together to secure con
trol of the state and to transform it from 
its secular base into a theocratic state 
could well be a major determinant in the 
future of African development. 

At the official level of interaction, state 
actors are finding that they must share 
space with non-state actors. At the United 
Nations, long the bastion of state actors, 
non-governmental actors (NGOs) are 
heing given a forum from which to voice 
their opinions. Thus, at the recent UN 
Conference on Human Rights in Vienna, 
the NGOs played a major role and made 
life embarrassing for the states which 
hoped to hide hehind the facade of "non
interference" in domestic affairs of other 
members. Similarly, the Organization of 
African Unity has long been criticized as 
being an organization composed of the 
representatives of largely ineffective, cor
rupt governments which did not represent 
the people of Africa. While the initial Pan
African organizations included non-state 
actors,62 the OAU has recently contem
plated the idea of creating a Council of 
Elders - prominent Africans who did not 
hold political posts and could be used to 
facilitate the process of conflict resolution. 
The international system which Rosberg 
and Jackson argue has guaranteed the 
survival of weak states has changed fun-
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clamentally. With a few exceptions, fol
lowing the end of the Cold War, Africa 
has lost its strategic importance' to the 
West. Propping up dictators \vl1o have 
built political bases upon foundations 
which are anathema to the political foun
dations of the West is no longer attractive, 
and might well be costly, for Western 
leaders. Thus, sanctions have been placed 
upon some of the West's closest allies, 
including Kenya and, prior to his decision 
to hold a referendum on multiparty rule, 
Banda's Malawi. In a remarkable move, 
the US Congress voted in support of the 
self-determination of southern Sudan, a 
move which has been supported by the 
Department of State. Here, the principle 
of self-determination, one of the princi
ples which protected African states, has 
been turned on its head to help dismem
ber one. 

Conclusion 

State society relations in Africa have heen 
undergoing a profound change since Afri
can states first achieved their indepen
dence. Based upon ambiguous interna
tional borders and ill-defined population 
groupings, state structures were initially 
not designed to reach beyond the narrow 
interests of the colonial power. After inde
pendence, African states expanded their 
juridical role in international affairs, but 
by the 1970s, much of their de facto role 
in managing external transactions had col
lapsed. The economic and political condi
tionalities which have been imposed 
upon Africa during the 19HOs and 1990s 
have retrenched the international role of 
the state, and entrenched the role of inter
national actors in civil society. Moreover, 
much of the external supports which kept 
African states in place have been with
drawn. This convergence of events re
quires analysts of African international 
relations to adopt a new research strategy 
which moves beyond the activities of sov
ereign states to include an analysis of the 
international activities of SOCietally hased 
actors. 
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The fourth horsefllan of the 
Apocalypse: 
Drug trafficlcing in Mrica 

Dr Simon Baynham, Head of Research at the Africa Institute of South Africa, 
focuses on the increasingly threatening impact of the African trade in illegal 
narcotics . 

"D RAc'\IATIC domestic and inter~ 
national changes in both the 
developed and the de\'e!op~ 
mg \vorlds over the past fe\V 

years have been progressi\'ely altering 
the [global] security agenda. One suiJject 
that is rising progressively to the top of 
the security agenda. is drug.~. "I 

According to the t;S State Department in 
its March 199') Illternatiollal iVarc()tics 
COlltrol Strategy Report, the world's drug 
cartels rival corporations in their use of 
sophisticated business techniques and 
have eluded most efforts to wipe them 
out. 2 A month earlief, the Vienna~based 
International Narcotics Control Board 
(which cooperates vvith Interpoll noted 
that drug production and drug abuse were 
on the rise across the globe, with orga~ 
nized criminal gangs from Latin American, 
Asia, Africa and the former Soviet Union 
collaborating more closely in trafficking 
illicit substances, Board president 11amid 
Ghodse expressed particular concern over 
a rise in domestic drug a buse in Africa. 
Owing to weak detection controls, crime 
syndicates had targeted Africa as a major 
transit route, utilizing the continent's air~ 
ports and harbours for shipping heroin 
from Asia to the Lnited States and cocaine 
from Latin America to Europe 5 

Indeed, during the past fifteen years, 
Africa has become a revolving door - and 
a major centre of consumption - for the 
drug trade. The narcotics business has 
become one of the most serious threats to 
the stability and economic development 
of the continent: a scourge that has ramifi~ 

cations \Yell beyond the misery it innicts 

on millions of malnOLlrislwu Africans. 

AFRICA INSIGHT, VOL 25, NO 3,1995 

:'vlore Widely, the abuse of narcotics -
often in combination \\'ith each other or 
\vith alcohol - greatly affects the Third 
World, \vhere 2o°;() of the globe's 40 mil~ 
lion illicit drug llser~ live. World expendi~ 
ture on illicit drugs and psychotropic sub~ 
stances no\v runs second only to arma· 
ments, \vith an estimated 2,7 million peo~ 
pie globally (excluding consumers) be~ 
lieved to he directly implicated in drug~ 
related activities, The term "drug abuse" 
refers both to the non~medical ingestion 
of drugs that are intended for legitimate 
medical treatment and also to the misuse 
of drugs (for instance, hallucinogens) that 
have no accepted medical purpose. 

Types of drugs 

The so~ca lied "danger drugs" are mainly 
marijuana, cocaine, heroin and a number 
of other synthetic narcotics, ) 

• ;ldarijuanCl (also kno,vn as cannabis, 
dagga or ganja) is a tobacco~like sub~ 
stance derived from the Indian hemp 
plant. It is grown and produced through~ 
out the world, including Africa, and can 
be ingested by smoking, chewing or 
eating. It is cheap and classified as a 
"soft" drug but abuse of the product can 
lead to disorientation, pawnoia and psy~ 
chosis. 

• Cocaille, which is extracted from the 
coca plant in the Andean countries of 
Latin America, is the most potent stim~ 
ulant of natural origin with powerful 
psychotropic properties. It can be 
administered by smoking, sniffing or 
intravenous injection; and it creates 

extraordinary dependency with very 
serious physiological and psychic con· 
sequences. Crack - a mixture of co~ 
caine, sodium bicarbonate and water -
delivers many times the impact of 
pmvdered cocaine, 

• Heroin. a semi~synthetic narcotic de~ 
rived from the opium poppy. can be 
taken by smoking. sniffing or through 
injection, The principal areas of pro~ 
duction are the "Golden Triangle" (the 
highlands of Burma and the northern 
regions of Laos and Thailand) and in 
South~West Asia's "Golden Crescent" 
(southern Afghanistan, northern Paki~ 
stan and parts of Iran). The drug has a 
high physical and psychological de~ 
pendency factor. Heroin overdose can 
be fatal. 

• ,~ynthetic drugs, for instance ampheta~ 
mines and the hallucinogen, LSD, are 
produced and consumed mainly in 
Europe and North America, However, 
considerable quantities of the depres~ 
sant methaqualone ("Mandrax") are 
produced and exported from India, 
South Africans seem to have a craving 
for Mandrax - a strong tranquillizer 
often crushed with marijuana and 
smoked as "white pipe". 

Trade routes 

The drug invasion in Africa since the early 
1980s has been facilitated hy the geogra~ 
phy of the African landmass. On the West 
African coast, the Ghanaian and I'\igerian 
drug barons obtain their consignments of 
cocaine from Colomhia, the Latin American 
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The fourth horseman of the Apocalypse: Drug trafficking in Africa 

stat<e wllOs<e nall1<e has h<ecoll1c virtually 
S\'non\'ll1ous \vith a drugs lIIo/)()si of trul\' 
terrifying regional pO\ver and global 
reach. 

On t Ill' Horn ami in List Africl. the 
trail originall's in thc South-Fast Asian 
"(;olden Triangle" and in South-\\'cst 
Asia's "(~olden Cr<escent". It is from thesL' 
regions that much of the world's illicit 
opium crops are refined into heroin. By 
the start of tlw current decade, onL'-third 
of thc heroin intercept<ed in Europe hacl 
transit<ed through Africa, The Fast African 
region - once viewed as reLtti\'e!y inno
CL'nt as compared to the \\'est African 
coast - has now h<een identil'ied by anti
narcotics agencies as a maj()r transit point 
for hard drugs, !'dost of the drugs fun
Iwlled through East Al'rica ()riginatc' from 
India and ThaiLtnd ami arc dL'stine'l1 I'or 
the Gulf, Europe and Southern Africa, 
Inde<ed, "lslo ~darming i.s the drugs mcn
ace [in the regionl tllat in the casc of 
Zanzih~lr, the {IS and Britain han' ~Igreed 
to assist tilL' isles' autllOritie.s \\ith intelli
gence on traffickers", togetller witll spe
cial equipment for Llnzibar's airport, ~ 

Other known conduit.s includc North 
Africa, a centre ()f tralTicker.s in !\LlIldrax, 
ami Central Africa, \\her<e the airp()rts of 
Bangui (Central African Repuhlic), Kigali 
(R\\'anda) and Kinsh~lsa (Zair<e) play a 
dL'Cisive and clandestine roll' in the lucra
tiv<e onwarcl trade into \\!estern Europe. 
Further south, th<e routL'S into South Africa 
out of Luhull1bashi (Zaire) and Lusaka 
(Zambia) are facilitated h\' small l1l't\\'(Jrks 
of mainly GreL'k entrepr<encurs operating 
out of JohannL'shurg, With the indepen
dence of Kal1libia in I ')9(), a ne\\ route 
I'or illicit drugs through southern and 
\\estern Z~lmiJia into \'amibia has also 
now opened, It is also understood that 
South African passp()rts arc \\'ideh' uSL'd 
by Kigerian, Zairean ami ZiI11h~lb\\ean 

drug traffickers, Many of the drug couriers 
arrested in South Africa haH' been from 
these countries, Passports ~Ire ;llso being 
stolen from the HomL' Affairs Department 
(often in collusion with dep~lrtIl1ental offi
cials) ailli thL'n illegally sold on the black 
market. 

SoutllLTn Africa is an important conduit 
to the rest of the world b<ecluse it is rL'
garded by drug synclicltes as a safe transit 
route to EUropL' and the l-nited SUtes, In 
addition, the end of ;lpanheid in South 
Africa has triggered an unprecedented 
intcr-state mOH'ment of peoplc in the suh
region, SOI11<e of ","hOill ar<e othen\'is<e un
employed criminals <eIlgaged in cross-hor
der drug peclclling, And a.' th<e Repuhlic 
creates n<ew trade links with other coun
tries, \\ith international Ilight., spreading to 
more clestinations," so the country has 
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hecome a larger target for drug syndicates, 
Inciceci. a !'S surve\' of drug mo\'<ements 
around the globc has SI1O\\n that South 
Africa is becoming a major centre of 
attraction I'or inrernational drug cartels as 
it eIll<ergL's from its isolation era, In the 
August 1 ')<)1 words of \X!hite Ilous<e na
tional drug control policy dircctor, Dr Lee 
BUJ\\n, "A few months ago South Africa 
did not appear on tbe radar screen - but 
recently that has changecl",- TllL's<e points 
han' been succinctly summarized in a 
speech by the {is Ambassador to South 
Africa, Mr Princeton Lynun: 

I\arcotics is ;111 international business, 
as transnational as that of ~lI1y m;ljor 
corporation or Ilusiness in th<e \\'orld 
today. South Africl, whik sufkring 
from rhe trafficking and use of dagga 
and mamlrax, W~IS shielded from 
much of thc growth of narcotics traf
ficking that Ius uken pLIce in the 
rest of the world in the last two 
decac!c's, But \\'ith tilL' <explosion of 
air connect iOIls in ~lI1d out of South 
Africa - during sanctions kw ;lirlines 
but S1\..\ op<erateci. toclay fift\ interna
tion;Ii airlines servicc thc country -
South Africa beckon<eLi. C()nnections 
now exist through South Africa be
t\\'een Asia, the ,'\Iidclle East, Africa, 
Europe and I\orth and South AmL'ri
ca. N;lrcotics syndicates wcre quick 
to mO\'e into this virgin territory 
They Ila\'e come froIll all parts of the 
\\'orkl We see it in visa r<eLjuests 
that !lear the mark of traITick<eJ'.s we 
hav<e seen elscwhere, South Africans 
,ee it in arrests of South Africans for 
drug offence.s in \'arious parts of the 
world.''' 

South Africa 

In short, th<ere are increasingly ominous 
signals th~lt South Africa i.s being largL'ted 
as a major trans-shipment centre for ;1 

wiele \'aric,tv of narcotics. Already, consid
erable quantities of "'Iandrax arc tralTicked 
from the Inciian subcontinent to South 
AJrica (mudl of it smuggled into the coun
try by "mules", mostly elderly men and 
\\'omen \vho arc tra\Tlling r<egularly Ile
tv\een Imlia and the RSA): ancl cocaine (a 
stimulant! - which until as recently as five 
years ago had not been a problem in 
South Africa - has the potential to become 
as .serious a threat as !vlandr~lx, Indeecl, 
figur<es rekasecl early in 1992 hy the then 
South African Polic<e reveal th~lt tlw trade 
in cocaine, for !loth transit ami consump
tion, had already hecome a multi-billion 
rand industry in the Repuhlic. In the 
meantime', and accorcling to th<e South 

At'rican Association of Reuil Pharmacists, 
')O°;() of global Mandrax production is sold 
in South Africa, \\hik 25% of all marijuana 
seized worldwide is confiscated locally, 

During 1')')3, polic<e confiscated ap
proximatdy HI billion worth of drugs, an 
amou nt <estimat<ed to \'alue no more than 
10-1 =;'v" of the South African narcotics 
trade, One 1 ')')4 gov<ernnlL'nt document 
disclosed tbat cocaine and Mandrax traf
ficking - which had seen an increase in 
arrest rates of somc 120°/(, and 40% re
specti\ely in the previous yelr (mid-1')')3 
to mid-I ')')Ij) - "arc showing the most 
alarming grm\'th ratL' both in abuse and in 
appearance in th<e region", Thc report 
added: "Although SA serves largely as a 
transit rout<e for heroin, there arL' already 
signs tllat ;lbusc of this substance too will 
mushroom at an aLIrming rate during the 
next fiv<e years"q 

It is nO\\ thought that more than 100 01' 

rhe estimated 273 crimc syndicates operat
ing in South Africa ar<e im'olved in narco
trafficking. Apart from South African syn
dicatcs, whicll focus on the int<er-connect
ed crimes of \'ehic!c- and \\eapons-smug
gling, foreign-exchange fraud and drug
dealing, c!ozL'ns 01' international gangster 
groups han' mOH'd in on the scene, 
These include East European ami Russian 
gangs WIding in ilkgal \\'L'apons, illicit 
gemstones and ivory: Nigerian, Ghanaian 
and Israeli cocailw smugglers: Chinese 
operators linked to the infamous Triads: 
and Zairean passport racketeers,lo 

From the perspective of int<ern~ltional 
crime syndicates, South Africa h;lS th<e 
"right profile" for exploitation, similar in 
m~lny respects to that of the forIll<er com
munist states: a sucld<en boom in frce trade, 
the m()\'emL'nt (legally and illegally) of 
much larger numbers of people across its 
borders and an inacleLjuate bureaucracy ill
prepared to meet the ne\y challenge, 
Growing drug abuse is also closely corre
lated to th<e RSA's burgeoning and unUJI1-
trollecl levels of urixiflization, II Also wony
ing to the {:nited States - \vhich views 
Pretoria's drug problem as a direct thre;lt to 
Washington's global offensive ~lgainst til<e 
drugs trade - is the I{SA's combination of 
poverty, lav\!lessness and a highly sophisti
cated banking system through which drug 
Funds can be efficiently launder<eLi. Inde<ed, 
the {lS is so conc<erned ahout the South 
African problem that is has already becoIll<e 
actively involved in providing advice and 
technical assistance, For example, at a sp<e
cial briefing to the Transitional Executive 
Committee (TEC) subcouncil on foreign 
affairs in February l ')94, Stat<e Department, 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and Drug 
Enforc<ement Agency (DEA) officials laid 
out for the group what then Ambassador 
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Harry Sch\\arz called "a \ c'n' frightening 
~ituation", 12 The suh-council \\ a~ urgc'd to 

put I1rc'~~ure on a ne," govc'rnment to give 
the 1l1~I!ler top priority ami \\'as informed 
that Washington and the l'\ stood ready 
to pro\'ide thc rL'levant training and co
operat i()I1, 

Social and security implications 

As \\'ell as Glusing widespread suffering, 
illness ~ll1d deaths among addicts, the 
drug racketeers engenlIL'r corruption and 
violence, and Illany users resort to theft 
and pro~titution to ~uppon tlwir Ilahit. 
Drugs consumption is ruining tlw lin's of 
many Africlns, often thosc \\'ho haH' al
ready hccn ra\'ag<:d hy Ill~t!nutrition and 
cpidcmic discascs, It \\TC~Ik.'i han)c on the 
lives of millions of families, heing associ
ated with both spouse-battcring and child 
abusc', In ~ome African countries, it has 
tIll' potc'ntial of destahilizing tIlL' entire 
economy and thrl'atening the very Lthric 
of society - as in Coloilli )ia \\'hcrc the 
authoritics havc heen forccd to spend 
exorhitant sums on detcction and sccurity, 

But it is thc corrupting naturc' of this 
husiness tInt is perhaps thc l110st 
frightening, This is a husiness tll~ll 

prcys upon weakness, upon grced, 
Poor people are dr~l\n1 into canying 
drugs, dl'l11caning thcl11sch'e,s, physi
cally and n]()r~tlly in till' procc'ss, The 
ways in which carricr,s, kno\\ n deri
sivel\' in the trade as 'mules', dchase 
tllcir hOllics to carry drugs is Iwyond 

imagination, Youths gangs arc 
dra\\'n into trafficking in thcir neigh
hourhoods, carning pre\ioush" un
scen amounts of money, hecoming 
\\'ar!ords lLlllgerou,s to socidv, in
dccd so hca\'ily ~lrillcd as to he 
almost hcyond the p()\\er ot police 
or governl11cnt. Addiction in the 
country is ke'y to thc s\'l1(liclte~' 

needs, \'ot onl\' does grmying addic
tion offer more people to he uscel as 
'mules', hut it opcns up a dOl11cstic 
market. that in South Africa, \vith its 
relati\'l' \\'c,~t!th, is \Tr) attracti\'e 
imlcelL Evcry means to spreall addic
tion \\'ill bc uscd,ll 

In thc [(SA, drug dcalers have ;Ilrc'~ldy in
filtrated governmcnt and police ranks, 
Inlli\'iduals in Iligh public sClyicc positions 
han' hecn placcd on illegal payrol!.s and 
are currently hclping the syndicatcs hy 
pro\iding legal documcnts and permits, In 
~Oll1C cases, police and customs officers 
and other law cnforcemcnt officials ha\T 
moved heyond I'acilitating smuggling by 
hecoming acti\cl\' inn)\\L'l1 as couriers, 
The corruption of politician~ ;ll1d hureau, 
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crats undermines till' legitilllan' and crclli
I)ility of go\'ernmcnt and sul)\ L'11s thc po
litical sccurity of the states concernL'lI,I, 
Indeed, in \oH'lllhcr Ill')L Prcsident 
.\LIndela \\~lrnecl tint drug trafficking 
could thrcaten the ~lhility of the G()\crn' 
mcnt of \'ational l'nit\' (Gl\l') to assen its 
authorit\, ~lllci mailltain peace ~llld sccurity 
A fe,\, months pre\ iously, a plot to assassi
n;lte Gauteng premier Tokyo Sex'\,~lle for 
his stand against thc dnlg trade was 
u n('( )\Trcd, 

There is also incrcasing ~tlarm ahout 
the gf(ming collusion het\n'L'n the inter
national narcotics tr~lde, terrorist org~lI1iza
tions ami gun-running, "In this respcct the 
1)lack market in n~IITotics Ins for many 
vcars pro\ idcd common ground for I)oth 
apoliticll. cntrcprcnL'llrial clrug traffickcrs 
and ideologically moti\'ated rcn)lution~lr
ics,"I, In Pakistan, for cxample, Prinw 
.\Iinister Iknazil' Bhutto ha,s clnrged tlut 
drug harons \\ere hclping to promotL' tc'r
rorism in rctaliation against l1l'r gO\'L'rn
I11L'nt's toUgll policv on llrug trafficking, 
And in Colomhia (\\herc thc greatcst 
threat to stal )ility amI democr~lcy in rcccnt 
yc'ars h~l.s comc from tIll' narcotics s\ndi, 
cites) at kast .:'>() people \\crc killed ~lllci 

2,-' injurcd \\ hen a large homh explodcd 
during a l11usic fc'sti\'al in Jlll1l' 1ll9'i, The 
~Ittack Clml' the dav aftcr police capturccl 
cocaine' king Gilherto Orejul'la - an ;lrrcst 
that rcpresents Colomhia's higgest hl()\\ 
to its p()\\erful drug svndicltes sinL'e 
sccurity t'orces shot dcad cartel hoss Pahlo 
Escoh~lr in Decemhcr 199.:'>, ,\Iore ,\'idcly, 
the impact of illeg~t! drugs on that country 
nu\' he appreciated 1>\' the Ltet that. sincc 
thc latl' I ')HOs, .:'> 100 Coloml)ians ILI\c 
hcen killed, four prc'sidential cllldidatcs 
luve hccn assassin~ltl'd and hillions of 
clollars Il~I\C heen poured into sccurit\, in 
drugs-relatl'd incidcnts, 

Viokncc associated with the narco
husiness includes cocrcion, intimidation, 
1)lackmail, killnapping, torture and nlLlr
del'. [n fact, "1I1url1c'rs relatl'd to the drug 
husiness h~IVL' hccon1l' the priman' cause 
()f death ~Imong C()lomhian mL'll het\\'('cn 
till' ages or 20 and 'I'i "" A \\'11OIe genc'ra
tion of hUl11an capital in thc form of edu
calel\. skilled people is heing cradicatL'll. 
Out of kar for thcir lin's mal1\ stud\' and 
\vork ahroad, "Ih 

Economic implications 

The economic conscquences of the nalTO
tr;lde are cquall\' appalling, On a global 
level. ami accorlling to a l'" report IT
leased in \'ienna in March Illll'i, drug 
addiction is costing countries hetwccn 
O,'i-l..:'>"" of their (;ross Domcstic Pweluct 
«(;])1'), For instancc, the cost of drug 

ahuse to thc hudget of till' l'nited States 
(taking account of mcdical charges, Aids
rebtcd trcatment. tl1(" growth of criminal 
acti\ity and thc loss of productivity re~ult, 
ing from drug ahuse') Ins hecn cstimatecl 
at SiC) hillion, or around 1,.:'>')1) of GDP in 
Illll j, as cOl11p~lred to S'H hill ion in 19H'i, 
TIlL' stud\, \vhich analvses the economic 
amI social consequenccs of the ahuse and 
illicit trafficking of drugs, also highlights 
the consiclcr~lhle gn)\Ylh in rc'cent years 
in the numhcr of c1c'~lths linkcd to drug 
ackliL'tion, For example, from I llHO to thc 
earl\, I9ll0s, thc death rate \vas six times 
higher in (;c'rmal1\, fi\e timcs higher in 
Itah and morc than doulJle in Britain]-

,\lorco\'C'r, and more ominously, it 
should he strc'ssed that cocainc, ampheta, 
mincs and otller narcotics can I)c injectecl 
- a practicc that \\hcn used with non
stcrile necdlcs presl'nts a particular risk of 
inkClions, including tIll' Aids (111\') \'irus 
\\ hich has rC~ldled almost epidcmic pro
portions in some parts of Africa, not least 
in South Africa itself IS 

TI1L' drug tr~ll1e take's a heavy toll on the 
alrc~ldy ,vcak c'conomics of African states, 
Campaign,s to climin~lte production and 
curh the tralTicking of illcgal narcotics cost 
considerahle sums of already scarcc statc 
finances, Also, the political and security 
implications of thc narcotics trade dis
cus,sc'd earlicr luvc additional l'('onomic 
conscquenccs: the high incidence of drug
rebted violence and crime contrihutes to 
domestic capiul night and discourages for
eign in\'estl11cnt. It also has a negatin' 
impact on the tourist industry, a kl'y eco
nomic scctor in man\ Fast and Southern 
AJrican statc's, l'unhcrIllore, amI as touched 
on ah()\'e, drug ahusc contrihutcs to the 
loss of ,\'orkl'r-hours, hal11[lering the future 
dc\ elopnwnt of the African contincnt. 

In Soutll Africa, therc' is growing con, 
cc'rn that cxpanding illegal drug con
sumption - especially it is thought in the 
t()\\ nships - \\ ill fmtlK'r strain the already 
fragilc social and economic fahric of tran
sitional socict\', II()\\l'vcr. the ahuse of 
illegal suhstances is also ha\'ing a knock
on and neg~ltin" efkl'l in South Africa's 
hO~lrdrooms, Although alcohol is thl' most 
COl11l1lon forl11 of ahuse, there is a gro\\'
ing trend ~11110ng strc',"L'l1 exccuti\ es to 
usc cocaine in the mistaken Ix'lid that it 
helps them to copc, But once ~lll individ
ual is addicted to coca inc, the prohlem of 
fumling thc elepenllenn assumes para
mount importancc, As a conscquence, 
therc is a direct correlation het\vc'en esca
lating le\els of \vhitc collar crime (com
puter fraud, stock manipulation ami othcr 
financial irregularitie~) and narcotics ah
use, Finalh', on the question of economic 
conseljuencl's, \ve COl11e to thc husines~ 
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of laundering drug money - a topic 
which, because of its highly destabilizing 
role in the domestic economy, will he 
examined under a separate heading. 

Money-laundering 

A major problem related to the illegal 
drugs trade is the associated issue of 
money-laundering - "the conversion of 
profits from illegal activities, in this case 
drug activities, into financial assets which 
appear to have legitimate origins" .19 It is 
extremely difficult to gauge how much 
"dirty" money flows through the global 
financial system on an annual basis; but 
there can he no doubt that the sums in
volved are enormous. According to one 
(widely accepted) estimate by Albert 
Pacey, head of the British National Crimi
nal Intelligence Service, some $')00 billion 
may have been laundered worldwide in 
1993. Perhaps 50% of that emanates from 
the illegal narcotics business, the balance 
from other types of organized criminal 
activity and terrorism. 2() 

In the view of the South African Law 
Commission, money-laundering schemes 
- which aim to legitimize dirty money by 
mingling it with clean - hahitually use 
orthodox financial institutions, shell cor
porations registered in obscure offshore 
centres and other investment vehicles to 

transfer illegally ohtained proceeds and 
convert them into assets of an apparently 
legitimate origin. In addition, many so
phisticated money-launderers have mas
tered the use of electronic-payment mech
anisms, calling on friendly accountants 
and legal expertise to design new meth
ods of disguising the source of the money 
they handle. In this they are abetted by 
lax regulations, official corruption and 
newly opened economies that make the 
masking of illicit transactions easier. This 
dirty money also threatens to undermine 
legitimate business enterprise, patticularly 
in developing financial markets: because 
the cash is coming from crime, it gives the 
criminal organizations' business a compet
itive edge over legitimate money earned 
at lower profit margins and which is sub
ject to tax. 

Africa remains a major problem area in 
terms of financial/banking regulations and 
Nigeria in particular is a centre for laun
dering the proceeds of drug-trafficking. 
Keeping an eye on the business of laun
dering, and implementing measures to 
control it, demands much hetter co-opera
tion between law-enforcement and intelli
gence agencies, governments and finan
cial institutions; but the task is not made 
any easier hy the global trend towards 
financial liberalization. 
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Conclusion 

It should be clear from the above that the 
multi-dimensional threat of drug trafficking 
is a serious global problem: and Africa con
tinues to be the weakest link in the inter
national war against illegal dmg operations. 
Owing to underdevelopment. porous bor
ders. weak detection controls and rampant 
cormption. crime syndicates have targeted 
Africa as a major transit route. exploiting 
expanding transport and communications 
systems (sea ports. airports, etc) for their 
clandestine activities. 

It is also common knowledge that once 
a relatively wealthy country such as the 
RSA becomes a major transit route, it is 
not long before it becomes a major drug 
consuming country. And in the view of 
President Clinton'S chief drug policy coor
dinator, Lee Brown, South Africa has to he 
"the cornerstone of our overall dmg strate
gy in Africa", adding that the subconti-· 
nent's other key power, Nigeria, "was not 
fully co-operating with our anti-drug 
effott."2t Brown's understated criticism did 
not make dear that. although Nigeria does 
not produce heroin or cocaine, Nigerian 
traffickers are pivotal to the world",'ide 
trafficking of both substances. 

The question of counter-measures will 
be addressed in a subsequent atticle on the 
narco-trade. However. the key to the quan
dary lies in the word "cooperation", a point 
made unambiguously by an Institute for 
Defence Policy document cited earlier: 22 

In countering drug trafficking and 
cross-border crime. regionally-based 
liaison with similar agencies in other 
countries must be encouraged. The 
international nature of the drug scourge 
requires common regional strategies 
in training and professional approach
es. There is an urgent requirement to 
harmonise legal instruments and the 
ratification of protocols to enable law 
enforcement agencies to act effective
ly .... Although there is much talk of 
co-operation, a lack of willingness 
and capacity to share information/ 
intelligence hetween the countries of 
Southern Africa on the issue of drugs 
and drug trafficking is evident. Some 
of this may be due to lack of trust .... 
Through mechanisms such as the 
OAU, pressure should [also] be exert
ed on countries which are known as 
conduits for drugs in Africa, to desist 
from such actions and institute effec
tive controls. 

Unless Africa and the international com
munity heed these imperatives, a new epi
demic of momentous proportions - the 
"Fourth Horseman of the Apocalypse" as it 

has he en aptly described - will be added 
to the continent's \\oes of war. famine 
and Aids. 
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The question of defence 
conversion in South Mrica: 
Issues from the international 
experIence 

Prof C M Rogerson of the Department of Geography and Environmental 
Studies at the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, explores a 
range of issues surrounding the international experience of defence 
conversion initiatives which offer certain policy lessons for South Africa. 

T
HE question of defence industrial 
conversion is one that looms 
large on the policy ho ri zon of 
post-apartheid reconstructio n , 

particularly in the wake both of a re-think
ing ta king place o n the role o f the South 
African security establishment and of recent 

cuts in the defence budgel. J The nat ional 
Reconstruction and Development Pro
gramme is curiously muted on the defence 
sec tor. Nonethel ess, it is stated that "the 
democratic government must redirect mili

tary/strategic production to civilian produc
tion . Poli cies sho uld encourage former 
employees to develop spin-offs,,2 Further, 

it urges that the defence force must be 
transformed from being "an agency of 
oppression into an effective servant of rhe 
community with a capac ity to contribute 
towa rds reconstruction a nd development" 
and that South Africa n "society must be 
thoroughly demilitarised".3 The question of 
defence conversion is raised most sharply 
in the 1994 discussion paper on a national 
policy for the defence industry. Here . it 
was recognized that, alongSide the impor
tance of the retention of some segments of 
the defence industJy , there was also a clear 

need for implementing a policy of diversifi
ca tion "that encourages and assists defence 

companies to utilise their potentially multi
purpose (m ilitary/ c ivilian) capab ilities to 

meet civilian market needs" 4 

The new democratic South Africa is not 
alone in confron ting the issue of defence 
conversion. Changes in the global strategic 

environment since the close of the 1980s, 
most importantly the ending of the Cold 

War, ha ve forced a major reappraisa l o f 
g loba l military spending and precipitated 
significant reductions in the defence bud
gets of many countries'> Pressures on gov
ernment finance as a result of global reces
sio n placed a further constraint on military 
spending6 Acco rdingly , the issue of de
fence cutbacks and defence conversion is 
one that currently occupies the energies of 
national governments in both market and 
planned economies. EspeCially in North 
America,7 Western Europe,8 China,9 East
ern Europe, lo and the former Sov iet 
Union,ll the process and consequences of 
defence conversion have generated much 
controversy and concern. The globa l im
portance of disarmament has ignited rhe 
interest of several international develop
ment agenCies, most notably from various 
sections of the U nited Nations and the 
International Labour Office, concerning the 
implications of defence conversion. 12 

A wide range of internatio nal writings 
and experiences th erefore can be drawn 

upon to " inform" policy debate in South 
Africa concerning the issue of defence con
version. At the hean of much international 

writing is speculation over a "peace divi
dend " which might be utilized to address 

pressing economiC, social and environment 
problems.13 Nonetheless, as Willerr J4 points 
out, since mechanisms for converting de
fence savings into a realizabl e peace divi
dend are no t clearly articulated, there is a 
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real danger that defence cu ts may be 
turned into a "peace penalty" as jobs are 
lost and former defence production faci
lities closed . 

The objective in this article is to exam
ine ce rtain issues relating to matters of 
defence conversion and to draw out their 

implicat ions for policy analysis. More 
specifica lly , the purpose of this review is 
to tease out relevant policy issues for 
South Africa from the international experi
ence. This task is approached through the 
presen tati on of two uneven sections of 
material. First, the meaning o f "defence 
conversion" is clarified thro ugh examining 
a set o f different approaches to conver
sion . Second , pertinent issues raised by 
defence cutbacks for reg ional and loca l 
econom ic development are discussed. The 
concluding secti on reflects on the ques

tion of defence conversion in South Africa, 
emphasizing particularly the need to rec
ognize the local ramifications and respo ns
es to defence cutbacks. 

The meaning of defence 
conversion and of conversion 
strategies 

The concept of "defence conversion" is 
far fro m precise in the existing literature. 
With the ending of the Cold War, Willett!S 

notes, "conversio n has become an ali-en
compassing concept open to many inter
pretations". For several analysts, including 
many dealing with the experiences o f the 
fo rmer Soviet Union and China,16 conver
sion is understood simply in terms of the 
transfo rmati o n of military resources into 
civ il activities and production. Typica lly, 
Renn er!7 states "co nversio n encompasses 

an adaptation of research, production, 
and management practices in arms-pro
ducing factories to civilian needs and cri
teria". For o ther groups of researchers, 
especially those associated with the ILO, 
the issue of conversion must be more 
broadly focu sed on questions of labour 
and ski lls rather than merely on a trans
formation process from military to civilian 
usage. Internatio nal La bour Organization 
researchers stress tha t the cha lIenge 
posed by defence conversion is "to m ake 
the best use o f all the resources rel eased 
by def ence cuts, particularly the previous
ly employed labour force, at the least 
social cost" 18 Certainly, the controversy 

raised over defining the terms for "con
version" underscores the point that there 

ca n be "no universa l plan o r 'blueprint' 
for arms conversio n" across the interna

tio nal experience19 The policy responses 

vary according to a host o f fa ctors operat
ing at natio nal (eg, nationa l policy goa ls, 
avail ab ility of reso urces, stru cture of gov-
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Defence spending 

Purchase of inputs 

Output of defence equipment 

Final Output 
National security-protection 

Effects on economy 
(macro-economic effects) 

Investment 
Growth 

Employment 
Inflation 

Balance of payments 
Economic development 

Figure 1: The macro-economic ramifications o/dejimce spending (Source: Un iled 
Nations Institute/or Disarmament Research, Economic aspects of disarma

ment: Disarmament as an investment process, UNJDR: Geneva, 1993) . 

ernment), industrial/ sectoral (eg, extent of 
dependence on military markets, techno
log ica l base , links to other secto rs) and , 
corporate (eg, size and penetrability of 
civil markets, history, culture and organi
zation of enterprise) levels of ana lysis. 
Renner 20 avers: 

Each country must chart its specia l 
path toward a peace economy, judging 
the degree o f governm ent involve
ment desirable, deciding how much 
leeway to g ive communities <l nd re
gions, and determining whether con
version should be targeted towa rd ex
panding the supply of consumer goods 
or providing 'socially usefu l' products 
and serv ices like health ca re and edu
cation programs, public infrastructure, 
and environmental protection. 

Likew ise, Harbor2! concludes "the first 
lesson of convers ion is to beware of 'off
the shelf' strategies ". Successful strategi es 

for conversion "will be based o n loca l 
economic, technical and poli tical realities 

and circumstances, and will encompass a 
ran ge of policies to deal with separate 
goals <lnd problems"n 

In attempting to disentangle the vari
ous threads of writings that surround 

defence conversio n, it is useful to follow 
Willett23 and distingu ish between at least 
three separate strands of writing that tack-

Ie the issue of different levels of ana lysis. 
These are: 

• a macro-economic approach; 

• <l cluster of micro-economic approach
es; and finall y, 

• a set o f broader national economic and 
political strategies for economic regen
eration. 

[n essence, the macro-economic approach 
concerns the demand side o f the problem, 
interroga ting what the impacts o f defence 
cutbacks will be but "witho ut co nsidering 
the p rob lems o f adjustment, o r simply 
assuming th at the market will deal with 
th em" 24 By contrast, the micro-economic 
approach centres on supply-side adjust
ments which are viewed at the level of the 
enterprise, pl<l nt or community. The final 
approach attempts to deal with all levels 
in a coherent and consistent m<lnner <lnd 
to incorporate as its explicit objective, that 
o f demilitarization 2S 

Macro-economic approach 

The macro-economic conversion approach 
centres o n the nega ti ve relationship be

tween military spending and economic 
growth 26 One attempt to model the com

plex economic effects of defence spend
ing is presented schematic<llly in Figure 1. 
This model draws f rom the research of the 

155 R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
)



United Nations Institute for Disarmament 
Research27 and illustrates the intricate web 
of relations between defence spending, 
the outputs of the defence industries and 
the armed forces, and the consequent 
macro-economic effects. 

Several studies in the macro-economic 
approach argue that in the long term "mil
itary spending and the existence of a 
large defence industry workforce have a 
number of negative impacts", particularly 
with respect to investment patterns, the 
development of civilian technologies and 
on the level and structures of employ
ment28 Accordingly, this school of writing 
suggests that it is in the interest of society 
as a whole and the national economic 
wellbeing "to support the conversion of 
the defence industrial base to civil pro
duction".29 Although it is admitted that, in 
the short run, defence expenditure reduc
tions might result in unemployment - the 
duration and scope of which would hinge 
on the amount and structure of alternative 
government spending - in the long term it 
is argued a switch to civilian activities 
would result in a boost to employment 
creation 50 

The key point is that the proclaimed 
benefits from reduced defence expendi
ture in terms of increased investment and 
employment do not occur automatically 
but instead are contingent upon appropri
ate policy instruments to channel the re
leased resources into the civilian sector..3 1 

Particular problems are raised by this ap
proach when there is an implicit assump
tion that defence contractors "are able to 
adjust without government assistance and 
that the defence workers with their partic
ular skills will be able to gain employ
ment in the jobs created by the increase 
in expenditure in other parts of the public 
sector, and those created in the private 
sector by multiplier effects" 52 Indeed, a 
contrast is drawn that most defence work
ers are highly skilled in both manual and 
non-manual occupations whereas most 
employment generation in social welfare 
occupations tends to be for low-skill (and 
low-paid) workers. This implies a shift in 
labour demand for relatively high-skill to 
low-skill and low-paid work and contains 
the danger that important skills may be 
10st..3.3 Overall, in the view of Willett,34 
the macroeconomic approach is "a very 
conservative model of conversion" for it 
poses "no challenge to existing patterns 
of accumulation" and operates within the 
confines of economic orthodoxy, being 
heavily reliant on the market. Finally, de
spite the fact that it views conversion as 
an "opportunity" the macroeconomic ap
proach is criticized for its narrow outlook 
on change. Specifically, it is seen as "un-
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able to conceptualize the urgent social 
and environmental needs which the peace 
dividend could be used to deal with, 
apart from employment generation" .35 

Thus, it is urged that other approaches to 
conversion be considered to complement 
this general macroeconomic perspective 56 

Micro-economic approaches 

The approach of micro-economic conver
sion includes enterprise' and/or plant
based conversion and is centred essential
lyon the re-use of existing military re
sources for civilian purposes. A distinction 
must be drawn between enterprise con
version and diversification: the former 
implies the abandonment of military pro
duction for civilian production, whereas 
the latter involves enterprises shifting into 
other kinds of production (often through 
corporate mergers or acquisitions) but 
without converting defence industrial faci
lities and by implication does not neces
sarily involve the substitution of military 
work. In terms of the recorded experience 
of defence enterprises, diversification is 
the preferred form of corporate adjust
ment strategy to defence expenditure cut
backs. Often, however, these attempts at 
corporate diversification are of marginal 
significance as compared to the produc
tion and employment losses that occur in 
their defence divisions. Both Lovering'! 
and Willett38 track the marginal retreat of 
British defence companies from their mili
tary specializations in the post-1980 era of 
major corporate restructuring. Indeed, evi
dence for the successful conversion of 
existing military plants to civilian produc
tion is extremely thin, notwithstanding 
some isolated (albeit well-publicized) in
stances of former Russian, Chinese or 
Ukrainian military facilities converted for 
producing televisions, washing machines 
or tractors 59 

The general failure of enterprises to 
transform "swords into ploughshares" in 
large measure stems from the essential 
nature of defence-industrial enterprises. to 

Typically, as Markusen41 describes for the 
USA, the military-industrial complex de
manded a production process starkly dif
ferent to that used in commercially-orient
ed plants, thus fostering a whole segment 
of industry which was dedicated to de
signing and producing ever-more costly 
products in an environment which was 
highly flexible, experimental and shrouded 
in secrecy. In essence, the whole culture 
and management style of defence enter
prises militates against their successful 
penetration into the competitive markets of 
civilian products. 42 As Richards43 observes, 
the fact that the defence industry is used to 

a single client ordering a highly specialized 
product has made it "reluctant, and ill
placed, to compete in civilian markets". 
The list of "cultural" problems associated 
with defence enterprises includes inexperi
ence in commercial marketing, an empha
sis on product rather than process innova
tions, a skills hierarchy and a technological 
orientation "distorted" by the weapons 
acquisition system, a reliance on protected 
markets, and risk aversion resulting from 
government subsidies for research and 
development as well as capital invest
ment. 44 Taken together these factors coa
lesce to erect high "barriers to exit" from 
the defence industry and explain the limit
ed degree of success of attempts made to 
convert military enterprises into civilian 
production. 

At the plant level, the key actor in the 
conversion process is the so-termed "alter
native use committee". This body might 
include representatives of management, 
labour and the local community with a 
mission to draw up an alternative business 
plan. There are several documented cases 
of such committees operating in Germany, 
Italy and the United Kingdom, with the 
best known being the activities and pro
posals made by the Britain's Lucas Aero
space Combine Committee45 Nonetheless, 
despite growing interest in such commit
tees "so far there are few examples of 
successful alternative use planning to be 
found".46 Their failures stem from the 
often unrealistic assumptions made by 
alternative use committees about how 
business and markets function in the com
mercial world and their absence of experi
ence in commercial production or market
ing. Further, there is the additionallimita
tion that rarely are the capital and labour 
endowments of defence facilities appropri
ate for volume-based production. More
over, Willett4! argues that the emphasis in 
plant-based conversion programmes on 
finding product-solutions reflects a weak 
level of understanding of the importance 
of new process innovations, such as "just
in-time" which represents the application 
of existing techniques and technologies to 
a range of existing products, rather than 
the evolution of new products per se. 

Finally, in the category of micro-eco
nomic conversion, note must be made of 
the role of local authorities and community 
groups working often in harmony to devel
op strategies to reduce the vulnerability of 
local economies to defence expenditure. 
Emphasis in the American-inspired pro
grammes for community economic adjust
ment is upon local-level initiatives for sup
porting workers at local plants to convert 
facilities or diversify local economies away 
from defence dependency.48 Beyond a 
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small number of success-stories, the record 
of these local and community level initia
tives seeking to transform defence facilities 
to civil production is not inspiring. The 
general disappointments associated with 
such initiatives has led to a shift in empha
sis from the defence plant to the broader 
context of regenerating the local economy, 
along lines inspired by the archetypal 
small-firm "industrial districts" of Western 
Europe. In this shift to broader local eco
nomic restructuring, some local initiatives 
are beginning to mesh and resonate with 
the final approach to conversion, viz, 
that of national economic and political 
regeneration. 

National economic and political 
regeneration 

In this last approach, the stress is placed 
not only upon dealing with the immediate 
economic aspects of conversion, such as 
unemployment and industrial decline, but 
the process is contextualized within a 
broader socio-economic and political 
framework. More specifically, conversion 
is linked now to a general shift in national 
priorities away from the domination of 
military imperatives, questioning existing 
industrial and technological priorities. In 
the cases of Britain or the USA, the priori
ty attached to defence needs concentrated 
scarce R&D resources on the innovation 
and production of large-scale sophisticat
ed and costly weapon systems.49 The 
regeneration approach seeks to "include 
producers and customers in democratic 
ways which challenge the market's failure 
to meet basic human and environmental 
needs".50 The new targeted "national 
needs" might include industrial renewal, 
environmental restoration, sustainable 
agriculture or renewable energies. 

Central to the functioning of this last 
approach to conversion is the establish
ment of some form of structural adjustment 
agency or programme to deal with the 
defence sector. For example, in Britain, 
calls have been sounded for the formation 
of a Defence Diversification Agency to 
assist and support the defence sector in 
adapting to the industrial and economic 
consequences of the ending of the Cold 
War. 51 Another initiative might be the pro
grammes initiated in the USA to "pick out 
technological winners of tomorrow" as a 
means to realign the conversion process. 
The overall thrust is toward government 
deploying direct subsidies as well as in
centives for industry to conduct basic re
search, improve technologies, and support 
job (re)training programmes in order to 
shift to a new national set of technological 
priorities. 
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Conversion in this final approach be
comes part of a wider socio-economic 
programme of radical change in a coun
try's structure of production. It is a lever 
to effect an industrial and technological 
reordering of economies and societies. 
For this sort of "national needs"-led strate
gy to be put in place, however, it is first 
necessary for government, in partnership 
with industry, local authorities and trade 
unions, to draw up a broad-based indus
trial strategy, driven by national needs, 
and aimed at developing and strengthen
ing the country's civilian industrial base 52 

The regional and local dimension 

It must be understood that defence spend
ing is an issue which impacts greatly upon 
patterns of regional and local economic 
development.)3 Several scholars draw 
attention to the important phenomenon of 
the "military re-mapping" of the geogra
phies of the United States, Britain or France 
during the 1970s and 1980s as defence 
spending substantially influenced new spa
tial patterns of regional and local economic 
growth 54 Likewise, in South Africa, the 
impact of defence spending is felt unequal
ly across regions, cities and local communi
ties. 55 In particular, the greatest impact of 
defence spending is experienced in those 
regions and towns where defence instal
lations are situated or where production 
activity takes place for the armaments 
sector. 56 

Accordingly, whilst much discussion 
now takes place around the aptness of 
"national economic regeneration" ap
proaches to conversion, it must be appreci
ated that the effects of defence cutbacks 
are experienced unevenly across regions 
and localities. The implications of defence 
conversion, in terms of local job cuts and 
decline in the economic base, become a 
very real set of policy issues to be con
fronted by regional and local authorities. 
Although, in many countries, the issue of 
disarmament presents little problem from a 
macro-economic approach, serious difficul
ties would confront those individual 
regions and communities which are re
cognized as "defence-dependent". 57 This 
lends credence to the importance of adopt
ing what ILO researchers describe as "the 
regional and local approach" to the ques
tion of defence cutbacks. 5~ Indeed, in the 
current research programme of the ILO, 
considerable stress is placed upon ana
lysing the effects of disarmament and de
fence cutbacks at the regional and local 
scale of analysis 59 A regional approach 
cannot substitute for national policy 
actions; instead, it is argued, "a regional 
approach, with active manpower policies, 

assisted job search, etc, supported by local 
authorities is a necessary complement to 
national policies with respect to defence 
production cuts and to industrial con
version".60 

The actual sensitivity of regions and 
locales to defence spending is obviously 
contingent on the relative weighting of 
defence in the workloads of firms present 
in the areas concerned.61 In Britain defence 
spending has nurtured, what Lovering62 

styles, "a new aristocracy of labour". In 
defence-dominated localities "the leading 
companies tended to be the best employer 
a man could hope to work for (a woman 
was unlikely to be employed at all)" .63 In 
the USA, military firms are able to exert 
considerable influence in defence-depen
dent regions and communities, such that 
the pursuit of defence money is a major 
component of local economic growth ini
tiatives64 As a general rule, vulnerability to 
defence budget cuts is enhanced in regions 
or communities which are largely devoid 
of alternative production opportunities, a 
situation likely to occur particularly when a 
single defence enterprise dominates the 
local economy.65 Nonetheless, the common 
integration of defence production with 
civilian production in a single enterprise or 
plant means that it is sometimes "difficult 
to identify the vulnerability of workers to 
displacement as defence contracts are 
reduced".66 

One broad empirical finding is that 
defence production tends to be geographi
cally concentrated in a small number of 
regions and localities within a country67 
The international experience is reflected in 
findings from a series of case studies 
undertaken by the ILO which produced "a 
largely converging picture on the regional 
concentration of defence production".68 In 
the USA military expenditures by the 
Pentagon hugely favour the Sunbelt at the 
expense of the Frostbelt; indeed, over 50% 
of defence contracts are concentrated in 
only six states (California, Texas, New 
York, Massachusetts, Florida and Missouri 
in rank order).69 In particular, the South
ern California region is important as the 
nexus of first-tier subcontracting produces 
a subcontracting cluster of defence-linked 
enterprises,7o aptly earning the area the 
title "Fortress California"JI While subcon
tracting by prime defence contractors may 
induce a limited degree of geographical 
dispersion, the existence of clusters of 
well-developed subcontracting close to 
prime contractors amplifies the localized 
economic impact of defence contracting in 
the USA.72 The key regions of defence 
procurement act as magnets for an inter
regional "brain drain" within the USA 
of technical and scientific personnel.73 
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Beyond defence manufactures, there is an 
important impact of military spending in 
terms of the geography of the service sec
tor with the largest recipient regions being 
Washington, DC and, once again, Cali
fornia 74 Overall, it is evident that in the 
USA patterns of defence contracting dur
ing the Cold War period functioned as a 
powerful, implicit regional development 
policy restructuring the national space 
economy7'} 

The US pattern of a regional concentra
tion of defence facilities is replicated in 
several other countries. In the United 
Kingdom, despite a phase of restructuring 
in the defence sector, it is estimated that 
almost two-thirds of defence-related em
ployment is still concentrated in only three 
regions, led by the southeast of England 76 

Nonetheless, examination of the relative 
significance of defence manufacture in 
total industrial employment discloses that 
"the most defence-industry-dependent part 
of the United Kingdom, however, is North
ern Ireland, where one in eight manufac
turing employees works for defence"n At 
a local level in the United Kingdom, 
notable areas which are highly defence
dependent, include the city of BristoFS and 
the isolated northern England town of 
Barrow-in-Furness, which was described 
by one researcher as a classic "symbol of 
the symbiosis between defence work and 
community well-being,,79 

The UK evidence points to one further 
important feature relating to the regional 
aspects of defence production, namely the 
issue of regional and local defence-depen
dence over time. It is clear from longitudi
nal data that in some regions the degree of 
defence-dependence has heightened not 
because defence expenditure has in
creased much, but because de-industrial
ization, in terms of a fall in the manufac
turing workforce, has reduced the size of 
the other industries in the region. In the 
UK many civilian industries have heen 
eliminated or relocated so that the defence 
industries have in a sense been "left be
hind"gO One good example of this is fur
nished by Willett'sB! study of Greater 
London, where the engineering industry as 
a whole has lost labour at a considerably 
faster rate than defence enterprises. 

Across the major arms-producing nations 
of Western Europe a pattern of intense 
regional concentration of defence produc
tion is once more in evidence. In France, 
the regions of concentration of defence 
industries are those of Ile de France (Paris), 
Acquitaine and ProvenceH2 In Belgium, the 
southern region of Wallonia accounts for "a 
highly disproportionate and growing share 
of military industry employment, compared 
to its share of population and to overall 
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employment nationwide" .83 In Italy, the re
gional distribution of the defence industry is 
'"very unequal", concentrated in certain areas 
particularly in Lombardy and Liguria.H4 In 
Germany the pattern is that the southern 
regions of Bavaria and Baden-Wuttemburg 
receive the largest share of military orders 
hut the north German cities of Bremen, Kiel 
and Hamburg are identified as centres 
which exhibit high degrees of defence
dependence85 Finally, even in the cases of 
the small arms-producing nations of Europe, 
such as Austria, Switzerland or Sweden, a 
picture emerges once again of the regional
ly focused nature of arms productionH6 

As Paukert and Richardss7 note, the 
generally uneven regional distribution of 
defence enterprises is a consequence vari
ously of historical, economic and strategic 
considerations. Although the market eco
nomies of Western Europe and North 
America furnish examples of the dispersal 
of military production for strategic rea
sons, the clearest expression of strategic 
influences on the location of military pro
duction are found in the planned eco
nomies of China and the former Soviet 
Union. In the case of the former Soviet 
defence industry, Cooper8B dissects the 
regional distribution of defence industry 
employment, isolating as the leading cen
tres the following regions: Vladimir, Tula, 
Chelyabinsk, the Udmurt and Tatar Auto
nomous Republics, Perm, Kuibyshev, 
Kirov, St Petersburg, the Far East, South
ern Ukraine and the Moscow region. 

In China, the stress placed on strategic 
siting of military facilities reaches its most 
remarkahle extent B9 Following close on a 
major escalation of US involvement in 
Vietnam in 1964 China launched "a major 
programme of building and relocating a 
vast number of military-related industries 
in the so-called Third Capital Construction 
Front"90 The particular geographical foci 
on this vast programme were the two 
regions of (a) Sichuan province, Guizhou, 
Yunnan and part of Gansu, which togeth
er comprised the principal raw materials, 
intermediate product and defence industry 
infrastructure; and (b) the southern por
tions of Gansu and Shaanxi regions, and 
the western parts of Henana, Hubei and 
Hunan, which were bases for weapons 
manufacture and assemhly91 The thrust of 
the Third Front programme was to "devel
op a large comprehensive self-contained 
and self-sufficient industrial and economic 
system which could survive a nuclear 
strike and prosecute a major war by rely
ing entirely on its own resources and food 
and ordnance production".92 Accordingly, 
"industries and plants were deliberately 
sited in the most remote and inaccessible 
locations, often dug into mountainside 

and underground facilities so as to be able 
to withstand a nuclear strike"93 These 
Third Front facilities have been especially 
hard hit by Chinese defence cutbacks as a 
result of these factories' poor transporta
tion and communications access and 
being "badly served by a supporting and 
interconnecting industrial infrastructure" 94 

What the international experience on 
the spatial concentration of defence pro
duction points to is the scope of the con
version prohlem at the regional and local 
scales in many countries. Furthermore, it 
underlines the importance of complement
ing a national approach to conversion with 
a sensitivity to regional and local questions. 
Above all, they confirm the significance of 
embracing what the ILO terms "the region
al and local approach to conversion".9'} The 
regional approach must be highly sensitive 
to issues of aggregation or otherwise it 
might fail "to identify particular towns and 
communities which might be highly de
pendent on defence spending and hence 
potentially vulnerahle to disarmament"96 

Reflections on defence conversion 
in South Africa 

The recent dramatic reductions in defence 
spending, with the prospect of further cuts 
in future, has compelled many of South 
Africa's public and private defence enter
prises to reassess their military production 
activities and/or to search for new, alter
native markets for their products. In par
ticular, Denel and its subsidiaries (Fig 2) 
and major private sector subcontractors 
have led the movement towards attempts 
at conversion. Nonetheless, several enter
prises have sought to increase arms ex
ports whilst others have embarked upon 
efforts at conversion. As Bachelor97 points 
out, most attempts at conversion in South 
Africa have been of a relatively limited 
nature and have followed the micro-eco
nomic approach. In other words, the cur
rent adjustment efforts are in the form of 
either corporate diversification or compa
ny/plant-based initiatives for conversion. 
Despite recommendations made by sever
al researchers9B no concerted efforts have 
heen mounted hitherto in the direction of 
macro-economic, community-based or 
national regeneration approaches in South 
Africa. 

The broad macro-economic climate of 
local and global recession has clearly im
posed major limitations on conversion 
efforts 99 In addition, Williams100 argues 
that corporate strategies within the local 
arms industry currently "reflect the strate
gies being adopted by arms manufacturers 
elsewhere in the world but fall short of the 
integrated approach required in a viable 

AFRICA INSIGHT, VOL 25, NO 3,1995 R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
)



conversion policy". Indeed , as is the case 
with the internatio nal experience of de
fence enterprises, the production "culture" 
of South African defence firms (both pri
vate and public) has been traditionally 
gea red towards low volumes (ie few eco
nomies o f scale) and product rather than 
process innovation (ie fa ster , stronger, 
more accurate weapon systems) with little 
regard for cost conSiderations. 101 Moreover, 
owing to the nature of the defence market, 
which is dominated by a simple buyer and 
a few local sellers, private and pub lic sec
tor defence enterprises in South Africa have 
been somewhat iso lated from normal mar
ket forces. Because of their often limited 
experience in commercia l marketing and 
sales many loca l diversification and conver
sion efforts have foundered because they 
have produced "civi lian " products which 
are variously too highly spec ialized , too 
precise or Simply too expensive to be com
merc ially viable. 102 Nevertheless, the De
fen ce Industry Working Groupl03 suggests 
that the programmes for reconstruction and 
development "are likely to provide domes
tic markets that could create opportunities 
for diversification and conversion". 

At present, the broad conclusion seems 
to be of severe difficu Ities being experi
enced by many South African defence 
firms engaged in moving production away 
from military into civilian productsH 14 The 
caveat must be added, however, that the 

future prospects for conversion vary con
siderably and are contingent upon, among 
others, the nature of the military product 
(radars and computer systems are more 
readily adaptable to civilian products (han 
tanks o r howitzers) and whether enterpris
es seek to diversify into new civilian mar
kets or existing markets w hich are already 
sometimes overtraded and intensely com
petitive. Owing to the limitations imposed 
on the likely success of micro-economic 
approaches, several observers are airing 
calls for alterna tive approaches to conver
sio n to be adopted in South Afri ca. These 
include linking conversion to a new na
tio nal strategy for industrial regenerati on 
which might involve establishing a sta te 
agency committed to diversification and 
conversion. 10) 

These are important issues surrounding 
the defence conversion question in South 
Africa. Nonetheless, sight must not be lost 
of the regional and local issues that su r
round defence conversion. IL has been 
shown elsewhere that the Pretoria-Wit

watersrand region is the major national 

axis for defence manufacture and systems 
enterprises. 106 This region , which benefit

ed most from the build-up o f the military 
sector now therefore faces the key chal
lenges of conversion; the draft RDP for the 
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Figu re 2: The changing image of South African defence enterprises 

PWV province acknowledges that one o f 
the key issues confronting the prov ince's 
economic policy makers is the "extensive 
rol e" of defence-related manufacturing107 

It is evident that defence spending has 
been an historically important factor in the 
regio nal gro'wth of the P\xfY complex and 
co rrespond ing ly that the economic health 
of this region is acutely sensitive to the 
reduction of defence expenditures. The 
issue of defence conversion and of the 

possibilities of learning from the policy 
experience of other cou ntries therefore 
will be of crucial sign ifica nce to the devel

opment o f the PWV reg ion , particularly 
over the next decade of potential "military 
builddown". 

Two important policy conclusions 
emanate from this research. First, there is 

a need for a more detailed data base on 

the experience of P\W enterprises in rela
tion to the defence cu tbacks; in palticular, 
little is known o f the impact of cutbacks 
and o f the adaptati o ns made by different 
kinds o f defence enterprises in the region. 
In planning fo r the future PWV region , 
the heartland of the national defence 
industry . w hat is urgently needed is fin e
grained research on the loca l ramifications 
of defence spending cutbacks. Second, 
whichever path to conversion is chosen 
by th e new democ ratic government, it is 
c lear tllat room must be made for accom
modating a regiona l or loca l approach to 
the matter of defence conversion. As 
argued by the ILO: 108 "Regional and local 

govern ments clearly have an interest in 
making a transition from military to civil 

production as easy as possible since the 
more disruption loca l economies experi-
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ence, the more likely it is that local and 
regional governments will be required to 
provide an increased level of social ser
vices at the same time as their income 
(from personal and corporate taxes) is de
clining". In addition to serving as conduits 
for assistance from the central govern
ment to affected industries and workers, 
"regional and local governments can also 
use their own taxation policies to influ
ence the conversion process and can set 
in motion other policies to promote the 
diversification of the regional or local 
economy" .109 
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The changing face of retailing 
in the South Mrican city: 
The case of inner-city 
Johannesburg 

Jayne Rogerson, of the Department of Geography and Environmental 
Studies at the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, examines 
the changing mix of fo rmal and informal retail activities in the inner-city 
area of Johannesburg. It is suggested that the present changes taking 
place are making the appearance of the retail landscape of Johannesburg 
converge with that of other sub-Saharan African cities.* 

S
INCE the mid-1980s with the end
ing o f the e ra o f raciall y excl usive 
business a reas the landscape o f 
Soutb African cities has irrevocably 

cbanged . Altbougb the changes associated 
with th e "de racia lization o f space" bave 
touched viItually aU areas of tbe urban fab
ric, it is the inner-cities of South Africa that 
have wi tnessed the most visib le shifts .1 
The activ ity o f re ta iling bas been at the 
forefront of the changing South African 
city as the re tail sector has been forced to 
adjust to new consum e rs , the ir de mands 
and shifting tastes. Accompanying the dra
matic changes that have occurred since the 
19805 there has been a shift in th e d irec
tion of retail research in So uth Africa fro m 
a traditio na l concern with white sho pping 
panems and the fo rmal reta il landscape to 

the d isco ve ry of the black consume r and 
the phe nome no n of info rmal reta il ing Z 

The a im in this a rticl e is to exa mine the 

• Thl.s purer Is tyJ ~d on p~ n of 1I I rtl3U r 
srudy (lO the t'(.'Onomy of u\ner-<:ilY Johan
nesburg hkh was undenak n ~ r the 
Jt1l1:ntmshurg tlmlnimra ' n. Sp«i~t1 Ihnllks 
are due I HelTl10Il Pi oaar. Umufl 'tmlegi($ 
DivL~ion, Gruatel')ohannesburg Tntrudt!( nlll 
M(lImp IIll1n C unci!. Oplnl M • pressed 
in Ihis papet :Jnd responsihiliry lor all shon· 
coming:; lire ilio:;e of the author. 

changing face o f the reta il eco nomy o f 
Jo hannesburg, South Africa's leading city 
and es pecially to focus on the situation in 
the inner-city. The d iscussio n cons ists o f 
three sectio ns of mate ria l. The first pro
vides a review o f the major data sources 
and methods used in this s tudy . The sec
ond presents a picture o f the contempo
ra ry reta iling economy (both formal and 
info rmal) w ithin the inne r-city o f Johan
nesburg. The final sectio n examines the 
shifting nature of reta iling activities within 
th e inner-city, pa rticularly in th e era of 
deracialization of urban space. 

Scope, sources and methods of 
investigation 

Thro ughout this study the inner-city of 
Johannesburg is defined as including: the 
CBD, Ferreirasdo rp, Marshalltown , We m
me r, Sa lisbury Claims, Doornfonte in and 
New Doornfo nte in , Selby, New Centre , 
Vill age Main , Newtown , Fords burg, City 
and Suburban, Braamfonte in and Hillbrow 
(Fig J). It is remarka ble that very little sec
ondary resea rch has bee n underta ken on 
contempora ry inne r-c ity pa tterns a nd 
changes o f fo rmal retailing in Johan
nesburg. In the light of the sho rtcomings 
o n retailing data, a w ide range o f sources 
were tapped in this investigation including 
necessa rily a nu mber of p rimary resea rch 
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The changing fac~f retailing in the South African city: The case of inner-city Johannesburg 

Figure 1: Thejohannesburg inner-city 

bases. Information used in this study was 
gleaned from four major sources: the BMR 
Trade Register; interviews with the major 
retail property owners in Johannesburg; 
newspaper clippings; and existing sec
ondary materi a l relating to the informa l 
retail economy . The BMR Trade Register 
provides the most valuable basis for 
examining the contemporary picture of 
retailing and wholesaling in the inner-city 
of Johannesburg j This register provided a 
database of 6 550 retailers and wholesalers 
locatecl in the Johannesburg and Rand
burg magisteria l districts . For each estab
lishment, information is provided as re
gards location and type of retailer and 
wholesaler (in terms of a Six-digit SIC 
code). The advantage of the Trade Re
gister is that it allows the construction of a 
detailed profile of the structural and spa
tial characteristics of retailing across the 
inner-city . The profile of present-day re
tailing in the inner-city was obtained by 
extracting the inner-city establishments 
from the listing of all Johannesburg and 
Randburg retailers and wholesalers in the 
1994 Trade Register. 

Since little historical retail information 
exists for the inner-city of Johannesburg, 
detailed interviews with representatives of 
property institutions , and newspaper clip
pings provided additional useful bases for 
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1000 , 

constructing an historical and changing 
picture of formal inner-city retail activities. 
Special cognisance was given to the 
growth of informal street traders and the 
changing market of inner-city retailing 
trade. 

The contemporary inner-city 
retailing economy 

The discuss ion on contemporary retailing 
activities is divided into two sub-sections 

of material. First , a broad overview of the 
structure and spatial distribution of retail
ing across the Johannesburg inner-City is 
sketched. Second , the contemporary pro
file of informal retailing in the inner-city is 
discussed. 

Structure and geographical overview .,..", 

In total , the BMR Trade Register records 
1 250 retail establishments in the inner-City ,.." 
of JohannesburgA Of this total , 855 estab-
lishments or 68,4% are located in the CBO; .; 
the remainder , 395 establishments or 
31,6% of the total, are situated outside of ~. 

the CBO. While the geographical break-
down of retail nodes shown in Table 1 
reveals the primacy of the CBO as regards 
formal retail activities , it is a lso apparent 
that there are a number of secondary retail 
nodes in the inner-city. In descending 
order of importance these are Fordsburg, 
Hillbrow, Braamfontein , and Ooornfontein 
(this has been combined with New Ooorn
fontein). Fina lly , of minor Significance in 
terms of retail activities are the following 
zones of the inner-city: Selby, Newtown, 
City and Suburban, New Centre, a nd 
Village Main. 

In terms of the kinds of retail activities 
in the inner-city the most prevalent forms 
are (a) general outfitters , (b) dealers in fur
niture and household appliances, (c) gro
cers, CeI) men's outfitters, and (e) jewellers. 
Together this group of activities accounts 
for approximately 47% of all retail opera
tio ns. 

Table 2 presents a divis ion of the dif
ferent types of retail activities between 
CBO and non-CBO areas . The leading 
retail activities in each area are as foJlows: 
for the CBO, furniture anel household 
appliances, general outfitters and jew
ellers ; for the non-CBD. general outfitters, 
grocers and butcheries . 

Table 1 Spatial patterns of retailing withln the inner-city of 
Johanneabufg,1994 

CHI) 

Fordsl urg 
1i1LlbrQw 

UmamfOnlt!ln 
Daomfonteln 

ewtown 
Selby 
Village Ma in 
NiWV Centre 

City and uburbut, 

T mt 

No of estabUsbments 

855 
127 

74 
59 
19 
l6 
8 
6 

5 

12;0 

Source. Based on tlaCl atrllcted froll1 utlpub\jshcd BMR Tradto Register. 

o~ 

68,4 
10,2 
6.5 
5,9 
4,7 
15 
1.3 
0,6 
0,5 

0,4 

100,0 II 
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The changl~9 face of retaillng~he South African city: The caseD! Inner-city Johannesburg 

Table 2 The number of retailers within the inner-city of Johannesburg 
by category, 1994 

category Non-CBD CBD 

But('heri · 32 39 
Daili and dairy products 3 
Groce 38 70 
Bonl stores 19 31 
Men's outfitters 20 73 
Ladlt:~ nutfllk'r' 15 43 

• piece-goods all~ textiles 64 97 
9 40 

Furniture am.! h usehold appliances 31 102 
Book . 'tores and stationers 20 26 
Jewe1JtmI 16 7 
Pharmaci )..., 

-I 37 
Building ttl;tlerial. hardware 24 31 
Sp rts and cntel1:linment 14 39 
Gener,1I dealers 29 38 
De;lIcrs, not elsewhere classified 22 85 
Re pair services 12 29 

Tul3.l 395 855 

Note: are a separate category in the BMR Register, but have been added to 
in this study. 

Source: Based on data extracted from unpublished BMR Trade Register. 

JOHANNESBURG 
o 100 200 

_---I b 

MAny 
FITIG HALO so. 

I 

"", Figure 2: Tbejohannesburg CBD and midtown district 
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The retail activities which are relatively 
concentrated in the CBO are dealers in 
furniture and household appliances, men's 
outfitters. jewellers and shoe stores. Cor
respondingly, those kinds of retailing 
which are re latively concentrated outside 
the CBO are butcheries, grocers , pharma
cies, building materials , general dealers 
and general outfitters , These findings are 
suggestive of the existence of different 
zones of the inner-city taking on specialist 
roles for different types of formal retail 
activities. In general, it is to be noted that, 
with the sole exception of dairies, the 
CBO accounts for at least 55% for all the 
different categories of reta iling; and that 
in certain categories the proportion of 
retail activitie~ in the inner-city which is 
accounted for by the CBO rises to beyond 
75% of the total; examples are jewellers, 
men's outfitters, a nd furniture/ household 
appliances. 

A more detailed s patial analysis of 
retailing in the inner-City can be presented 
in terms of the major. secondary and 
minor sub-nodes of the inner-city. The 
midtown d istrict (Fig 2) of the CBO (the 
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!he changing face of retailing in the South African city: The case of inner-city Johannesburg 

Ethnic retailing: Fordsburg 

central core of the city, concentrated on 
Eloff Street) is the historical formal retail 
heart of Johannesburg. This particular 
zone is dominated in its mix of formal 
retailing by men's outfitters, general outfit
ters, shoe stores and jewellers. In particu
lar, this zone sees the clustering of the 
leading national chain stores in the inner
city such as Foschini, Woolworths, OK 
Bazaars, ABC Shoes, Clicks, Truworths, 
Miladys, Edgars, Bradlows, Geen and 
Richards, Garlicks, Jet, Sales House, Levi
sons and A & D Spitz. It should be recog
nized that , whilst the number of jewellery 
stores in this area is quite substantial , the 
majority of establishments cu rrently in 
the midtown area either are chain stores 
(such as Sterns or American Swiss) or 
small independent jewellers; significantly, 
with the exceptions of Katz & Lourie and 
Mervis Brothers, there are few high-quali
ty jewellery establishments in this mid
town district. Of secondary significance in 
the reta il mix of the midtown district, it is 
noteworthy, a re the two categories of 
ladies' outfi((ers and furniture stores. 

In terms of the secondary retail sub
nodes of the inner-city, the most impor
tant secondary sub-node is Fordsburg 
which is dominated by a large cluster (47 
in total) of general outfitters and texti les 
dealers. In this Indian-dominated part of 
Johannesburg the distinction between 
clothing wholesaling and retailing estab
lishments becomes somewhat blurred. 
Beyond the strong cluster of clothing and 
textiles-related retailing in Fordsburg, note 
should be made also of the specialist clus
ter of food activities in terms of Muslim 
butcheries and specialist grocers (such as 
spice shops). These retail specialities of 
the Fordsburg area clearly reflect the dis
trict 's distinctive population character. As 
regards the other secondary retail sub
nodes of the inner-city, Hillbrow's large 
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retail mix is led by convenience stores, 
such as grocers and pharmaCies, which is 
explained by the residential character of 
this suburb. In similar fashion , there is a 
component of convenience retailing in 
Braamfontein but also in this sub-node 
one observes the type of retailing which 
melds into the area's commercial and 
educational functions. The last secondary 
sub-node, Doornfontein, contains a di
verse mix of retail establishments. Finally , 
to complete a detailed geographical pic
ture of retailing in the Johannesburg 
inner-city, it is worth observing that of the 
minor sub-nodes , the Newtown area is 
particularly distinctive as it contains a 
cluster of butcheries, which is a spillover 
from Fordsburg of the specialist Muslim 
food sector. 

Contemporary informal retailing 

Informal retailing activities clearly now con
sti!llte a notable and highly visible segment 
of the Johannesburg inner-city economy. 
The rapidly changing picture concerning 
informal retailing means that srudies under
taken only four to five years ago are al
ready out of date 5 In order to piece togeth
er a sense of the present-day activities of 
informal retailers reliance is placed here 
upon recent newspaper reports, official 
council documents and preliminary fUldings 
of a census conducted by the Community 
Agency for Social Enquiry (Case) for the 
Johannesburg Administration 6 

The overall size of the informal retailing 
element of the inner-city is difficult to deter
mine accurately. Perhaps the best estimates, 
drawn from the Johannesburg Health, 
Housing and Urbanization Directorate, sug
gest that in 1993-1994 there was a total of 
roughly 15000 hawkers operating in the 
"Greater Johannesburg" area. Of this total , 
the number of hawkers regularly trading in 

the inner-city is unclear; nonetheless, one 
commonly quoted statistic is that some 
4000 hawkers are operating within the 
CBD 7 It would appear from the most 
recent survey evidence that this data is per
haps an underestimate of the current vol
ume of hawkers trading in the CBD. The 
Case census undertaken in late 1994 dis
closed a count of 3167 stalls operating 
within an area of 318 blocks demarcated in 
the CBD. Geogrdphically, the highest con
centration of street traders are to be found 
in the CBD and Hillbrow areas of the inner
city. With.in other suburbs limited amounts 
of trading also take place at main intersec
tions, bus stops, taxi ranks or near shops. 

The dynamism of informal trading in 
contemporary inner-City Johannesburg is 
evident. As Manning observes: "Anyone re
rurning to SA after a lengthy absence can
not help being struck by city streets that 
now bustle with evidence of a mushroom
ing informal sector".s One important di
mension of this contemporary informal 
retail economy is the substantial number of 
non-South Africans now trading in activi
ties with low entry barriers on the pave
ments of inner-city Johannesburg 9 The 
most widely quoted estimate of the num
ber of foreigners engaged in hawking 
activities is 7000 of the total of 15000 in 
Johannesburg as a whole. 1o There are sev
eral pointers that a major segment of these 
non-South African hawkers comprise com
munities or illegal immigrants variously 
from China, Korea, Zimbabwe, Mozam
bique, Nigeria, Zaire and Eastern Europell 

In addition to these hawkers , there are 
also many traders who originate from 
Swaziland, Ghana, Ivory Coast, India and 
Pakistan. FragmentalY evidence points to 
the fact that there are distinct specialities in 
informal retailing which are the domain of 
particular immigrant communities. One 
study suggests that in future the major 
wave of informal trading will be from 
Francophone Africa (especia lly Zaire and 
Ivory Coast) and that within the next five 
years Francophone Africans could control 
the bulk of commerce in Johannesburg 's 
cosmopolitan Hillbrow area. 12 

It must be appreciated that the vast 
majority of informal retailing taking place 
in the inner-city of Johannesburg falls into 
the category of "survivalist enterprise".13 
The Case census l4 revealed little marked 
difference in the gender structure of the 
hawker population: the majority (52%) 
were male. As regards age structure of 
hawkers, it was found that more than 
three-quarters were in the 25-49 age cate
gory. Racially , Africans were overwhelm
ingly the majority of the hawker popula
tion; in the Case survey, they formed 96% 
of the total with Indians only 2%. Stalls 
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were constructed from a variety of materi
als with cardboard boxes constituting the 
highest proportion (25%); other commonly 
used materials were plastic and wooden 
crates, empty drums or tins, planks of 
wood o r paper and plastic placed d irectly 
on the ground. The size o f stalls in the 
Johannesburg CBO were mainly (53% in 
the Case study) less than 2 m2 and only a 
quarter were larger than 4 m2 in size. In 
spatial terms, although retailing occurs 
almost as a ubiquitous activity throughout 
the inner-city zone, there are notable con
centrations of informal traders, particularly 
around the taxi and bus termini and the 
major formal retailing streets of the CBD, 
such as Eloff, Market and President Streets. 
By contrast, the tempo of hawking is 
much lower in other areas of the inner
city, most notably in the financial district 
which is dominated by office functions of 
the mining houses. In the industrial areas 
(eg Selby, Village Main) of the southern 
strip of the inner-city hawking activities are 
dominated by food vending operations. 

The Case census showed a marked 
clustering of hawker activity within the 
CBD. The different blocks of the CBO 
were classified in terms of four leve ls of 
density of trading which were operational
ly defined as follows: a low-density block 
was defined as any block with nine sta lls 
or less; a middle-density block was a ny 
block that had between 10-49 stalls; a 
high-denSity block was one that had be
tween 50-399 sta lls; and a very high
density block was one with 400 stall s or 
more. Of the blocks surveyed, 154 were 
classed as low density, 79 middle densi lY, 
7 high density and 1 very high density. 
The very high-density block incorporates 
Park Station. Areas of high-density trading 
were located around Joubert Park, a block 
opposite the Supreme Court, and a block 
near the Magistrate 's Court, which includes 
a taxi and bus rank . Such areas have a 
large volume of passers-by and hence a 
high market potential for hawker opera
tions. The middle-density blocks were geo
gra phically located in the central areas of 
the CBO; these a reas were bounded by 
Joubert Park and Park Station as weJl as 
between Park Station and the Carlton 
Centre. Other middle-densi ty blocks were 
found around Oiagonal Street, encompass
ing the taxi rank in Bree Street and the 
Market Theatre environs. The lowest den
sity hawker trading areas were situated on 
the CBO periphery in areas which fringed 
into the inner-city's light industrial zones; 
the hawker operations in these peripheral 
zones were primarily to service the essen
tial daily needs of industrial workers. 
Overall, the preliminary findings from the 
Case census appear to confirm in statistical 

AFRICA INSIGHT, VOL 25, NO 3, 1995 

The ch~nst~ face of retailing in ~he South African city: The case of inner-city .Johannesburg 

Formal relailing: Eloff Street 

terms a picrure that can been gleaned from 
observation. One surprising finding was, 
however, the classification of the Sauer
Bree Street intersectio n and taxi ranks as 
only a middl e-density hawker area; field 
research would suggest that this part of the 
inner-city might be more appropriately 
classed as a high-density zone. 

The different types of retailing taking 
place in the present-day inner-City are 
richly diverse. A sense of the diversity 
comes from one newspaper report which 
said that you can find "everything you 
need from hawkers in a single streel. 
Oon't go into a shop" .15 Among the huge 
range of informal retailing activities are 
sellers of cooked food (fried chicken, 
sheep's heads, steak and pap) , fruit and 
vegetables, sweets , cigaretres, popcorn, 
jeans, watches, jewe llery, authenticated 
coloured perfume (fakes), shoes, lingerie 
and underwear, bedding, duvets, pillows 
and crafts. In addition , there are a host of 
informal retai l services which span shoe 
repair and even leather Bible binding16 

Although no accurate statistics are avail
able, it is evident th at the major sectors 
of contemporary informal retailing centre 
on the vending of food, clothing and soft 
goods textiles. This finding is certainly con
firmed in the results of the Case census 
which showed that the highest proportion 
of the total of 3 167 stalls were invo lved in 
variously food and drink (38%) , fruit and 
vegetables (34%) and c lothes and acces
sories (32%). The lowest kind of hawker 
activity recorded in the CBO was of "ser
vice" type operations, such as photogra
phy, car and bicycle repairs, shoe repairs 
and shining, and hairdressing. The Case 
study highlights spatial va riations in hawk
er operations within the different areas of 
the CBO. The most important finding was 
that the hawking of clothing and acces
sories (defined as including old and new 

P j Slick/(!/' 

clothes , handbags, jewellery, hats, umbrel
las, shoes, watches and sunglasses) pre
dominated in the area classified as the very 
high-denSity block . It was argued by Case 
research that as this area enjoys a large vol
ume of pedestrian traffic the hawkers capi
talize on the high profit margin potential.ly 
avai lable from the vending of clothing and 
accessories as opposed to the lower profit 
margins obtainabl.e from food or fruit and 
vegetable trading. In terms of importance, 
the second most significant activity in this 
very high-density zone was the hawking of 
food and drink (defined as including hot or 
cold prepared food, snacks, sweets, cold or 
hot drinks, and ice cream). Throughout the 
rest of the surveyed areas of the CBO -
including the areas classed as low, medium 
and high density - the major types of 
hawker activity centred upon food and 
drinks or fruit and vegetables. 

Finally, in terms of completing a broad 
brush picture of contemporary informal 
retailing in the Johannesburg inner-city 
blief mention must be made of the number 
of formal markets (especially flea markets) 
that now exisl. In the inner-city the most 
important o f these markets occur around 
the Market Theatre and smaller markets at 
Park Station, HilibrowlWindybrow and the 
new Bank City market. As one study dis
closed, the traders at these flea markets 
include both independent hawkers and a 
substantial number of trade rs who are 
linked to formal retail establishments else
where in the Johannesburg inner-city. 
Moreover, it was shown that th e flea mar
kets vary in their racial complexion of 
traders and consumers.17 

The changing retail economy of 
the Johannesburg inner-city 

In this section, an attempt is made to give a 
sense of recent change taking place in the 
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Informal retailing: Fruit and vegetable haw/~ers in the inner-city P J Stickler 

mix of retailing operations in the Johannes
burg inner-city. It is useful to segment the 
discussion into two sub-sections which deal 
respectively with the formal and info rma l 
retail compo nents. As is evident below, 
these two types of re tail econom y do not 
exist in isola tion, rather they inte ract and 
affect each other's development. 

Informal retailing 

The mass informalization of the urban re
tail economy of Jo hannesburg as a whole 
and of the inner-city in part icular is one of 
the most specta cul ar expressions o f the 
changing nature of the South African ci ty. 
It is evident from exa mining a range of 
research which was conducted in the late 
1980s that a major surge of informal retail
ing has taken place over the last decade. IS 
The findings of the Case census for the 
Jo hannesburg Administration confirm this 
trend towards a burgeoning informali za
tio n of retail ac tivity in the CBD. In the 
early 1980s, at the time of the heyday of 
official repression of African street traders 
in the ostensibly "white" ci ty, there were 
less tha n 300 hawke rs functioning in the 
Jo hannesburg inner-City, a population that 
has since multiplied by at least twelvefold. 

Three key fa ctors that underpin the 
las t deca de's growth of informal retailing 
are: 

• the changed official policy environ
ment from repression to one o f greater 
tole rance and even, through certa in 
initiatives, the limited promotio n of 
street vending; 

• the downturn in the forma l labour eco
nomy which compelled many work 
seekers to initiate survival e nterprises; 
and 

• the growth of poverty in the context of 
an ex panding city population, partiCLI-
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larl y with the demise of influx control 
regulatio ns and more recently with the 
arrival of considerable numbers of 
internatio nal immigrants .19 

Certainly , the march of deregulation and 
the accompanying rel axatio n of former 
legis lation which tightl y contro lled where 
and how many hawkers could operate in 
the inner-city are the major fa ctors behind 
the growth of a new info rmal retail econ
omy in Johannesburg. 

However, a numbe r of problems and 
conflicts have arisen around the expanding 
hawker community in the Joha nnesburg 
inner-city. First, there is the antipathy of 
local Afri can hawkers towards the "unfair 
competiti on" posed by the international 
street traders.20 Although certain agree
ments ha ve been rea ched between loca l 
a nd fo reig n hawkers as regards ope ning 
new sources o f supplies of goods, ca lls for 
deportation have been made by local 
trade rs asking the loca l administration 
to declare "war" on fore ign hawkers '" ! 
Second, there are the objections frequ ently 
voiced by the formal retail sector against 
the practices of certain itinerant hawkers of 
selling the ir wares directly in front of 
shops22 Third, there are the host of com
plaints wh ich link the rise of street trad ing 
both to the growth of petty crime in the 
inner-city and to the problems o f litte r and 
general cleanliness of the inner-city 2 3 

Severa l initiatives have bee n mounted 
both by the Johannesburg Administration 
and the private sector to find a delica te 
balance between, on the one hand, facili
tating the access o f hawkers to a much
needed inco me opportunity and, on the 
other hand, aVOiding a threat to the gener
a l productivity of the inner-ci ty through 
the problems caused by a deregu lated 
hawker busi ness e nviro nment. Significant 
policy steps towa rds a more progreSSive 

and accommodative stance towards hawk
ers in the inner-city of Johannesburg in
clu de the notio n of management districts , 
programmes for the initiation of new per
manent markets , and private sector in
volvement in leasing pavement space to 
furn ish an appropriate and controlled envi
ronment for hawkers2 ' Given an econom
ic environment in which the formal labour 
market is unable to absorb the numbers of 
potential work seekers , the development 
of a sound and appropriate planning frame
work for informal reta iling is a crucia l 
management issue for the major stakehold
ers in the inner-City of Johannesburg. The 
ongoing policy initiatives surrounding th e 
Case resea rch and census of hawker activi
ty affordS a platform for the development 
of suc h a manage me nt framework for 
informal re tailing in inner-City Joha nnes
burg. 

Formal retailing 

The growth of the informal retail economy 
is pa rt of the broader process of the de
seg regatio n of urban space and the shift 
towards a post-apartheid city. The inner-city 
of Johannesburg was at the leading edge 
nationally of the movement towards urban 
desegregation in South Africa. Over the past 
decade the city's formal retail economy has 
been compelled to ad just to the changing 
racial complexion of Johannesburg. In addi
tion , it has been forced to shift in line with 
the departure of many office functions from 
the inne r-city and associated loss of clien
tele to suburban locations; the closure and 
demolition of many inner-city o ffi ce build
ings has obvious ly impacted upon the cli
mate of retailing 25 Several changes were 
observed in the inner-city retail economy in 
a se ries of interviews which were conduct
ed wi th long-established reta il portfolio 
managers and brokers. 26 

The most dominant theme that emerges 
is that the retail mix of the inner-City has 
shifted to accommodate the new dominant 
African consumer and changed business 
climate of the area. Over a decade ago, it 
was still justifiable to view the dominant 
tre nds in the inner-ci ty reta il economy as 
conditioned by the consumer demands of 
a predominantly white buying pu blic. To 
satisfy these particular consumer demands 
and tastes there existed an array of high
order, specia list retail fu nctions alongSide a 
wide range of more ge nera l retail outlets 
headed by major chai n stores and a mass 
of small independent line shopsn One 
aspect o f the changing formal retail econo
my is the disappearance or running down 
o f these speCialist, hig h order types of re
tailing activities. Examples would include 
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the departure from the inner-city mainly to 
new suburban shopping malls of exclusive 
ladies' boutiques and jewellery outlets, 
specialist medical retail outlets, and a 
range of other shops which cater primarily 
for a white consumer clientele, such as 
hobby or toy shops, and interior design 
establishments,2H Another loss from the 
inner-city has been the rundown of the 
retailers which cater for the tourist market, 
such as certain jewellers and curio outlets, 
which also have sought out the suburban 
decentralized areas,29 This aspect of the 
changing retail landscape links to the gen
eral downgrading of the inner-city hotel 
and tourism industry. Underpinning this 
downgrading in the formal retail structure 
of the inner-city is the rise of crime in the 
inner-city of Johannesburg50 A property 
manager observed that "every single retail
er (in the property portfolio) has been 
robbed, held up or had an attempted 
break in" 51 One index of the escalating 
effect of crime on the landscape of inner
city retailing is that, whereas a decade ago 
most shops had open display windows, 
now the majority have security roller 
shutters,32 

Downgrading has impacted clearly on 
certain streets, such as Eloff Street, where 
the former white line shops and depart
mental stores have been replaced by small 
general dealers, many of which link to the 
growing informal retail economy.'3 Behind 
this shift was the recession of the late 
1980s which saw the closure or relocation 
of many traditional "white" retail outlets 
leaving vacant retail space that the proper
ty sector was willing to fill with new ten
ants geared more specifically to low
income markets 54 In the slow economic 
upturn post-elections in April 1994 the 
property sector is beginning to replace a 
segment of these downgraded retail sites 
in the more prestigious areas of Eloff Street 
with higher grade tenants. The phase of 
"downgrading" has not, however, affected 
all areas of the inner-city retail economy: 
to some degree the Carlton Centre appears 
to be an exception through marketing its 
attractions primarily for the African con
sumer.:\'5 

What might be called the "downgrad
ing" of the inner-city retail economy should 
not, however, be associated with a collapse 
of the formal retail sector. Indeed, the retail 
vacancy pattern in the CBD has remained 
constantly low as new types of retail oper
ations immediately have replaced those 
departing enterprises5

(1 The emergent and 
growing types of formal retailing activities 
are clearly those geared to the mounting 
purchasing power and tastes of the African 
consumer. Significantly, the sector of the 
retail trade which is engaged in furniture 

AFRICA INSIGHT, VOL 25, NO 3, 1995 

has remained situated in the inner-city, 
experiencing no significant downturn. A 
growing area of the retail economy which 
is firmly associated with new African pur
chasing power is that of men's outfitters. It 
has been observed that a number of high 
class men's outfitters, located within or 
around the environs of the Carlton Centre, 
are experiencing a surge of activity, One 
index of the prosperous nature of the 
men's clothing retail sector is provided by 
the expenditures made by shop owners on 
fittings; one men's shop in the Carlton 
Centre recently spent RI00000 on new fit
tings57 This sort of development is linked 
to the growth of a new professional class 
of African (mainly) male middle manage
ment working in the Johannesburg inner
city with relatively high disposable in
comes. It is notable that A & D Spitz store, 
newly relocated to the Carlton Centre, is 
reportedly the chain's top performing retail 
outlet nationally5H The relatively small 
number of African professional women 
accounts in part for the much weaker posi
tion of ladies' outfitters in the inner-city 
and the flight of the high class boutiques to 
the suburbs in search of the affluent white 
female consumer. 

The role and responses of the major 
retail chains to the changing complexion of 
the inner-city has been a key factor in 
altering the retail landscape. A small num
ber of the high class retail chains have left 
the inner-city entirely; the best examples 
would be the departure of Stuttafords or 
John Orrs. The majority of retail chains, 
however, have re-adjusted their operations 
and re-geared themselves to the changed 
market environment. Illustratively, Topics 
have diversified by retaining their normal 
range as well as opening additional stores, 
known as Topics 1, which aims for a lower 
income sector of the retail market. 39 An
other form of response is that of the Wool
worths group which focuses its mix of 
merchandise in the inner-city stores to their 
most basic and reasonably priced items; in 
addition, Woolworths have opened up a 
new range of retail outlets (mostly near to 
taxi ranks) selling excess stock left over 
from their nationwide sales. A further com
mon adjustment made in most of the cloth
ing chain stores is to stock up and expand 
their range of children's clothing, a major 
purchase of African consumers, Beyond 
shifting the range of their goods, many of 
the chains offer cards which allow con
sumers to purchase goods on a six-month 
interest-free payment scheme, In turn, this 
has had a negative effect on those other 
smaller retail establishments which were 
formerly reliant on a "lay-bye" arrange
ment. In common with the clothing stores, 
the food retailing sector has adjusted also 

to accommodate African tastes introducing, 
for example, the sale of chicken, It is sig
nificant that those fast-food retail establish
ments which have failed to readjust their 
product mix to the African consumer are 
suffering in financial terms, 

Key findings and conclusions 

The key findings of this research on the 
changing face of inner-city retailing in 
South Africa's leading metropolitan centre 
may be summarized as follows: 

• The formal retail sector in the Johan
nesburg inner-city is CBD-focused; of 
the estimated 1 250 formal retail estab
lishments in the inner city 855 (68,4%) 
are situated in the CBD, Beyond the 
CBD as primary retail node, the most 
important secondary retail nodes are 
Fordsburg, Hillbrow and Braamfontein, 
Sectorally, the most important types of 
retail activities in the inner-city were 
(a) general outfitters, (b) dealers in fur
niture and household appliances and 
(c) grocers, Nonetheless, differences 
exist in terms of the leading kinds of 
retail activities found in different zones 
of the inner-city. The retail core of the 
city occurs in the midtown district; 
within this area occurs a wide range of 
retail establishments and a clustering 
of the leading chain stores, 

• Over the past decade, an enormous 
expansion has taken place in the infor
mal retail economy of the Johannes
burg inner-city. The fluid and rapidly 
changing situations means that accu
rate statistics of the hawker population 
are difficult to ascertain, The most 
commonly cited statistics suggest that 
some 4000 hawkers trade in the CBD; 
however, one recent survey points to 
this figure as being a significant under
estimate. Of note is the strong pres
ence of a community of non-South 
Africans in the hawker population, The 
majority of hawking is of a survivalist 
character and its growth linked to the 
worsening (un)employment situation 
in the local and national formal econo
my. Hawking is geographically con
centrated in particular areas of the 
inner-city with the CBD zone having 
the largest concentration, The major 
sectoral clustering of hawkers is little 
changed from that found in the early 
1980s with food and drink, fruit and 
vegetable and clothing/soft goods 
hawking the most dominant activities, 

• The changing face of retailing in the 
inner-city area of Johannesburg reflects 
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most strongly the shifting consumer 
base from a predominantly white buy

ing public of a decade ago to the emer
ging dominant African buying public of 

the present-day. The informal retail 

economy is almost wholly geared to the 
tastes and income levels of a segment 

of the African consumer working and 

shopping in the inner-city. The formal 

retail economy has adjusted in character 

to the needs and markets offered also 

by the new African consumer. Most 

importantly, most high order specialist 
retailers have left the inner-city for new 

suburban shopping malls, certain retail 

stores (notably jewellers and curio out

lets) geared to the tourist market have 
experienced a downturn; and, leading 

chain stores have adjusted their selling 

strategies, retail range and mix of mer

chandise in order to provide more basic 

and reasonably priced items. In some 

types of retailing, growth has occurred 

to accommodate the market offered by 
the new African consumer; examples 

would be children's clothing and men's 

clothing. 

In the final analysis, what is currently oc

curring is a restructuring of the retail eco

nomy of inner-city Johannesburg. This 

restructuring is taking place in terms of 

both the informal and formal sectors of 

retailing and generating a new spatial 

landscape. The key contours of this new 
retail landscape are only beginning to 

emerge. There are signs that together with 

an overall improvement in the economy, 

redirecting marketing efforts towards 

African consumers has given retail activi
ties within the inner-city a new lease on 

life. The future spatial patterns of retailing 

in the Johannesburg CBD will be deter
mined largely by the outcomes of a num
ber of major planned developments and 
refurbishments, such as the planned up
grading of the Carlton complex and the 

pedestrianization and upgrading of Eloff 

Street. That said, with the growing march 
of the informal retail economy, the shift

ing face of the retail sector of the Johan
nesburg inner-city is beginning to signal 

the end of an era in which South Africa's 

formerly white-dominated cities were dis

tinctive in the African context. Indeed, the 

changing retail character of South Africa's 

major cities is indicative of a growing 

convergence in its features with that of 

other sub-Saharan cities in Africa. 
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The(urban)poorand 
efllploYfllent creation 

Prof M Levin, Head of the Employment Research Unit and the 
Department of Economics at Vista University's Port Elizabeth Campus, 
discusses some of the factors to be considered in developing employ
ment creation strategies. 

The South African economy 

A
continuous decline in South 
Africa's production and em
ployment growth, resulted, by 
1993, in widespread poverty 

and unemployment. Many of the poor 
and unemployed concerned are living in 
urban areas to which they migrated in the 
1980s. Political reform and South Africa's 
return to the international economy will 
bring economic recovery and a growth in 
employment. 

Real gross domestic product per capita 

1960--1994 (3 year moving average) 

As with most countries, unemployment 
and poverty in South Africa are major 
problems. In 1993, only 56% of South 
Africa's economically active population 
were employed in the formal sector. This 
contrasts with the 74,3% employed in the 
1960s and illustrates the magnitude of the 
economy's present inability to cater for 
the annual increases in the labour force.! 
In the early 1960s more than 90% of new 
entrants into the labour market could find 
employment in the formal sector. In the 
1970s this figure fell to just over 60%. At 
the beginning of the 1980s it fell further 
to 19,4% and at the beginning of the 
1990s it was only 8,5%. 

The real gross domestic product per 
capita graph shows the growth of the 
South African economy between 1960 and 
1994. The real annual change has been 
converted to a three-year moving average, 
and the curve drawn by linking the annual 
growth rates thus calculated. Adjustments 
have smoothed the curve to show the 
trend of growth more clearly. The curve 
shows a clear downward trend. Its highest 
peak was near the beginning of the period 
and its lowest point near the end. The 
variation is between 4%+ and - 3%+ . 
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The relative decline of the South Afri
can economy, in terms of its ability to 
employ its economically active popula
tion, is a direct result of continuously 
declining real growth rates 2 In the 1960-
1970 decade real gross domestic product 
(GDP) growth was 5,7% per year. In the 
1981-1990 decade growth was only 1%. 
In the early 1990s it turned negative. 
While employment grew at 2,6% per year 
in the 1960-1970 period, it grew at only 
0,4% in the 1981-1990 decade. In 1991 
and 1992 the employment growth rate 
was negative. 3 

The most important consequence of 
the disappointing production and employ-

ment performance of the economy was a 
dramatic increase in the number of unem
ployed persons to an estimated total of 
5,4 million. Some 2,8 million of these sur
vive in the informal sector and subsis
tence agriculture 4 Many of the unem
ployed (and under-employed) live in 
urban areas. 

Between 1980 and 1991 the urban 
population of South Africa increased from 
45,9% of the total popUlation to 61,9%5 At 
the beginning of the 1990s, the urbaniza
tion picture in South Africa started to show 
characteristics similar to those in other 
developing countries. There was in
creasing evidence of informal and squatter 
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settlements, with a lack of basic infrastruc
tural services and shelter, and of dispro
portionate numbers of unemployed and 
poor. What has happened in fact is that 
urbanization has made urban poverty and 
unemployment particularly conspicuous 
and this has shifted attention to the urban
ization phenomenon, hecause the latter 
has been seen by many as the cause of 
present high levels of unemployment and 
poverty_ 

The about turn in South African poli
cies in 1990 removed the shadow of eco
nomic and political sanctions and so nulli
fied the element in the economy's decline 
arising from structural causes. South 
Africa's return to the international econo
my should now pave the way for a major 
recovery and a return to structural pro
gress, provided that domestic economic 
and political policies do not frustrate busi
ness confidence. Also in the economy's 
favour, the cyclical downswing which had 
started in 1989 bottomed out by the end 
of 1993. It is consequently more than like
ly that the cyclical recovery will be piggy
backed by a structural recovery as the 
South African economy becomes re-inte
grated into the world economy at large. 
The resultant production growth will be 
accompanied by employment growth, and 
this will have positive effects on poverty. 

Unemployment and the poor 

The lack of safety nets for the South 
African poor makes them ,; deserving tar
get for employment creation programmes. 
The poor nevertheless, have specific char
acteristics which make it difficult to 
design suitable employment programmes 
for them. Preference, therefore, should be 
given to providing appropriate education 
and stimulating entrepreneurship because 
these provide a sure escape from poverty 
(and unemployment). To make these 
escape routes effective, they need to be 
supported by appropriate health care and 
physical infrastructure. 

The universum of the poor consists of 
employed and unemployed people. Know
ledge about this universum is necessary if 
a government wishes to pursue employ
ment policies that will effectively reach 
their true target. 

Poverty is defined by the World BankC, 
as " ... the inability to obtain a minimal 
standard of living"; and this minimal stan
dard of living can only be maintained if 
sufficient income is earned. Those earning 
below a certain minimum are described 
as '·poor". The simplest way to measure 
poverty is to express the number of poor 
as a proportion of the population. This 
percentage is called the headcount index. 
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And because poverty is related to income, 
unemployment. which presupposes zero 
income, affects the numbers of the poor 
and the extent of their poverty. 

Employment programmes are more crit
ical for the poor than for the non-poor, 
because of an absence of appropriate and 
sutlicient safety nets. Their absence renders 
the poor very vulnerahle and they there
fore deserve special consideration. How
ever, this vulnerability differs between rural 
and urban poor. Poverty among South 
Africans shows the typical rural/urban split 
observed in many developing countries.' 
Since the middle of the 1970s an increase 
in urban poverty has been more conspicu
ous 8 Yet in terms of income, the rural 
poor in South Africa arc worse off than the 
urban poor.') 

In South Africa the rural areas of the 
old homeland are over-populated and 
over-saturated in terms of labour supply. 
Outside the old homelands, commercial 
farming is becoming less and less labour 
intensive. These are strong pushing forces 
for rural-urban migration. Yet, in order to 
reduce the pressure on rural resources 
rural-urban migration has to be accelerat
ed by means of an urbanization strategy 
carefully planned for the country as a 
whole. Such a strategy can be successful 
only if adequate employment opportuni
ties are created in the urban areas. 

Although urban incomes are generally 
higher than rural incomes and urban ser
vices and facilities more accessible, poor 
town dwellers can suffer more than rural 
households from some facets of poverty. to 

In particular, the urban poor are typically 
housed in slums or squatter settlements. 
Often they have to contend with over
crowding, poor sanitation and contami
nated water. Sites are frequently illegally 
occupied; and dangerous, too, because 
they are often located in areas of natural 
hazards. Evictions, noods and pollution 
are constant threats. The rural poor are 
less often exposed to these dangers. 

It is generally acknowledged that rural 
poverty can be addressed only if urban 
poverty is addressed. The focus on urban 
poverty is often referred to as the urhan 
hias. 11 However, a sound understanding of 
the rural-urban symbiotic relationship is 
required, because policies and strategies 
applied in the urban environment also 
affect the rural environment and vice versa. 
In South Africa, prevailing circumstances 
dictate a pragmatism which requires that 
policies to stimulate economic gro'.\1:h, eco
nomic development and employment cre
ation should be focused first and foremost 
on the urban economies. But this does not 
mean that the rural areas are less important 
or can be neglected. On the contrary. 

Th~ iurban) poor and. empl0.Yrn~nt cr~~~on 

In a developing environment it is often 
difficult to identify the poor (urban or 
rural) who are really unemployed. What is 
more, the concepts "employment", "un
employment" and "underemployment" are 
often inadequate when applied to devel
oping economies. Even in developed 
countries, practical conditions such as 
immediate availability for employment, or 
voluntary work, or education, may conta
minate interpretation of the definition.12 
Yet, in general, conditions exist in devel
oped countries which do give these terms 
a fairly clear meaning: there are, for in
stance. trained workers able and willing to 
work, but temporarily without jobs.13 
Much of this does not apply to developing 
countries - a livelihood is more important 
than wage employment for casual work
ers, seasonal workers, housewives and 
older people who do not regard them
selves as unemployed in spite of the mea
gre and erratic incomes they may earn. 

Even if developed countries' defini
tions could be used to identify those who 
are unemployed, it might still not be pos
sible to do it accurately. For instance, in a 
household with an unemployed mother 
and daughter, both might declare them
selves available for employment. How
ever. should one of the two find employ
ment, the other one might no longer be 
available for employment. When unem
ployment increases, or is at high levels, 
there is this multiplier effect which makes 
it very difficult to identify those who are 
really unemployed. (Bromberger14 men
tions similar and additional examples.) 

The true unemployed, for whom em
ployment ought to be created, are conse
quently not precisely definable, because 
they may not regard themselves as unem
ployed or may present themselves as 
unemployed when in fact they are not 
available for employment. Many individ
ual persons among the poor, for whom 
employment must be created, are there
fore not identifiable. This makes the poor 
a very special case within the general 
problem of employment creation and in a 
sense dictates employment strategies that 
will provide a general safety net able to 

catch those who happen to fall. 
In South Africa, as elsewhere, the poor 

live and exist in low income subsistence 
environments and have a poverty cul
ture. I '; Three characteristics of a poverty 
culture which tend to ensure that poverty 
is perpetuated are often mentioned: first
ly, the propensity of the poor to have so 
many children; secondly, the lack of ener
gy, or a high leisure preference; and 
thirdly, a strong short-term horizon with 
an inability to plan ahead. 16 In South 
Africa's townships, in addition to these 
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!'2e (urban) poor and employment creation 

characteristics, criminal activities abound. 
The absence of personal protection makes 
the opportunity cost of crime very low. 
Crime in fact is often regarded as a viable 
option to low paid employment, and 
unless the opportunity cost of crime can 
be increased it will remain an option for 
many. 

A lack of opportunity, a lack of educa
tion and a lack of exposure to the labour 
market may have engraved the above 
characteristics on the poor. Yet there is 
overwhelming evidence that human capi
tal - educated persons - are one of the 
keys to reducing povertyY The principal 
asset of the poor is labour-time, and edu
cation increases the productivity of this 
asset. The result, at an individual level, is 
higher income and less poverty. A lack of 
education is therefore generally regarded 
as a major cause of poverty. 18 

There can be little doubt that educat
ing the children of the poor greatly im
proves their chances of escaping pover
tyl9 for, as we have established, labour is 
the only scarce resource on which all the 
able-bodied poor can rely. Increasing the 
productivity of this labour is clearly the 
most effective way to combat poverty. 
Uneducated individuals may have been 
successful in the past, but uneducated 
societies have never been successful. 

Functional literacy and numeracy as 
well as vocationally orientated training are 
highly important for worker productivity, 
regardless of the occupational status of 
the trainees. 2D In 1989 an estimated 14 
million people or 38% of the population 
in South Africa were functionally illiterate, 
in other words they were not sufficiently 
educated beyond primary school level to 
function effectively in a formal economic 
system, especially in an urban environ
ment. 21 The National Productivity Institute 
eNP022 have estimated that roughly 30% 
of the South African labour force have 
received no formal education at all. 

South Africa experienced a huge in
crease in its urban black population in the 
1980s. A substantial portion of this in
crease arose from migration from rural to 
urban areas. (Note: there was also a lesser 
degree of migration from urban to urban 
areas.) Migrants from rural areas and the 
long-term unemployed (roving from ur
ban area to urban area) suffer from a lack 
of both experience and exposure to the 
modern labour market. Their knowledge 
of job search, interviewing and placement 
is limited. In South Africa, for the majority 
of the urban poor, there is no source of 
assistance in work search, placement or 
counselling. 

Once people have been unemployed 
for a long time it I::ecomes even more dif-
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ficult to escape that state. Such unfortu
nates through erosion of their skills be
come part of the structurally unemploy
ed. Eventually, they are unable to match 
any vacancies requiring skill and have to 
be retrained, even to allow them to re
enter the labour market at the least re
warding level. One way to prevent this 
happening is to stimulate entrepreneur
ship and create opportunities for the poor 
to become self-employed. 

The long-term health of any economy, 
local or national, depends on its ability to 
nurture and draw on the talents and capa
cities of all the people who live and work 
in it. The availability of resources is cer
tainly important; but people with ideas, 
knowledge and courage are the dynamic 
element in the economic equation, the 
element which moves the others. 23 Large
scale unemployment and a scarcity of 
employment opportunities for wage earn
ers have been the cause of a growing 
movement towards self-employment. 

In many African countries private en
trepreneurship was for decades discour
aged. One reason for this was the wide
spread belief that entrepreneurial func
tions could be better performed by the 
state than by private persons. 24 However, 
a reappraisal of development strategies 
has taken place over the past decade, 
spurred on by evidence of public sector 
inefficiency and of market distortions 
caused by excessive government interven
tion. Achieving sustainable growth de
pends on the capacity of people from all 
levels of society to respond to opportuni
ties and needs. Governments cannot cre
ate sustainable employment. The most 
they can do is to create an environment 
in which private-sector businesses find 
themselves in a position to create it. A 
culture which embraces and nurtures en
trepreneurs is therefore required. 25 Until 
the 1980s, South Africa lacked such a cul
ture 26 Black entrepreneurs were deliber
ately excluded from urban areas. 

In South African townships, where 
most of the poor live, many entrepreneurs 
emerged in the 1980s and 1990s. Initially, 
they simply defied the myriad rules, regu
lations and laws that excluded them from 
independent entrepreneurial activities. At 
the beginning of the 1990s many of the 
inhibiting rules, regulations and laws were 
removed through a deliberate process of 
deregulation, and this created spaces for 
the mushrooming of large numbers of 
newly established entrepreneurs. Town
ship enterprises possess characteristics 
usually associated with the informal sec
tor, because most of these businesses are 
created for self-employment. They be
come family enterprises which operate 

with little capital and often with compara
tively extensive family labour. 27 

The South African govemment acknow
ledged the importance of entrepreneurial 
development in a White Paper (1984) and 
the President's Council has emphasized its 
importance in three reports 0984, 1985 
and 1987). 

However, it is not incentives and pro
grammes designed to foster entrepreneur
ship and small business development that 
stimulate entrepreneurial challenges. The 
major influence tends to be the general 
economic environment, and whether gov
ernment policy is liberal or restrictive 28 

Establishing small businesses is only one 
way in which entrepreneurship finds ex
pression. Entrepreneurship must also be 
allowed to find expression in big busi
nesses, parastatals, the public sector and 
local government. The creative power of 
the entrepreneurial spirit must be stimu
lated and not inhibited. A climate which 
stimulates entrepreneurship is one that 
encourages people to start new business
es and pursue new ventures; establishes 
support networks; identifies and pro
claims role models; and provides risk cap
ital, technical assistance and incubator 
institutions and facilities. 29 

The unemployed poor can be best 
served if the government follows policies 
which encourage and reward entrepre
neurship at all levels and in every sphere 
of the economy. And the escape routes 
from poverty, education and entrepre
neurial activity, will be more efficient if 
they are supported by appropriate health 
care programmes and phySical infrastruc
tures which together will make successful 
entrepreneurial activity possible. 

The biggest asset of the poor (we re
peat) is their labour potential. Better diets, 
housing and control of communicable dis
eases have raised the quality of life every
where.3D By redUcing Sickness, such im
provements have increased people's alert
ness, capacity for learning, and ability to 
cope with and enjoy life. By prolonging 
life, investments in knowledge and skills 
have been made more valuable. Life ex
pectancy has increased substantially for 
persons with lower levels of income in 
certain developing countries since the 
1940s,31 although life expectancy in the 
very poorest countries is still as much as 
20 years less than in other developing 
countries. 

A similar difference was found by 
Sadie32 and Lachman33 in South Africa. In 
1991 the life expectancy figures for blacks 
and coloureds was 61,3 and 61,6 respec
tively, while those for whites and Asians 
were 72,9 and 67,8. Health care is also 
reflected in infant mortality rates (deaths 
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per 1000 live births). The South African 
Institute of Race Rclations.o4 has calculated 
infant mortality rates of 74,0 and 47,0 for 
blacks and coloureds respectively, 10,8 
for whites and 16,4 for Asians. 

Better health is desirable as an end in 
itself, of course. It also brings substantial 
economic benefits. Better health (and nu
trition) raises workers' productivity, de
creases the number of working days lost 
through sickness and prolongs their 
potential working lives. 

It is through inadequate access to basic 
health care, clean water and sanitation 
facilities in the urban environment that 
the poor as workers - as factors of pro
duction - suffer most. Although it is im
possible to quantify the direct link be
tween general health status and perfor
mance at work, the link itself is not in 
doubt. The close connection between in
adequate primary health care and absen
teeism is undeniably reflected in the earn
ings of workers and in the level of sus
tainable effort when at work.3'i 

The physical environment of the poor 
is usually characterized by a lack of, or 
only a limited supply of, or poorly main
tained, physical infrastructure. Urban 
growth in developing countries in particu
lar is restrained by the capacity of the 
urban authorities to provide infrastructural 
services. 36 Maintenance is often erratic 
and insufficient. Yet physical infrastruc
ture is essential as a support base for 
entrepreneurial activities. 

In South Africa the local authorities of 
townships in urban areas have been un
able to provide the physical infrastructure 
required to support business develop
ment. This has arisen from their inability 
to generate income. In future, increasing 
urbanization will make ever-greater de
mands on infrastructure. Ideally, the 
financing of urban physical infrastructure 
will be the responsibility of local, as well 
as regional and central government. 37 
Investments in infrastructure, if the money 
can be found, can make direct inroads on 
poverty - both by improving living condi
tions and by promoting employment. 

Agents of employment creation 

The accommodation of informal sector 
activities, the stimulation of small busi
nesses, the establishment of local-initia
tives organizations, the market and public 
sectors and targeted employment can all 
serve as agents to promote the creation of 
employment. 

Poverty, underemployment and unem
ployment are, rightly or wrongly, often 
associated with the informal sector. 38 The 
concept of the informal sector originated 
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from the observation (in 1971) that the 
modern sector (particularly manufactur
ing) was not able to absorb the growing 
supply of labour in developing countries. 
Earning opportunities outside the modern 
sector, therefore, had to be found in order 
to ensure survival. 

In spite of the growth of the informal 
sector everywhere, this sector is not suit
able for use as an engine of growth to the 
economy at large. 39 An increase in the 
share of this sector in total employment 
has invariably been a result of the poor 
overall performance in both the job and 
income fronts of the formal sector. Good 
economic performance has been associat
ed with a rapid expansion of the modern 
sector and a decline in the contribution of 
the informal sector to the economy, ini
tially in relative and eventually in absolute 
terms. The euphoria of many South Afri
can policy makers in the 1980s concern
ing the informal economy has to a large 
degree abated. 40 In the 1990s, this has 
been replaced by a more sober assess
ment of the possible contribution of the 
informal economy to job creation and the 
alleviation of poverty. 

Nevertheless, the informal sector is 
regarded as very important for a number 
of reasons. Firstly, it serves as a safety net 
for some of those who become unem
ployed (the World Bank also calls it a 
residual employer)4! Secondly, it address
es the problem of inactivity (and thereby 
inhibits crime). Thirdly, it focuses on self
employment, and therefore serves as an 
entry point to the formal sector (move
ment into full formal employment directly 
from unemployment is not common).42 
Fourthly, because it serves the poor, it 
provides a channel by which to target aid 
for the poor43 

There is often a lack of differentiation 
between informal and formal small (and 
medium-size) businesses. This may be the 
result of a lack of simple definition. Char
mes44 comes to the conclusion that the 
most frequently used criterion for the pur
pose of a definition is non-registration. This 
is also the basis on which the Small Busi
ness Development Corporation (SBDC) dif
ferentiates between these two kinds of 
business sectors. It postulates that the South 
African business infrastructure is like a 
pyramid in terms of numbers with informal 
businesses at the bottom, followed by for
mal small, formal medium, and large busi
nesses45 

Small and medium-size formal busi
nesses are comparatively the best employ
ment creators and thus are an important 
part of the fabric of an economy. Their 
survival horizon is longer than that of the 
informal sector and so the employment 

they offer is more secure. 46 Policies that 
will really help the unemployed are those 
that make it possible for businesses to 
grow from informal to formal and to cre
ate sustainable employment. 

However, informal and formal busi
nesses will be successful only if macroeco
nomic policies are successful. If macro
economic poliCies succeed in creating 
more rapid growth at the upper end of the 
formal sector, a vacuum lower down in 
the business pyramid will be created 
which will draw the fittest candidates of 
the informal sector into the formal sector 
and up on to a higher level of the busi
ness pyramid. Such an approach will be 
most successful, because certain delivery 
systems for financial aid and advice 
already exist in the lower section of the 
formal business sector. 

Promoting formal business develop
ment in the townships of South Africa re
quires the pursuit of three definite objec
tives. Firstly, freehold title registrations 
must be made possible and efficient. Sec
ondly, because blacks have been exclud
ed from possessing property and other 
wealth assets, a loan guarantee system 
has to be introduced to give them access 
to loans and other forms of credit. Third
ly, the operating costs of those already in 
business must be reduced by upgrading 
and extending infrastructure such as 
roads, electricity, water and communica
tion facilities. 

With the increase in the numbers of 
unemployed people in developing coun
tries since the 1970s, individuals, social 
organizations, welfare organizations, busi
nesses, and public and local authorities 
have shown sympathy and identified with 
the unemployed by launching plans to 
create employment for them. Such actions 
are described as local initiatives, although 
they are also known by other names. 47 In 
addition, as unemployment has continued 
to increase, more and more people have 
been attracted by the idea of running 
their own businesses. This has resulted in 
growing numbers of sympathetic individ
uals, institutions and other parties joining 
hands in local initiative movements in 
many areas and instituting poliCies explic
itly designed to encourage local employ
ment and enterprise development48 

Through the accumulated experience 
of all these local initiatives the following 
key principles have emerged: use local 
actors and partnerships; do a strategic 
audit; decentralize; improve the intellectu
al infrastructure; enhance education; en
courage private investment; improve ac
cess to risk capital; maintain healthy in
dustrial relations; improve the entrepre
neurial climate; show a caring attitude. 

175 R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
)



Market orientated economic policies 
are more successful in bringing about eco
nomic development. The World Bank19 

maintains that competitive markets are the 
best way yet found for efficiently organiz
ing the production and distribution of 
goods and services. The state must, never
theless, provide the legal framework in 
which these markets can operate, and it 
must provide the essential infrastructural 
services to make their successful operation 
possible. 

Unemployment can be perceived as 
existing in the form of a pyramid. 

The pyramid of unemployed shows a 
large pyramid with a smaller (dark) pyra
mid within it. The large pyramid depicts 
the hypothetical situation before a country 
embarks on a deliberate policy of em
ployment creation. The smaller (dark) 
pyramid depicts the hypothetical situation 
after a country has successfully completed 
a programme of employment creation. 
(Such a deliberate employment creation 
programme will extend over more than 
one business cycle.) 

The optimum combination of market 
and public sector forces will undoubtedly 
bring about economic growth, develop
ment and higher levels of employment. 
The employment created in this way will, 
graphically represented, eat away and 
shrink the triangle of unemployed from 
the outside to the inside of the pyramid. 
The frictionally, seasonally, cyclically and 
some of the structurally unemployed will 
find their way into employment. But one 
group will remain and not find employ
ment. This group consists mostly of poor 
persons. In addition, and in spite of their 
successes, the bottom stratum of those 
who do manage to find employment re
mains periodically vulnerable. These 
groups, the poor and the periodically vul
nerable, are the special responsibility of 
the public sector. They are depicted by 
the smaller dark pyramid. 

To help the poor and the vulnerable, 
public authorities could resort to income 
transfers and special public employment 
schemes. Evaluating the merit of income 
transfers falls beyond the scope of this 
article, but it is well known that the 
income transfer capacity of governments 
in developing countries is limited. The 
use of public employment schemes has 
more merit, because it focuses directly on 
offering employment. 

Public employment schemes have two 
functions:'iO The first is to maintain and 
create physical infrastructure or other utili
ty goods. The second, and more important 
in this context, is to reduce poverty by 
proViding employment to thosl' in need. 
Public employment schemes are often 
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cost -effective (even if only direct benefits 
arc included in the calculation). And since 
the poor arc prepared to work for low 
wages, public employment programmes 
can offer wages that screen out the non
poor, so that resources can be used more 
effectively. 

The need for public employment 
schemes in South African urban areas is 
indeed urgent for five reasons. Firstly, to 
serve as a safety net for the poor and 
other disadvantaged groups. Secondly, in 
order to exercise a stronger pulling force 
for migration to the urban areas it is es
sential that the population in rural areas 
be reduced. Thirdly, to reduce crime lev
els. Fourthly, to improve nutritional levels 
for the children of the poor whose family 
members will now be in employment. 
Fifthly. to increase school attendance. 

Clark and Layard'il state that the first 
principle in remedying unemployment is 
to create jobs specifically for the kind of 
people who are unemployed. Various such 
groups are discussed in the literature. They 
include the long-term unemployed (or per
sons unemployed because of structural 
change and inability to adapt); those mak
ing usc of food schemes; the poor in the 
informal sector; and those with the lowest 
social status in SOCiety (women, the aged 
and children). 

The group among the unemployed 
who need help most arc the long-term 
unemployed - out of work for over a 
year. Most of these people are not near 
retirement. The majority of them are in 
the prime of life, people who could be 

the backbone of a properly functioning 
economy. The top priority is, therefore, to 
bring the long-term unemployed into em
ployment. Such people should be given 
preferential treatment in the allocation of 
jobs. A job subsidy, for instance, would 
provide employers with an incentive to 

hire these long-term unemployed. 
In South Africa, those who are the pro

ducts of structural unemployment, those 
who operate micro-enterprises in the 
townships, and those women in house
holds which have no wage-earnings or 
arc self-employed breadwinners are all 
desperately in need of support by means 
of targeted employment programmes. 

Employment creation strategies 

The first strategy option to create employ
ment is the use of appropriate macroeco
nomic fiscal and monetary policies which 
can create growth in production. These 
policies can be supplemented by conven
tional and unconventional measures to 
draw more people into the mainstream of 
economic activity. 

There is an almost universal acknowl
edgement that properly functioning mar
kets, appropriate education systems, puh
lic policies which encourage entrepre
neurship and individual incentives, and 
effective but relatively limited government 
intervention arc essential elements of an 
efficient economy. 'i2 These elements are 
equally important in both a supply-side 
and a demand-side approach in macro
economic policy. Every country, particu-
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lady in the developed world, has its own 
blend of these policies; yet in all of them 
unemployment has increased over tilL' 
past decades. 

There does not, therefore, appear to he 
a simple solution to unemployment and 
poverty prohlems - either for developing. 
or for developed countries. If there were, 
no country would be grappling with these 
twin difficulties. It appears that the policies 
that bring growth - whether demand-side 
dominated hy supply-side dominated - are 
the hest policies to start with).' as long as 
fiscal deficits are kept low and inflation -
through monetary poliCy - is kept in 
check.'; Macroeconomic poliCies are indis
pensable for creating employment growth, 
hut they are not in themselves sufficient for 
either accelerating the pace of employment 
creation or generating sufficient employ
ment to meet the supply pressures of a fast 
growing (urban) labour force." Macro
economic policies need to he supplement
ed with strategies to promote employment 
creation and eventually draw more people 
into the mainstream of economic activity. 
An appropriate supplementary policy of 
employment creation is one which will first 
pull in those who are frictionally unem
ployed, and later also those who are struc
turally unemployed, including unemployed 
memhers of poor households. 

Whatever macroeconomic policy mix 
is used it must be such that there is an 
adequate level of aggregate demand. Eco
nomic growth and job creation are not 
likely to occur on a significant scale in a 
climate of depressed demand. 

South Africa's return to prosperity must, 
to a large extent, be based on a structural 
conversion of a siege economy to a mar
ket economy. This structural conversion 
will be hest realized if the following objec
tives are pursued: firstly, recover the over
seas markets that were lost as a result of 
economic sanctions, ie coal, iron and other 
metals: secondly, find export markets for 
those goods over which South Africa has a 
comparative production advantage, I)ut 
whose exports were inhibited as a result of 
economic sanctions: thirdly, export goods 
in intermediary or final form, rather than in 
raw form, by adding (labour) value. 

Macroeconomic policies which focus 
on these three objectives will undouhtedly 
result in output and employment growth 
and this will partly address the problem of 
frictional and structural unemployment. 
But additional measures will be required 
to further stimulate the labour absorption 
capacity of the economy. 

Two categories of such measures exist. 
One category includes conventional mea
sures widely used in industrialized and 
some developing countries. These mea-
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sures focus on the supply of and demand 
for labour. TIlL' other category includes 
unconventional measures. Tlwse mea
sures are related to the management of 
urban economies and the work of local 
initiatives . 

Conventional measures focus on the 
supply of and demand for labour in gene
ral'() and include strategies such as early re
tirement, youth employment schemes, 
work-Sharing, short-time working, limiting 
migration, special employment program
me.~, training and retraining, employment 
subsidies, income tax cuts, foreign trade, 
and small business development. If some of 
these policies can be successfully employed 
in South Africa, the absorption capacity of 
the economy should increase beyond the 
levels of the past and thereby give an em
ployment growth rate which corresponds 
with the production growth rate. 

In addition to these conventional mea
sures, unconventional measures can also 
I)e used. These unconventional measures 
relate to the process of urbanization and 
are especially relevant owing to the unique 
circumstances which prevail in South 
Africa. Just as economic grcnvth and em
ployment creation depend upon macro
economic policies, so does the perfor
mance of the urban economy atfect macro
economic performance, growth, price sta
bility, exchange rate stability and full 
employment. ,- The policies of authorities 
are therefore very important in strengthen
ing the larger national economic fabric 
which will in turn enhance employment 
grmvth and income generation.'H 

In South Africa, the removal of apart
heid laws, the adaptation of a develop
ment approach in urban planning, and 
the enhancement of pulling forces for 
rural-urban migration, dictate a replan
ning and restructuring of urban econo
mies. Urban metropolitan designs are 
important because their spatial structure 
and form have a fundamental impact on 
the ability of businesses to survive and 
grow.'9 The configuration of public spaces 
and movement routes relative to the dis
tribution of the urban population and dif
ferent land uses exerts a major effect on 
the spatial pattern and intensity of eco
nomic activity. The manipulation of the 
urban spatial structure is therefore an im
portant tool for influencing the number 
of businesses and their performance. Un
til now, South African cities have been 
designed in a manner which inhibits eco
nomic activities and compartmentalizes 
human activities. 

Looking more broadly at the whole 
urban-area contribution, policies and pro
grammes that will strengthen the ability of 
the economy to create more employment 

The (urban) IJoor and employment creation 

are related to the vitalization of urban 
areas as an economic base, the supply of 
appropriate infrastructure, and the adop
tion of modern business-like management 
approaches to problem solving by local 
authorities. 

The economic base of urban areas is 
expressed in the presence and relative 
size of primary, secondary and tertiary 
sector activities in the urban and nearby 
rural environment, together with manifes
tations of urban and rural informal sec
tors. The economic base of a city very 
often resides not only in the city itself. but 
also in the city's physical environment. 60 

The processing, upgrading and distribu
tion of the products of the primary sector 
in urban areas provide opportunities for 
employment creation and income genera
tion, and it is therefore imperative that 
they be duly considered and incorporated 
into town and development planning:61 

rural and urban development are interde
pendent and complementary. 

The skilful incorporation of the eco
nomic base of urban areas into urban de
sign will increase the efficiency of urban 
economies in general and capital and 
lahour productivity in particular. More 
efficient and productive urban economies 
will produce a double bonus. Firstly, they 
will produce more income for urban 
authorities through taxation, levies and 
service charges. Secondly, they will pro
duce larger incomes for urban house
holds, because more household members 
will find employment. 

Any restructuring of physical urban 
elements must be accompanied by the 
adoption of a businesslike management 
approach by local authorities over and 
above their traditional administrative role. 

To prepare themselves adequately for 
their new role as developers of urban eco
nomies, urban managements will have to 
establish competent offices/departments 
to specialize in development planning. 
Such offices should identify strong and 
weak points in the economic base, identi
fy strategies to exploit or overcome them, 
and, through aggressive marketing, ensure 
that self-sustained urban economies with 
significant revenue bases are created. Pre
paring feasibility studies which include 
various subSidy elements62 and the untir
ing search for suitable industries and busi
nesses should become daily routine. They 
should also engage in researching meth
ods to better integrate the formal and in
formal sectors; to identify ways of acceler
ating the provision and upgrading of basic 
services; to institute skills training pro
grammes; to develop urban market infor
mation systems; and attend to social infra
structure needs and preferences. 
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The persistently high levels of unem
ployment in most countries of the world 
during the 1970s and the 1980s have 
forced individuals and societies to depart 
from their traditional faith in the ability of 
outside forces or authorities to provide 
employment. A new philosophy has de
veloped: it is preferable to encourage 
enterprise and self-help by utilizing the re
sources, energy and imagination inherent 
in a community itself than to rely upon 
outside forces or authorities for the cre
ation of new employment opportunities. 
These new preferences have manifested 
themselves in what are today commonly 
termed "local initiatives", "local enterprise 
agencies", or "local employment agencies" 
and they are well described in various 
sources, eg Bekemans,63 OECD,64 Todd,6,) 
Sutton66 and OECD67 

In South Africa, local initiatives may 
focus specifically on the following: 

• Placement and counselling services. 
Where such services are rendered by 
the public sector, services can be sup
plemented and the official workforce 
strengthened by volunteers. 

• Training and retraining. One problem 
of long-term unemployment is the 
eroding effect that it has on the skills 
and knowledge of the unemployed. In 
OECD countries it has been found that 
the long-term unemployed are signifi
cantly underrepresented on what might 
be described as conventional skills
training programmes, since these tend 
to have entrance requirements which 
the long-term unemployed either never 
had or no longer have. In South Africa, 
local initiative agencies can apply 
themselves to assisting those who have 
been incapacitated through long-term 
unemployment by providing or arrang
ing training (even informal) and re
training. 

• Public works schemes. These have to 
be designed and the money negotiated 
and found for them. 

• Promoting self-employment. Various 
forms of assistance can be given to 
people to help them become self-em
ployed ie, accommodation, financing, 
administrative support, and marketing, 
etc. This is an ideal area of activity for 
local initiative activities. 

Conclusions 

The removal of sanctions and South Africa's 
re-incorporation into the world economy 
should pave the way for a major structural 
recovery of its economy. The cyclical 
upswing which started late in 1993 is likely 
to be piggy-backed by the more fundamen-

178 

tal structural recovery. The resultant eco
nomic activity will produce increasing rates 
of output and employment growth. Yet, 
because of an inherent bias in favour of 
production growth, employment growth 
will lag behind, and this will dictate the 
introduction of supplementary measures to 
accelerate its growth. Complicating the 
challenge to create increaSing rates of em
ployment growth is the necessity to create 
employment for the poor. 

The poor are at the bottom of the un
employment pyramid. Conventional macro
economic policies must be used to create 
employment through economic growth. 
This will absorb the unemployed at the top 
of the pyramid. The more growth there is, 
the more unemployed there will be who 
will find employment or be drawn into 
self-employment and thereby reduce the 
size of the unemployment pyramid. Never
theless, economic growth in terms of pro
duction is never complemented by a simi
lar growth in terms of employment. So 
conventional macroeconomic policies need 
to be supplemented by carefully designed 
measures which can increase the labour 
absorption of the economy so that even 
more of those inside the unemployment 
pyramid can be absorbed. 
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Mfirmative action in South 
Mrica: A gender development 
approach 

Dr Yolande Sadie of the Department of Political Studies at the Rand Afrikaans 

University, Johannesburg, examines affirmative action as a means of developing 

human capacity. She focLlses particularly on the role of gender development in 

addressing the position of the most oppressed and disadvantaged sector of 

South African society - rural African women. 

T
HE new South Africa, emerged 
from decades of apartheid, is 
now confronted with the major 
problem of inequalities between 

black and white and male and female cre
ated by race and gender discrimination. 
Over the past few years affirmative action 
programmes have been debated, and in 
many cases implemented, as a means of 
overcoming these inequalities. 

Generally, affirmative action refers to 
selective policies and programmes by gov
ernment and non-governmental institu
tions aimed at the provision of special 
opportunities for certain people, on the 
basis of their belonging to specific groups, 
in order to redress inegualities suffered as 
a result of racial, ethniC, gender or caste 
affiliations. 

The term "affirmative action" is not 
only emotive but also controversial. It pro
vokes any number of reactions, varying 
from outright rejection to acceptance and 
support by advocates who stress its neces
sity in a society such as South Africa's, 
which has through history developed pro
foundly unequal access to resources and 
opportunities by various groups. Many 
critics regard affirmative action as reverse 
discrimination, putting race before merit, 
so lowering standards, introducing token
ism and discriminating against those who 
are best qualified. Proponents of affirma
tive action counter that such programmes 
are necessary because disadvantaged com
munities, although their opportunities may 
now have been equalized, did not origi
nally start from an equal base. 
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South African debate about affirmative 
action and South African scholarly contri
butions on the subject seem to have con
centrated to a great extent on affirmative 
action in employment. Issues such as the 
entry of blacks and women into manageri
al and boardroom positions, and into 
senior positions in the public sector, have 
therefore received most attention. I In the 
words of Sam Motsuenyane, Nafcoc presi
dent, "We need black directors, producers, 
investors and employers. It is the responsi
bility of the corporate sector to embark on 
affirmative action programmes to achieve 
these objectives,,2 The general demand is 
therefore for companies to start reflecting 
demographic realities in the composition 
of both their management and their share
holders. Numsa says: "We want to see 
black people and women on all rungs of 
the ladder - at the moment, people are 
not even on the same ladder!" 

Further dimensions of affirmative action 
programmes in the workplace are skills 
training programmes, bursary schemes for 
management development programmes 
and literacy education. 

Issues commonly raised such as reverse 
discrimination, applying quotas, falling 
standards, tokenism, racial hostility and loss 
of self-esteem, themselves indicate that the 
affirmative action debate in South Africa 
centres on exactly how far the broader 
population mix is, or is not, reflected in 
business, government and the professions. 

Focusing on affirmative action in em
ployment only, however, is a very narrow 
interpretation of affirmative action. As the 

definition above suggests, affirmative ac
tion also has a broad connotation. In the 
words of Albie Sachs3 

... (in) every area of life ... affirmative 
action covers all purposive activity 
designed to eliminate the effects of 
apartheid and to create a society 
where everyone has the same chance 
to get on in life. In terms of the ANC 
draft Bill of Rights, all anti-discrimina
tory measures, as well as all anti-po
verty ones, may be regarded as con
stituting a form of affirmative action. 

In a speech on affirmative action, Presi
dent Mandela has emphasized that "The 
whole social programme of the new 
democratic government which we envis
age for South Africa will be one of affir
mative action"." Similarly Thomas) argues 
that affirmative action can be viewed as a 
"pro-active development tool to overcome 
.,. constraints and more effectively mobi
lize latent resources in order to stimulate 
overall development". 

In this article, the term affirmative 
action will be used in its broad sense. It is 
not seen as a policy to punish groups 
who have socially benefited in the past, 
but as a means of developing human abil
ities - a central part of overall develop
ment. Beneficiaries of such development 
programmes should be defined in terms 
of objective socio-economic criteria such 
as living conditions, schooling and in
come levels. This would ensure that cor
rective programmes are carefully targeted 
at the genuinely disadvantaged. 
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.. We are therefore focusing here on the 
notion of "human capacity development" 
a~ an aspect of development, doing ~o 
against the background of examples 
which indicate the nature and ~cope of 
inequalitie~ that exist in South Africa. 
Attention will then ~pecifically be given to 
gender development, with particular rder
ence to African rural women who are 
regarded a~ the most oppressed and db
advantaged in South African ~ociety. A 
recent issue of Mayihuye declare~ that "a 
programme of affirmative action must take 
into consideration that in South Africa 
women are divided by race and clas~. 

What i~ important is to promote the deve
lopment of the most oppres~ed and disad
vantaged women, the African women. 
particularly those in rural area~"() 

The nature and scope of inequality 
in South Africa 

In order to put into perspective the need 
for affirmative action in human capacity 
development. we must first look at the 
extreme nature. range and dimensions of 
South African social inequality. 

Using what is known a~ the Gini co
efficient, a standard statistical formula for 
the measurement of inequality, South 
Africa. of the ')7 state~ for which statistics 
are available," is classified as the state 
with the highest rate of inequality, in
equality being mirrored here by indicators 
such as differentiated educational attain
ment, income, lifestyle, residential circum
stances and access to amenities and ser
vices. The great imbalance between white 
and black is substantiated hy the United 
Nations' Human Development indicators. 
In an overall assessment, white South 
Africa is rated 24th in the world while 
blacks take only I23rd position H 

A large number of indices of inequality 
in South Africa between urban and rural 
dwellers, and between regions, are avail
able. Statistics for inequalities between 
men and women are however not as 
readily available or as comprehensive. 
Although statistics can never reflect the 
true picture, those in Table I will give an 
indication of where the need for affirma
tive action is greatest. 

From Table 1 it is clear that inequalities 
between Africans and whites are not only 
reflected in the fact that, percentage wise, 
nearly five times more whites than Africans 
earn an annual household income above 
R14400. Inequality is also evident in 
Human Development Indicators such as 
infant mortality (percentagewise, eight 
times more African deaths than whites), 
life expectancy (nearly 10 years differ
ence), and there being only 10% of white 
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Table 1 Racial inequalities in SAg 

White Afrkan 

(A) Monthly household income above R14 400 (992) 91,8% 20,1% 
Monthly household income R4 000 - R10 999 (992) 25,3% 0,7% 
Monthly household income below R400 (1992) 1% 30,1% 
Inability of households to afford accommodation (991) 4% 600/0 

(8) 1992/93 per capita expenditure on education R4372 R1659 
Underqualified teachers (1992)" ()oA> 57% 
Illiteracy above 13 years· 1% 46% 
% of population (6 yrs+) with no schooling at ali'" 2,5% 17,9% 

Infant mortality rate (per 1 000 live births) 8,9 65+ 
Incidence of tuberculosis (per 100 000) 1992 19 194 
Average life expectancy 

Households without electricity (993) 

• Excluding fonner independent homelands 

households without electricity compared to 
60% of African homes. 

On literacy, the l\'ational Manpower 
Commission ha~ calculated that if the for 
mer independent homelands were includ
ed in e~timate~, a~ many as 66% of the 
total population would fall into the "illiter
ate" category. The Commission ha~ also 
~tated that there are large number~ of un
employed who~e leveb of literacy are 
~uch that they are Virtually unemployable. 
The low literacy levels of people in the 
informal sector contribute to the high 
level of poverty and the low level of 
entrepreneurship in this sector. 10 

Data for South African infant mortality, 
especially among Africans, has many defi
ciencies. The reporting of births and 
deaths for rural Africans is poor, so infant 
mortality figures for some areas are only 
estimates. One such estimate is that as 
many as 50% of deaths for African babies 
arc not reported. II 

South Africa, an upper-middle-income 
country, shows lower life expectancy and 
higher infant mortality rates than a numher 
of countries with lower incomes such as 
Botswana, Zimbabwe and Sri Lanka. 12 The 
United Nation Children's Fund (Unicef) 
stated in October 1993 that South Africa's 
child mortality rate (number of children 
per 1 000 live births who die hefore the 
age of '» was 72 - in comparison \\'ith the 
worldwide average of 3'). The organization 
went on to say that South Africa's child 
mortality rate was double what might be 
expected in a country with its income 
level. Ll In the Third World, I may add. life 
expectancy at birth is the best single indi
cator of general well-being. 

South Africa also has a poor record in 
measles immunization. coming only four
teenth out of 38 countries in sub-Saharan 
Africa in immunization coverage. In 1990, 

71,1 yrs 62,5 yrs 

1% 6(}0;6 

7')% of white~ and 60% of Africans had 
been vaccinated. These figures exclude 
the former independent homelands where 
coverage is e~pecially poor according to 
the l'nited Nations National Children's 
Rights Committee and Unicefl; In 1988, 
only 30'Yu of the children in Tramkei be
tween one and two year~ had been fully 
immunized. Rural area~ and informal set
tlements were mentioned as having espe
cially low immunization coverage. 

The World Bank Development Reportl '; 

points out that it is not primarily the pro
portion of GNP spent on health which im
proves the living standards of the poor but 
the extent to which available funds are 
channelled to meet their needs. Effectively 
targeted health care, principally of a pre
ventative and primary nature, is required 
to improve the life expectancy of the poor. 
Health expenditure in 1993/4 in South 
Africa was 3,5% of the GDP, which is high 
for a middle-income country. From this we 
can deduce that far too much health 
expenditure is going in curative medicine 
and benefiting relatively well-off whites. 
This explains the country's poor health 
performance. in spite of the relatively large 
share of GNP allocated to health and some 
superb achievements in advanced health 
care and theoretical research. 

Turning now to tlgures more specific to 
rural and urban inequalities, the following 
may give an idea of the problem. The 
Standing Committee on Water Supply and 
Sanitation estimated that, in 1990, 18% of 
the urban population did not have access 
to an adequate water supply and 36% of 
urban residents were without access to ade
quate sanitation. About ')3% of rural house
holds on the other hand have access only 
to an "improved" water supply ("improved" 
water supply requires upgrading before it 
can be defined as adequate for domestic 
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use) and only 11 % have access to adequate 
sanitation (this includes pit latrines and 
flush latrines with on-site disposal).16 

As has already been pointed out (Table 
1), more than 60% of South Africa's house
holds have no access to domestic electrici
ty. In urban areas, including small towns, 
20-30% of Africans have access. The level 
of access for Africans in rural areas is 
"very low", while in the former homelands 
electricity is available only to between 50/0 
and 10% of the population, according to 
the Energy for Development Research 
Centre at the University of Cape Town.17 

Households without electricity depend 
on more expensive and less convenient 
energy sources such as batteries, candles, 
coal, gas, paraffin and wood. The Depart
ment of Water Affairs and Forestry said in 
April 1993 that 30% of the population 
were dependent on firewood as their 
main source of energy and predicted that 
within 30 years the country's natural tim
ber resources would be exhausted. 1R 

The worst poverty is to be found in the 
country's rural areas, which are populated 
by a greater number of unemployed and 
unemployables. The Eastern Cape (includ
ing Ciskei and Transkei), in which 80% of 
the population is rural, has the highest rate 
of unemployment. Poverty is characterized 
by a lack of hoUSing, low food production 
resulting in nutritional disorders, high rates 
of illiteracy and lack of skills, high rates of 
mortality and morbidity, and dependency 
on migrant earnings. 

The "very poor" make up 55% of the 
African rural population of South Africa 
(including the former homelands). "Very 
poor" is defined here as those with an 
annual income of less than R2 000. 19 

Turning now to the position of women, 
the Human Development Reporf° remarks 
that "women are the world's largest ex
cluded group". Although women constitute 
a majority of the world's population they 
receive only a small share of developmen
tal opportunities and are often excluded 
from education, from better jobs, from 
political systems and from adequate health 
care. This is certainly true for South African 
women, especially rural African women. 

Literacy: As has already been pOinted 
out, illiteracy rates are significantly higher 
in rural areas than elsewhere. Van Aardt,21 
for example, points out that the literacy 
rate in the former development region G 
(Northern Transvaal, Venda, Lebowa and 
Gazankulu), presently known as Northern 
Province, is only 30%, of whom the major
ity are men. 

Employment/income: 55% of Africans 
with no income are women. 22 Women's 
opportunities for self-employment are re
stricted in a numter of ways; and one of 

182 

the most important of these is not being 
able to own property. The Commonwealth 
Observer Mission to South Africa noted in 
June 1993 that despite the fact that 43% of 
African children are born to single moth
ers, "almost all" title deeds were in the 
hands of men23 

Childcare facilities: According to the 
National Council of Women of South 
Africa, 1,9 million households are headed 
by women. Women are the worst affected 
by poverty, because they are unable to 
find employment owing to a lack of skills 
and the collapse of the extended family 
or neighbourhood networks which had 
previously assisted women with domestic 
tasks.24 Childcare facilities are totally inad
equate. In the former region G for exam
ple, only 12 care facilities for children and 
families existed in 1991, of which four 
children's day-care facilities were accessi
ble to Africans 25 Women therefore find it 
very difficult to be economically produc
tive since the care of children is one of 
the basic roles women fulfil in society 
(see below). 

It is generally accepted that by improv
ing the position of women in society and 
their overall standard of living, a lower 
population growth rate (which is presently 
high in South Africa) will be achieved26 

The examples not only illustrate the 
range of inequalities in South Africa but 
can also be used as indicators of human 
development, for comparing development 
in urban areas with that in rural areas, 
and for comparing development for men 
with that for women. The UN measure for 
socio-economic progress, the human de
velopment index (HDI), has the three 
broad indicators: health (eg life expectan
cy and infant mortality), educational 
achievement (adult literacy) and income 
(measured in terms of eg poverty, nutri
tion and access to other resources needed 
for a decent standard of living and the 
leading of a healthy life).27 

Human capacity development 

Over the past few decades there have 
been various views on the meaning of 
"development". In the 1950s and 1960s 
development was strictly measured in eco
nomic terms ie by an increase in the real 
per capita GNP. According to this view, 
development is achieved through per capi
ta economic growth which will then trickle 
down to all groups in society. By the early 
1970s it had been realized that, although a 
large number of developing countries did 
achieve their growth targets, the standards 
of living of the masses remained un
changed. Since then, development has 
been redefined as a multi-dimensional 

process "involving changes in attitudes and 
institutions as well as the acceleration of 
economic growth, the reduction of in
equality and eradication of absolute pover
ty,,2H Growth on its own is therefore not 
enough; it has to he accompanied by an 
improvement in people's lives. 

This multi-dimensional approach to 
development, as it finds expression in the 
basic needs approach or in the work of 
Goulet,29 is based on three basic compo
nents or core-values of development: life
sustenance, self-esteem and freedom. 

Life-sustenance refers to the most basic 
needs of people such as food, shelter, 
health and protection. The second com
ponent, that of self-esteem, involves a 
sense of worth and self-respect. In order 
to gain self-esteem, material welfare or 
the fulfilment of life-sustaining needs is 
indispensable. Freedom, the third value, 
refers to freedom from "alienating materi
al conditions of life and from social servi
tude to nature, ignorance, other people, 
misery ... "50 

Human development as an essential ele
ment in development is so important that 
according to the Human Development 
Report31 it has "moved to the centre of the 
global development debate". Presently it 
forms the core of the United Nations Inter
national Development Strategy for the 
1990s.32 In the Development Report33 the 
concept "human development" is regarded 
as development of the people by the peo
ple and for the people. Development of the 
people means investing in human capabili
ties, whether in education or health or in 
other areas, so that they can work produc
tively and creatively. Development forthe 
people means ensuring that economic 
growth is distributed widely and fairly. 
Development by the people means giving 
everyone a chance to participate - allowing 
access, for example, to productive and 
remunerative employment. Electricity and a 
satisfactory water supply, for example, can 
increase employment opportunities.34 

A new dimension in human develop
ment is environmental concern. Most of 
the poor, as we have seen, live in rural 
areas and put great strain upon ecological 
systems. The poor depend upon the soil 
for food, upon the rivers for water and 
upon the forests for fuel. They need these 
resources on a daily basis and have little 
choice but to over-use and destroy them 
in order to survive.35 

Affirmative action: A gender 
development approach 

Against the background I have sketched 
concerning (principally) the position of 
rural African women and an emphasiS on 
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human development as part of develop
ment, this section will focus on a specific 
approach to affirmative action, that of 
gender development, in order to emanci
pate rural women from their suhordina
tion and assist them in achieving equality, 
equity and empowerment. 

The United Nations Decade for Women 
(1976-1985) played a crucial part in high
lighting the need to consider women and 
their role when discussing the social and 
economic development of Third World 
countries. Women are agents of change. 
not merely victims. Their role and status 
are central to changes in population and 
development. It is now argued that devel
opment plans must he re-thought so that 
women's ahilities, rights and needs can he 
taken into account. 

A "gender", rather than a "women's" 
focus on development, is advocated he
cause women's problems should not he 
perceived in terms of their sex - in other 
words, in terms of their biological differ
ences from men - but in terms of their 
gender. What we have in mind here is the 
social relationship between men and 
women in which women have been syste
matically subordinated. The sex approach 
would lead to an isolated focus on wo
men; a gender focus will emphasize the 
social position of women in terms of a 
social construct which, traditionally, has 
been one of subordination. 

A gender approach is based on the 
assumption that men and women fulfil 
different roles in society and therefore 
have different needs. It is this role and 
needs differentiation that underlies the 
conceptual rationale for gender planning 
and defines its long-term goal as the true 
emanCipation of women. 

Moser36 identifies three roles that wo
men perform, namely reproductive, pro
ductive and community managing. The 
reproductive role means the childbearing 
and rearing responsibilities required to 
guarantee the maintenance and reproduc
tion of the labour force. This role includes 
"the care, socialization and maintenance 
of individuals throughout their lives to 
ensure the continuation of society to the 
next generation"V This work does not 
generate any income. Women's second 
role, the productive role, consists of work 
done by women for income, either as a 
second income or as sole breadwinner. As 
has been pointed out, 43% of African 
women are the de jure heads of house
hold in South Africa. Furthermore, in the 
rural areas from where men traditionally 
migrate, a large percentage of women are 
the de facto heads of household. As is 
well known, gender divisions in labour 
(example: agricultural production) exist in 
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rural as well as in urban areas, and con
tinue to reinforce women's subordinate 
position. Women therefore predominate 
at the lower end of the labour market. 

The third role, that of community man
aging work, comprises activities concern
ing the provision of items of collective 
consumption such as water, health care 
and education. This is voluntary unpaid 
work in women's "free time". 

The triple role that women perform, 
which places limitations on them and iden
tifies particular needs to be addressed, 
should he taken into consideration when 
affirmative action programmes in terms of 
gender development are planned. And rural 
women's affirmative action programmes 
should he based on rural women's particu
lar prioritized needs or concerns. 

Molyneux3H distinguishes two types of 
need, strategic and practical gender needs. 
A strategic need points to a more equal 
organization of society, which of course 
would vary from society to society depend
ing upon the cultural and socio-political 
context. Examples of such needs are the 
removal of institutionalized discrimination 
such as rights to own land or access to 
credit. It is these needs that can empower 
women and bring about greater equality. 

Practical gender needs, on the other 
hand, are those that are formulated from 
the concrete conditions women experi
ence - needs such as shelter, clean water, 
sanitation, electricity, food and health. Al
though these are required hy everyhody, 
they are identified specifically as the prac
tical gender needs of women because of 
their reproductive role obligations. Wo
men may also have additional needs in 
terms of income-earning activities, espe
cially if they are sole breadwinners. 

A few areas in which affirmative action 
programmes can help to satisfy the strate
gic and practical needs of rural women 
are training and employment, housing, 
and basic services. 

Training and employment 

One fundamental problem faced by the 
majority of low-income and unemployed/ 
unemployable women is the lack of ade
quate skills. The provision of training, 
therefore, meets an important practical 
gender need: that of access to employ
ment. Whether it meets strategic needs 
depends upon women's economic inde
pendence and upon the type of training 
they receive 59 

Training courses in health-care and 
(broad) home economics, which may in
clude the principles of nutrition and 
household budgeting, can introduce skills 
to assist women in their reproductive 

roles to become hetter providers within 
the household, but do not recognize 
women's productive role, that of workers 
who work to earn an income. Skills train
ing should therefore also lead to creating 
income. This would include practical 
training such as dressmaking and other 
forms of manual work which would also 
meet a practical gender need. Very impor
tant, however, are literacy classes: literacy 
provides the potential for access to better 
living conditions and empowerment, thus 
increasing self-respect and fulfilling strate
gic gender needs. 

Current stereotypes of what is properly 
women's or men's work limit women's 
employment opportunities. It is therefore 
also essential that women be trained in 
areas which are traditionally seen as 
men's work, such as home carpentry and 
masonry and other trades in the construc
tion field. This will not only widen imme
diate employment opportunities for wo
men hut hreak down hoth existing stereo
types and consequent occupational barri
ers and fulfil strategic gender needs. 

A further prohlem women face in their 
search for employment is the assumption 
that men are the main providers for the 
family. This means that where there is 
high unemployment, jobs will be found 
for or given to men before women, de
spite the fact that many African house
holds in South Africa are headed by wo
men. A correction in hoth attitude and 
practice here will certainly meet women's 
practical and strategic needs. 

It is a well-accepted fact that some 70% 
of women living in the rural areas of 
developing countries work on the land. 
This is also true of the rural population in 
most regions of South Africa. Women have 
often been excluded from agrarian reform 
and training programmes because experts 
have assumed that men are the main agri
cultural decision makers. This error has 
resulted in the failure of many agricultural 
projects in sub-Saharan Africa. Even when 
included in such programmes, women 
have difficulty in obtaining credit to assist 
them with current agricultural production 
or help them secure new technological 
inputs. Agricultural training programmes 
and credit schemes particularly for women 
should therefore he developed. 

A last point concerning employment is 
the availability of childcare facilities in the 
community and at the workplace. This 
assists women in both their reproductive 
and productive roles and meets practical 
needs. Moser40 also emphasizes the ne
cessity for similar facilities at the father's 
workplace, which would result in fathers 
also taking some childcare responsibility. 
This innovation would meet strategic gen-
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der needs and simultaneously alleviate 
women's burden, We might note here that 
the corporate sector could in the final 
instance also be involved, especially in 
extending the training of particular skills 
to women and in providing the childcare 
facilities we have mentioned as desirable, 

Housing 

A~ has been pointed out, title deeds among 
Africans in South Africa are almost exclu
sively in the hands of men. For women, 
title deeds are not only a strategic gender 
need ensuring protection for themselves 
and their children in violent domestic situa
tions, but are necessary to gain access to 
credit. Without land rights, women cannot 
provide collateral. Affimlative action should 
therefore be exercised in the matter of 
land-ownership rights. 

A further problem in many developing 
countries which Moser~1 mentions is the 
problem experienced where zoning legis
lation exists separating residential and 
business activities. This assumes a separa
tion of productive and reproductive roles. 
But, as we know, women are often in
volved in informal-sector activities in their 
homes. Yet zoning legislation prevents 
the making and selling of goods in this 
way, the only solution for women clearly 
being to do this illegally. Changes in zon
ing legislation to allow household enter
prises would therefore meet the practical 
gender need of earning an income. 

Basic services and environmental 
protection 

In their reproductive role, rural women 
depend on the resources of wood, water 
and soil for daily survival, and as such are 
primary users of the environment. This is 
increasingly leading to water pollution, 
soil erosion and the destruction of fire
wood resources, all of which contribute 
to the deterioration of the environment. 
This in turn leads to disease and food 
shortages which hit women all the harder 
because it is they who in the main fulfil 
the reproductive functions in their fami
lies. Services such as a clean water sup
ply, electricity and sanitation will prevent 
further environmental degradation. 

1 may also mention here that the lack 
of the above services also makes both 
housework and childcare harder and 
more time-consuming, leaving the women 
little time for productive and community 
managing work. Van Aardt"2 points out, 
for example, that it is these time-consum
ing demands on women's reproductive 
work that lie behind the incipient failure 
of the DESA Farmer Support Programme 
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in Lebowa. Better access to services thus 
fulfils both practical and strategic needs; 
quality of life will be enhanced; standards 
of living will be raised. 

The final question to be addressed, 
one that is of particular importance if a 
new issue such as that of gender is to 
appear on the planning agenda, is: Who 
should deal with this issue? The most 
obvious answer is of course government 
at central level; but equally important are 
regional and local authorities, since they 
have a greater awareness of women's par
ticular needs in their own areas. 

We should note at this point that be
cause of women's being compelled to bal
ance their triple role, integrative strategies 
which cut across sectoral lines are re
quired. This cross-sectoral nature of gender 
development means that action in this area 
cannot be limited only to the social welfare 
department as has happened in many 
developing countries in the past. Govern
ment ministries and departments responsi
ble for education, health, labour, justice, 
communications and information, culture, 
industry, trade, agriCUlture and rural devel
opment plus finance and planning should 
all be involved. 

Equally important are the role of com
munity organizations, of which two broad 
types can be distinguished: people's orga
nizations and non-governmental organiza
tions (NGOs).1:l People's organizations are 
democratic growths representing the in
terests of persons who share a common 
experience. They are accountable to these 
members. Their continued existence does 
not depend upon either outside initiative 
or funding. Neither are they necessarily 
confined to grass roots. Through appoint
ed delegates or representatives, they can 
expand to local, regional ami national 
level (eg the Women's National Coalition). 

NGOs on the other hand are voluntary 
organizations that work with, and often 
on behalf of, others. Their work and 
activities are focused on issues and peo
ple beyond their own staff and member
ship. NGOs often have close links with 
people's organizations, channeling techni
cal advice or financial support as interme
diate service organizations. Organization
ally, they differ from people's organiza
tions in that they have bureaucratic hierar
chies without democratic characteristics. 

The distinction we have drawn be
tween the two types of organization is not 
always rigid. Certain groups might equaJly 
weJl be assigned to either category. NGOs 
cover a wide spectrum, from small loose
ly-knit organizations to nationwide federa
tions and international networks. Inter
national NGOs are most frequently donor 
organizations, while national NGOs are 

generally service organizations, compris
ing those who support or cater for the 
needs of the grassroots. It is because of 
this particular ability to reach down to the 
grassroots that NGOs and people's organi
zations can playa large role in identifying 
the needs of women. 

Implementation 

The question arises as to whether entirely 
separate new institutions should be creat
ed within government and NGOs for 
addressing gender needs or whether such 
units should be fuJly incorporated into 
existing institutions. Staudt"" points out 
that the new and separate women's insti
tutions or "machineries" within govern
ment and NGOs established during the 
UN decade of women 0976-1985) did 
not fulfil expectations. In fact such 
"machineries" resulted in a reduction in 
the overall resources reaching women. 
One of the reasons for this failure was 
bureaucratic resistance, as existing institu
tions are political actors in their own right 
and sa\v the creation of new structures as 
a threat. Second, the creation by govern
ments of separate women's "machineries" 
was more of a symbolic gesture than a 
true legitimization of women's activities. 
Without exception these "machineries" 
were merely welfarist in their orientation. 

What seems to be the solution would 
be the introduction of "gender planners" 
or speCialists in government departments, 
NGOs and the corporate sector as integrat
ed members of general planning divisions. 
Coherent policies should then be devel
oped with speCific goals, objectives and 
strategies. Note: it will he of great impor
tance to follow a "bottom-up" approach, 
communities themselves, and particularly 
women, being consulted on their needs so 
as to ensure effective implementation. 

Conclusion 

Affirmative action goals in South Africa 
should be the planning and implementa
tion, as a broad strategy, of appropriate 
and practical development policies, human 
capacity development being a central 
focus and being aimed at those groups 
which are the most disadvantaged. In 
these development policies specific atten
tion should be given to a gender approach 
to development by which women, through 
a process of empowerment, can emanci
pate themselves. 

In a gender approach to development 
South Africa is in its infancy. Women and 
gender issues have only really been ap
pearing on agendas since 1992. This does 
not mean that women were ignored, until 
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very recently, in development discussion, 
hut that their position and needs are only 
now coming under the spotlight; and that 
the particular window of opportunity cre
ated in the national transitional process, is 
presently there to be utilized for the bene
fit of women - and in the interests of the 
wider community's wealth and stability. 

The cost of ignoring women is great: 
uncontrolled population grovv1h. high child 
mortality, a weakened economy, ineffec
tive agriculture, a deteriorating environ
ment, a divided society and a poorer life 
for all. For women it means unequal op
portunities. Investing in women, on the 
contrary, will make a critical contribution 
to alleviating poverty and help future gen
erations to make better use of both re
sources and opportunities. Differentiating 
between women's practical and strategic 
needs (and consequently allowing for the 
drawing up of two different sets of needs 
and plans) is the most important principle. 

It seems most likely to the writer that 
making women a development priority 
will require from decision makers a major 
change of attitude. 
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Tug of war in Ghana: 
The centralizing features of 
decentralization 

Dr Eric Acheampong, a recent phD graduate of Cambridge University, 
examines contemporary political decentralization in Ghana. 

S
INCE the implementation in 19881 
89 of Ghana's latest decentral
ization programme by the erstwhile 
Provisional National Defence 

Council (PNDC) government. interest has 
been growing in one simple question: ha~ 
there, or has there not been real decen
tralization? The source of this interest is 
traceable to the programme's official char· 
acter as a strategy for political reform. 
especially in the matter of tilting power in 
favour of the people. The introduction of 
the programme at a time when both bilat
eral and multilateral donors were calling 
for political reform in the developing 
world appeared to indicate a movement 
away from what Hayne~ has called a 
"development dictatorship"1 But Ayee's 
discussion of decentralization under the 
PNDC and his (forthcoming) analysi~ of 
the impact of the programme indicate that 
it has reinforced existing power relation
ships rather than empowering the people. 2 

In similar vein, Haynes has pointed out 
government's anxiety to decentralize polit
ical power - coupled with its failure to 

inject decentralized structure~ with suffi
cient political and economic autonomy. 
Six years after the inauguration of the 
District Assemblies (DAs) in 1989, and 
despite the momentous shift from the dic
tatorial politics of the PNDC to a constitu
tional democracy in January 1993. the cen
tralization of political power appears not 
to have eased off: the gap hetween the 
theory and practice of decentralization 
remains: and so does the contradiction 
between what we can only call the cen
tralizing features of decentralization and 
government's portrayal of the programme 
as a manifestation of its commitment to 

participatory democracy and the grant of 
power to the people. 

Thi~ article is not another study of the 
PNDCs decentralization policy in terms of 
motives and general political-socioeco
nomic impact3 but one that seeks to pur
sue the question of how the policy affects 
relations between central and district lev
eb of government. Its purpose is to exam
ine this balance of political power by 
focusing on the character of central-local 
relation~ fostered under the decentraliza
tion programme. In pursuit of this ohjec
tive, and to project the political signifi
cance of Ghana's decentralization, the 
article does not make a distinction be
tween "decentralization" and "administra
tive reform", two concepts which are 
interwoven in the Ghanaian programme, 
but prefer~ to draw attention to the politi
cal content of both. 

A theoretical perspective 

To emphasize the importance of looking 
into the state of political power relation
ships hetween the central government 
and district political authorities, it will he 
necessary to consider the true meaning of 
decentralization. I will however approach 
the meaning of this concept from the per
spective of the forms it takes rather than 
attempt definition in vacuo. I am not here 
strictly adhering to traditional methodolo
gies: my aim is to provide a framework in 
which an analysis of the central-local rela
tionships fostered by the Ghanaian case 
will be meaningful. 

Decentralization involves the delegation 
of authority for the operation of puhlic 
functions from the central government or 
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its agencies to lower levels. 4 In general, 
the term is used to refer to a transfer of 
power for decision making from the na
tion's capital to the periphery, or to groups 
each having authority within a specific 
area of the state: it is thus the act of "re
versing the concentration of administration 
of a single centre and conferring powers 
on local government".') This delegation of 
authority and power, central to the con
cept of decentralization, can be achieved 
in two ways: devolution and deconcentra
tion. Devolution refers to the conferment 
upon formally constituted local bodies or 
agencies of the legal powers to discharge 
specific functions. Under devolution, the 
determination of policies and supervision 
of certain functions are transferred either 
to political subdivisions or local bodies 
which have a substantial measure of auto
nomy, and, within the context of a unitary 
state, control of local affairs. 6 Autonomy 
usually extends to staff and financial re
sources and the allocation of material 
resources. Deconcentration, on the other 
hand, refers to the delegation of authority 
from some central department of staff at 
local level. The delegated authority, which 
is managerial or administrative, is authority 
for the discharge of specific functions that 
are to be executed by field officials on 
behalf of the central authority.7 Under 
deconcentration, the exercise of supervi
sion by the central authority is paramount. 

Either of these two forms of decentral
ization can be employed for the same 
end, despite their differences of principle 
and practice. H Both are political rather 
than merely organizational. Devolution 
invokes certain political images: the shar
ing of governmental power by a central 
ruling group with other groups, each hav
ing jurisdiction over a specific area of the 
state; democratic participation in the 
affairs of the locality; and local govern
ment in which formal decision making is 
exercised by locally elected councillors or 
officials. The administrative reform inher
ent in deconcentration, however, brings 
out the political element in this form of 
decentralization. It is a political progress 
designed to adjust the power relationship 
between a bureaucracy and other ele
ments in society.9 It is embarked upon 
when existing bureaucratic arrangements 
are seen to be incompatible with (or im
pede) the achievement of political goals. 
More revealing about the political content 
of administrative reform is the influence 
of central government in the resultant 
administrative system. In a developing 
country the decisions of field officers in a 
deconcentrated setting may not be influ
enced by local input, owing to a variety 
of factors that exclude local - in partiCll-
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lar, rural - people from the decision mak
ing process. As Mawhood argues, pres
sures from the central government can 
cause such decisions to conform to broad
er political goals. 10 

The apparent congruence between 
"devolution" and "deconcentration" makes 
it easy for political leaders to employ de
centralization as a method for increaSing 
the power of the centre or eroding that of 
the decentralized structures. Further, the 
distinction between administration and 
politics becomes blurred, pOSSibly disap
pearing altogether. In the final analysis, 
decentralization has by this time been 
transformed into a tool for centralization, a 
phenomenon common in the developing 
world. 

Ghana's current decentralization 
programme 

Successive Ghanaian governments have 
been attracted to decentralization as a 
means of reforming the country's adminis
trative system. The search for effective 
administration has taken the form of gov
ernment-instituted commissions and com
mittees whose mandate has been to en
quire into the political and administrative 
relations between the centre and the 
periphery and make recommendations for 
reform. Since independence in 1957, such 
public bodies have included the Green
wood Commission (957), Van Lare Com
mission (958), Mills-Odoi Commission 
(967), Siriboe Commission (968)11 - all 
of which expressed concern at the high 
level of centralized authority in Ghana 
and argued for a decentralized system 
that would meld citizens, government and 
administration in an organiC union. 

The Mills-Odoi and Siriboe Commis
sions appointed by the National Libera
tion Council government 0966-1969) 
deserve special mention for their impact 
on subsequent attempts at decentraliza
tion. The former was of the view that 
there should be a radical decentralization 
of responsibility for the management of 
affairs. Pursuant to that view, it recom
mended the merger of the civil service 
and local government to provide a unified 
machinery of government at district level. 
This was to take the form of district 
authorities, with executive powers, oper
ating under the control of district coun
cils. 12 In agreeing with the position of the 
Mills-Odoi Commission on decentraliza
tion, the Siriboe Commission proposed a 
structure of local government which could 
best be described as three-tiered, consist
ing of regional, district and area/town/ 
local councils. Considered together with 
the Mills-Odoi report, however, there 

emerged a four-tiered structure of region
al, district, and local councils and town 
and village development committees13 to 
replace the single-tier structure of local 
government in the Nkrumah p.eriod 
0957-1966). 

The district councils were intended to 
be the basic unit of local government, re
sponsible for the usual local government 
activities revolVing around the provision 
and maintenance of markets, lorry parks, 
schools, and health and sanitation facili
ties. In a radical departure from the old 
system, district councils were also to coor
dinate the activities of the field agencies 
of many government departments, includ
ing those of health, education, agriculture, 
treasury and public works. More signifi
cantly, control over these agencies was to 
pass from the central government to the 
new district councils. 14 These councils 
were to be made up of between 21 and 
27 councillors, two-thirds of whom were 
to be elected, the remainder being chosen 
from local chiefs. A district chief executive 
was to undertake overall supervision and 
management of the district council. 

Since the population of each district 
would number at least 100000, local 
councils (the third tier) were considered 
necessary in order to increase popular 
participation. They were to have areas of 
authority coterminous with the traditional 
areas of jurisdiction of paramount or divi
sional chiefs within the district. These 
local councils, like the district council, 
would comprise both elected and tradi
tional representatives. I') As well as deriv
ing their power from the district council, 
certain functions were delegated to them, 
including the provision of services and 
the identification of projects that would 
benefit a large number of towns and vil
lages. The inclusion of this third tier was 
to accommodate traditional chiefs in local 
government arrangements, a move strong
ly favoured by the Mills-Odoi Commis
sion. The Commission was of the opinion 
that any system of government at local 
level should derive its strength from exist
ing traditional and customary institutions, 
particularly the strong social framework 
provided by the system of traditional 
chiefs and the lively sense of communal 
self-help and self-reliance existing within 
that framework. 16 

The town and village development 
committees created in 1951 and incorpo
rated into the tiered structure, were to 
function in their usual manner - organiz
ing communal labour for small-scale pro
jects like lorry parks, schools and village 
markets. The position of the district coun
cil as the fulcrum of the new local gov
ernment structure would inhibit the capa-
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city of town and village development 
committees to prove an effective (albeit 
small) vehicle of popular involvement in 
local affairs. The origin of this deficiency 
could he traced to the Mills-Odoi Com
mission which had been interested in fus
ing the local government service and the 
civil service into one district authority. 
This diminished importance of town and 
village development committees in local 
government arrangements contrasts with 
the expressed hope that their activities 
would become more effective through 
being part of what was supposedly a new 
and coordinated district organization. 17 

At the apex of the entire structure 
were the regional councils, consultative 
and deliberative bodies but ones which 
were to serve primarily as planning orga
nizations and also be responsible for the 
overall coordination of development in 
the districts. The establishment in 1968 of 
regional planning committees in each 
region was thus to provide the framework 
within which the execution of develop
ment programmes could be effectively 
monitored at regional level. 18 The location 
of the planning committees at regional 
level was rather misplaced. The pivotal 
role of the district councils could have 
motivated the attachment of the planning 
committees to these councils, which in 
turn could have allowed village develop
ment committees to directly benefit from 
their proximity to the planning machinery. 

The reports of the commissions ap
pointed by the NLC together provided 
what Harris calls "a detailed general 
model of decentralized administration,,19 
that was to influence future reforms in the 
country's administration. But attempts at 
decentralization in the NLC period and 
later in the 1970s failed to register any 
appreciable change in the balance of 
power between the centre and the local 
level, for reasons ranging from non-imple
mentation to structural deficiencies20 As 
with all Ghanaian governments, decentral
ization revolved round district councils 
that had no effective power. The centralist 
character of government thus persisted in 
a succession of regimes. It is perhaps not 
unfair to emphasize that decentralization 
policies as pursued by post-colonial gov
ernments were not genuine attempts to 
reform public administration in Ghana, or 
to redress political power relationships 
between the central government and 
structures below it, but were rather a 
means of political control. 

Against this background, the most com
prehensive effort since independence to 
reorganize administration at local level was 
undertaken by the PNDC government 
when it implemented its decentralization 
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programme in 1988. The programme aim
ed at reforming the government machine 
to bring about qualitative changes in the 
country's administration, including "a sys
tematic devolution of power and control 
functions from Ministries and Departments 
in Accra to district assemblies"n The guid
ing principles here were efficiency and 
effectiveness in administration, hoth being 
particularly aimed at rural development 
administration. 

The other prominent feature of this 
programme was its political objective. 
After a failed attempt in 1982-1984 to in
volve people in government and make 
power accessible to them through com
munity and workplace associations (de
fence committees), the PNDC saw decen
tralization as the means to revive its sup
posed commitment to participatory demo
cracy and collective decision making at 
grassroots 22 The recourse to decentraliza
tion to promote democratic reforms was 
articulated in government documents, as 
paragraph 1.4 of the Blue Book (which 
was the working document of the decen
tralization programme) clearly shows: 

In order to democratise State power 
and advance participatory democracy 
and collective decision-making at the 
grass roots, there is the need to set 
up decentralised political and admin
istrative authorities with elected rep
resentatives of the people. The de
centralised authorities will be the 
bodies exercising State power as the 
people's local government23 

The policy objectives of the PNDC decen
tralization programme depict a blend of 
both political and administrative decen
tralization. The previous attempts at de
centralization mentioned above had been 
more interested in the latter - that is, in 
changes to the structure of the govern
ment machine - than in diverting govern
ment's political power to lower levels of 
administration. In contrast, decentraliza
tion in the late 1980s aimed at providing a 
structure capable of discharging efficiently 
the developmental functions entrusted to 
it, while at the same time maintaining and 
pursuing its democratic elements. 

DAs in each of the country's 110 dis
tricts are the key institutions of the decen
tralization programme and embody all its 
policy objectives in administration, devel
opment, and democratization. A DA is a 
political authority providing an avenue for 
decentralized administration and develop
ment: a system capable of not only effec
tive planning and implementation hut also 
one which will make possible grassroots 
participation in decision making. The DAs 
are the mid tier of a three-tiered structure 

and have replaced the former district 
councils, abolished in March 1982. They 
are composed of locally elected represen
tatives who provide two-thirds of the 
membership and appointees who take up 
the remaining one-third. These members 
are joined by the district secretary, re
named the district chief executive (DCE) -
the government's representative in the 
district - who is chairman of the Assem
bly's Executive Committee, and by the 
district administrative officer (DAO), a ca
reer civil servant serving as secretary to 
the DA. 

The powers of an Assembly to pursue 
its functions were enshrined in the estab
lishing Local Government Law, PNDC Law 
207. Thus each DA has power to prepare 
its recurrent and capital budgets for 
approval by the central government, make 
bye-laws, and raise its development rev
enue through taxes, licences and fees. The 
financial powers of the DAs extend to 22 
"decentralized" departments in the district 
(see below) whose budgets are to be con
trolled by the district treasury. 

Regional coordinating councils (RCCs) 
form the upper tier. The membership of 
the RCC is made up of elements deriving 
their authority from the centre - the re
gional secretary (minister) as chairman, 
his or her deputy ex-officio, all presiding 
members (speakers) of district assemblies 
in the region, all district secretaries in the 
region, and the regional administrative 
officer (a career civil servant appointed by 
government on the recommendation of 
the Civil Service Commission) as secre
tary. The functions of the RCC, as out
lined in Section 113(2) of Law 207, in
clude drawing up and coordinating the 
integrated plans and programmes of DAs 
in the region and bringing them in har
mony with national development plans 
and priorities. In addition, the RCC dis
burses to the districts public funds ap
proved by the government. These are 
mostly grants-in-aid given to the DAs to 
help finance specific community infra
structure such as schools and clinics. 
Furthermore, the RCC monitors the imple
mentation of programmes and projects 
within the region and evaluates their per
formance. The supervisory role of the 
RCC in the decentralization programme is 
evident in section 113(1) of Law 207 
which proclaims that "a regional Co-ordi
nating Council shall monitor, coordinate 
and evaluate the functions of the District 
Assemblies in the region". The RCC exists 
to ensure that the district authorities oper
ate within limits defined by government 
through Law 207 and can therefore guar
antee some measure of supervision from 
the centre. 
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The lower tier is made up of two sub
district structures, town or area councils 
and Unit Committees. The membership, 
powers and functions of this tier were not 
specified by Law 207 but left to the 
Secretary (Minister) of Local Government 
to outline in future legislative instruments. 
Their functions are developmental. some 
of which are to be performed with the 
approval and direction of the DA.2-l These 
Councils and Committees are yet to be 
established in all 110 districts owing large
ly to conflicts concerning the persons or 
organizations to whom they should be 
accountable (see below). 

There can be little doubt that the DAs, 
in theory, represent a decentralized sys
tem: they exhibit the key features of both 
devolution and deconcentration. They are 
not only local authorities with power to 
make bye-laws, raise revenue and dis
pense resources for development, but 
also administrative structures having dele
gated power for decision making. Turning 
for the moment to democratization, partic
ularly in its relation to local development, 
the DAs were contrived to provide oppor
tunities for ordinary people to participate 
in decision making and the general pro
cesses of development. An equally impor
tant appeal was the increased capacity of 
a decentralized administrative system to 
improve the planning and implementation 
of local, in particular rural, development 
programmes and projects. The devolution 
of power effected through the DAs was 
also seen to facilitate the responsiveness 
of government agencies and organizations 
to local people's needs and preferences."' 
All this progressive thinking and planning 
took place in recognition of the need to 
reform the centralized and bureaucratic 
administrative system on democratic lines 
before an effective and efficient delivery 
of projects and services at local level 
could take place. 

Such a drive to change the status quo 
and introduce new relationships into the 
political and administrative processes in
variably called for a merger of the decen
tralization programme with civil service 
reform. The latter envisaged the "decen
tralization" of 22 government depart
ments/organizations to district level as a 
means of improving the quality of admin
istration through the transfer of adminis
trative and management skills to rural 
areas. 2(, 

These are all theoretical objectives 
whose planned implementation within 
one framework set these current decen
tralization proposals above and ahead of 
anything proposed previously. There is 
however the need to move our analyses 
away from theoretical considerations to 
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an examination of the consequences of 
the decentralization programme. Haynes 
suggested two possibilities regarding the 
future of the assemblies: 

• that they would he a mere ··talking 
shop" without an important. indepen
dent role; or 

• that they could become an influential 
tier in a new democratic system. 27 

The current asymmetry between the cen
tral and district structures of power, and 
the political and administrative problems 
of the "district focus" strategy of reform, 
appear to have confounded any prospects 
the current decentralization proposals 
might have held as a meaningful arena for 
power diffusion. This is the subject of the 
following section, in which we adopt a 
study of central-local relations as our van
tage point. 

Central-local relations 

Part of the stated objective of current de
centralization in Ghana, as we have al
ready indicated, has been to reform the 
administrative system and introduce struc
tures and procedures compatible with the 
broad political goal of giving power to 
the people. Important questions are: How 
has this goal been pursued in practice? 
and how has it affected central-local rela
tions? I shall attempt answers by analysing 
the nature of the relationship that exists 
between the DAs and the central govern
ment. And to be able to do this in some 
detail I will present the assemblies as 
both administrative and political bodies 
and break down the relationship into two 
related issues, autonomy and control from 
the centre. 

The autonomy of the district 
assemblies 

There is a powerful case for local autono
my. It allows for discretion in decision 
making and thus encourages boldness, 
innovation and imagination in determin
ing local affairs. The volume of responsi
hility entrusted to the DAs requires that 
they pursue it in a way consistent with 
their role as instruments of a popular de
mocracy striving for development. Besides 
reducing dependence on scarce central 
government resources, autonomy will 
allow the DAs to draw up poliCies and 
plans and implement them without delay. 
Limited dependence upon the centre will 
draw more local people to the assemblies 
as the latters' visible role and influence 
will tie in closely with the communities' 
self-help spirit. This closeness with the 
community (engendered by autonomy) 

will then make the DAs more responsive 
to the people's needs and aspirations. 
Accountability which in certain circum
stances tends towards the centre, will nat
urally be transferred to the people. Local 
autonomy will also enable the people to 
exercise some control over affairs deliber
ated by the district authority. This can be 
achieved through the expression of com
munity feelings concerning services pro
vided by that authority. The ultimate 
advantage of autonomy is that it makes 
possible the active participation of people 
in local matters and hence makes for re
sponsible local government. 

To start with: the position of the DAs as 
the highest political authority at district 
Ievel2H implied that government was pre
pared to grant them autonomy. The gov
ernment's desire to introduce decentralized 
democracy and impress upon Ghanaians 
its commitment to democratic reform like
wise favourably disposed the DAs towards 
relative autonomy. An examination of the 
establishing law, PNDC Law 207, reveals a 
number of features which theoretically 
safeguard that autonomy. These can be 
summarized as those that transfer powers 
(along with means and competence) to the 
assemblies for their efficient and effective 
operation. 

The introduction of the DAs thus sig
nalled government's intention to decen
tralize a range of political responsibilities 
to district level and give communities 
power to influence the mobilization and 
utilization of resources in their locality. 
Moreover, the electorate's choice of repre
sentatives does not only give the assem
blies the legitimacy to operate on behalf 
of the people; it also secures for them a 
political space within which to operate 
with minimum or no interference from the 
centre. For instance, no matter how dis
pleased the government might be about 
the conduct of an assembly member, only 
his constituents can remove him from the 
assembly and elect a replacement. 29 

But autonomy, though necessary, does 
not make the assemblies self-governing 
authorities. Evidently, the government, 
which champions the interests of the 
state, is superior to all local authorities. 
Nor, in the Ghanaian context, can the 
DAs claim greater autonomy than they 
may have at present. Such a claim cannot 
be sustained on the grounds of local or 
national Ghanaian tradition. For the DAs 
are a creation entirely of government 
design and legislation. Therefore, the gov
ernment, in giving them a measure of 
autonomy and independence through 
Law 207, has done so out of necessity and 
more as a concession than as a right. We 
repeat: in allY system of government, 
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local authorities cannot be anything but 
subordinate to their regional or national 
government. Jackson's summary of the 
question is that "Local authorities cannot 
he really independent, for that would 
make them states and take them outside 
the field of local government"jO Now, 
although the DAs, like any local govern
ment system, may be the creation of the 
central government, yet circumstances 
operating in the country perforce deter
mine the extent of the limitations placed 
upon them. In the early 1960s, when 
democratic centralism was supreme, local 
government in Ghana exemplified the will 
and decisions of the central government. 51 

In the current attempt at democratic 
decentralization, however, how does the 
will of the people stand in relation to the 
will of the government? Attention must 
now be turned to central government 
control over the DAs in order to see how 
supervision and pressure from the centre 
have turned the balance. 

Central government control 

The importance of the DAs for political 
change gives the impression that anyone 
who argues for any form of control or 
supervision will be looked upon as be
traying an ideal, this ideal being the cre
ation of autonomous political authorities 
at districllevel. Now the very scale of the 
functions introduced by the development 
of an extensive system of decentralization 
- transfer of responsibility for local devel
opment to the district political authority as 
well as the administration of the district -
requires a different attitude towards the 
issue of central supervision. As indicated 
above, two considerations are uppermost 
in arguing for a reasonable level of auton
omy for the DAs. The first consideration is 
that unless local authorities operate auto
nomously, they cannot be efficient in the 
pursuit of their goals. The other considera
tion is the need to involve people at grass 
roots in the management of their affairs 
with little or no encumbrances emanating 
from the centre. The central argument we 
are following, then, is that local govern
ment units should not be interfered with 
as this will be inimical to their proper 
functioning. In the specific context of the 
DAs, however, whatever philosophy may 
be heJd by those who subscribe to the 
principle of local authorities being unim
peded by central government and its 
agencies must be tempered by the realities 
of the situation. For interference from else
where cannot be ruled out of local gov
ernment unless there is adequate democ
ratic control and understanding to match 
that control. It ma 1 certainly be conceded 
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that the people, theoretically, will recog
nize the bad representative and at an early 
opportunity exercise their right of recall or 
operate the ultimate sanction of ensuring 
his or her defeat at the next election. But 
this may not happen in rural communities 
where the people can hardly be said to be 
well informed ahoul the processes of 
(grass roots) democracy. Moreover, it will 
take time for these people to gain experi
ence and enable them to establish desir
able norms of behaviour for their repre
sentatives. 

It is, therefore, as a result of the inef
fectiveness of democratic control and of 
the importance of the cumulative opera
tion of all DAs to the country's wellbeing 
that reasonable degrees of control, super
vision and guidance must be favourably 
viewed. If there can be any preliminary 
question about central control and moni
toring of local authorities, it concerns 
their relevance. Control and supervision 
by the centre are necessary at three levels: 
first, in really important matters of the 
principles of administration; second, 
where uniformity in the country is essen
tial; and third, where matters dealt with 
are in dispute between different local 
authorities. As arbiter and guardian of the 
public against gross irregularity, injustice 
or corruption, central government action 
is not only useful but essential. And given 
the paternalistic role of government in 
Ghana, central control and supervision 
assume added significance. The govern
ment's supervisory interest in the DAs is 
to ensure that their economic activities are 
consistent with broad national economic 
policy as embodied in the structural ad
justment programme (SAP). An example: 
fiscal decentralization, an essential com
ponent of the decentralization program
me,52 would improve domestic resource 
mobilization through expanded tax bases. 
On the other hand, government would 
like to ensure that this does not compro
mise fundamental aims such as the effi
cient tax and expenditure systems envis
aged by the SAP. It will therefore act to 
guard against local authorities relying on 
central government grants-in-aid and so 
causing a major deviation from the policy 
of controlled public spending. The ulti
mate economic impetus for such control 
is that the creation of grassroots institu
tions for development administration and 
popular democracy should never derail 
efforts at economic recovery. 

Politically, control from the centre is 
more significant. It guards against the dis
integration of government machinery, con
serves national unity, and maintains the 
supremacy of the central government. The 
DAs may appear to perform the functions 

of a modern government; but government 
officials have made it clear that Law 207 
was not intended to turn the country's 
districts into independent republics 53 

Districts remain an integral part of the 
machinery of central government, and so 
their powers and functions are subject to 
the overriding authority of the centre. 
Such direction and control are necessary 
to harmonize the activities of local author
ities with the political purposes of the 
government. It often happens that the 
interest of the people is projected as the 
driving force behind central control over 
local governmenl. Thus the fear that the 
DAs might infringe their people's econom
ic and civil liberties in raising revenue, 
passing bye-laws and pursuing general 
development activities partly underlines 
the need for government to limit the exer
cise of their powers. This is particularly 
important in a country such as Ghana 
where democratic practices have not yet 
taken root. 

It is in the above context that we 
should view government's charge that 
"District Assemblies do not have unlimited 
powers"."" How is control over the DAs 
exercised? Besides established administra
tive procedures, such as approval of bud
gets and bye-laws, control takes place 
through three major agents: the DCE, the 
appointed members, and the scope of 
responsibility entrusted to the DAs. 

The first check on the assemblies is the 
presence of the DCE. The DCE's political 
role is paramount. Any duty he or she per
fOl1TIs in and out of the assembly is defined 
primarily by the central position he or she 
occupies in the political life of the district. 
In the DA he or she represents the govern
ment; and his/her office is a conduit for 
transmitting central government concerns to 
the district at large. He/she therefore has 
dual allegiance to the government and to 
the people (through their assembly), an 
allegiance which, because of his/her office, 
is heavily tilted towards the former. He/she 
is the most influential member of the 
assembly, as reflected by his/her presidency 
of its nerve centre, the executive commit
tee. His/her pre-eminent position is nOl 
really challenged by the presiding member. 
While Law 207 (in sections 8, 10 (2) and 12 
0)0 is specific concerning the role of the 
DCE in the assembly, it is not so about the 
role of the presiding member: only the cre
ation of the office, the term, and the elec
tion procedures are mentioned (in section 
4). Disagreements have arisen about the 
interpretation of the powers granted each 
office. A presiding member who has 
secured his membership of the DA by elec
tion, as opposed to one appointed, is 
inclined to see himself as wielding more 
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rower in the assembly than the DCE, 
whose future rolitical lit<: is tied to the for
tunes of the government in rower and is 
not derendent upon the existence of the 
DA. The DCE, naturally, sees his rosition in 
the rower struggle, in a totally different 
light as giving him the uprer hane\. State
ments in 1991 by the Secretary (Minister) 
for Local Government, Mr Kwamena 
Ahwoi, fuelled rather than resolved the 
cont1ict. According to Mr Ahwoi. the 
authority of the rresiding member is 
restricted to the rlacl' of assembly where 
hdshe chairs the assembly's meetings and 
submits decisions wken to the DCr:"" There 
need be no astonishment then that the 
holders of these two offices found it diffi
cult to accommodate each other in the 
Anlo, Denu, Akatsi (Volta Region) and 
Ejura-Sekyedumasi (Ashanti lkgion) DA~Y' 

The control exercised by some DCEs is 
manifest in their confrontation;t1 attitudes 
to DA ml'mbers which, in the Adansi 
West District, contributed to low atten
dance at assembly meetings. Thl' follow
ing statement by the deruty district ad
ministrative officer of the Afigya-Sekyere 
Assembly vividly shows the derth of the 
DCE's innuence. 

When a suggestion is made by the 
District Secretary [DCE] it is difficult 
to kick against it. In his absence. the 
situation during Assembly meetings is 
different: everybody is frl'e to sreak 
their mind. The rresence of the Dis
trict Secretary is detested by almost 
all thl' Assembly ml'mbers. Those 
who do not acknowledge his int1u
ence are the illitl'rates . .lC 

The int1uence of the DCE in dl'cision 
making is not in doubt. For instancl', in 
thl' Amansie East District, in 1991, the dis
trict secretary innuenced decisions rl'ach
ed; his counterrart in the Sekyere West 
district used his discretion on certain 
occasions to distribute develorment mate
rials 5H This being so, it seems valid to 
conclude that the consensual style of de
cision making rrevalent in most DAs is 
merely a matter of conveniencl'. Therl' is, 
then, a tendency for assl'mbly members 
to regard decisions as being made in the 
interests of the DCI' and the government, 
rather than in those of the rublic. 

Central control over local authorities is 
not necl'ssarily l'vil. Howl'ver. when it 
forsakes its rrorl'r srhl'rl' of constructivl' 
control and meddles with the details of 
local governml'nt procl'sses. It assumes 
functions that are not only unnecessary 
but in the long run detrimental to thl' 
frl'l'dol11 of the local community to pursue 
its interests within thl' local authority 
framl'\vork. That the position of the dis-
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triet secretary was brought to the attention 
of the Constituent Assembly which drl'w 
up the 1992 Constitution, and that there 
was introducl'd into the Constitution a 
subsequent provision (in article 242) for 
an appointed DCE to replace him, attest 
to the DCE's contentious role in Ghana's 
decentraliwtion. Undoubtedly, the current 
practice of the president's appointing till' 
DCE. with the prior approval of two
thirds of the ml'mbl'rs of the assembly 
rresent and voting, is a simple ",,'ay to get 
round district secretaries who proved a 
liability to their DAs. But this leaves im
portant questions unanswl'red, How can 
DCEs reconcile their position as "govern
ment rerresl'ntative" with their account
ability to the DA whose ml'mbers have 
voted to ratify their appointment' And 
how does thl' managl'rial and administra
tive authority suggested by their title 
affect their political authority? A DCE c<ln 
only assuage power struggles and central 
government int1uence in the DAs but 
ne\'er eradicate them completely. Given 
the role of chief executives in previous 
local goyernml'nt reforms, any official 
who replaces the district secretary will not 
merely be a titular head but will eventual
ly become a powl'r brokl'r.59 

The second check on the assemblil's 
was sought through appointed member
shiro Though the government was keen to 
emphasize the skills appointees could 
offer. the real motive behind their inclusion 
in the DAs was rolitical: it was to give 
them "rolitical direction" (which in the lan
guage of the day meant nothing more than 
serving as government watch-dogs) and 
ensure that the prl'sence of the govern
ml'nt was felt in the assembly forum. 10 The 
government hoped th,t[ appointl'es, like 
district secrl'taries, would give some cer
tainty that the DAs would operate within 
thl' confines of central govl'rnment policy. 
Every government embarking on a decl'n
tralization programme has to contend with 
the balance between local autonomy and 
central control, for the sake (we repeat) of 
political stability, coordination of develop
ment projl'cts, and harmony between local 
and national aspirations. In Ghana, howl'v
er, the problem has not really been one of 
maintaining a balance but one of securing 
closer government supervision and control. 
Such an encumbrance clearly does not 
advance any devolution of decision making 
to supposedly democratic ancl largl'ly 
autonomous bodies likl' the DAs. 

It is pertinent to point out that the gov
ernment's hope of using appointees to its 
own advantage has not fully materialized. 
Some have lived up to their image of pro
viding expertise to their assembly. Others 
have been the most active critics of the 

local administration. 41 Nevertheless, de
spite some aprointees having successfully 
confounded the public view of them as 
"governml'nt agents", one cannot fail to 
perceive the real threat to the autonomy 
of the assemblies posed, as a class, by 
thl'se appointees. Evidence has began to 
emerge in the Ho ;md Keta districts that 
the pro-government stance of some ar
pointed members has not disposed them 
to a harmonious relationshir with their 
elected counterparts.41 

The third significant means of central 
control has been the scope of responsibil
ity assigned the DAs. Like the old local 
councils, the resronsibility of the DAs is 
restricted to local issues. They can make 
recomml'ndations to the central govern
ment, but through official "clarification", 
directives and exhortations, the assem
blies have been made to understand that 
their domain of int1uence is the district. 
On matters that can even remotely int1u
l'nce national policy they have no 
power. 15 In so far as the practical powers 
of the assemblies are concerned, decen
tralization has been turned into centraliza
tion. In fact, with the exception of assist
ing local development through the provi
sion of finance and materials, the DAs 
have not, in practice, been entrusted with 
any major responsibilities at all: they 
remain on the sidelines of central govern
ment activity. Their confinement to local 
issues has constrained their link role. 
They transmit the rurposes of govern
ment to the people. But their ability to 
pl'rsuade the government to modify its 
policies to conform to popular opinion 
has been severely curtaill'd. 

The limited scope of the DAs has not 
changed with time and circumstance. Any 
hope of their having some impact on 
national affairs has not been raised by the 
change from miliwry dictatorship to parlia
mentary dl'tnocracy. Such a hope was, on 
the contrary, dashed by President Raw
lings's assertion during his first address 
before Parliament in January 1993, follow
ing Ghana's return to constitutional gov
ernment, that Parliament was the only 
proper place for debating national issues44 

In these circumstances, what we have is 
the decentralization of structures without 
the real power that should go with it. 

The assemblies do not int1uence na
tional policy. But government has the 
rower to int1uence their decisions. The 
scope of their operations is defined by 
law promulgatl'ci by govl'rnment. But the 
law has not set out, in detail, what the 
DAs can and cannot do. And the interpre
tation of the powers of the DAs rests with 
thl' government. Thus any act of an 
assembly which the government considers 
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to be irreconcilable with the law is de
clared illegal. This procedure has been 
used to set aside certain DA decisions 
even where they were in the interest of 
their communities. 4'; Clearly, the dangers 
of excessive central control do not lie 
merely in the loss of autonomy but in the 
implications of that loss to community 
interest and people's power. The DAs do 
not appear to adequately live up to either 
of these ideals. They simply have not 
struck a proper halance hetween the gov
ernment and local communities in the 
actual exercise of power. 

A sinister dimension of the power rela
tionship is the exploitation of the district 
political authorities by central govern
ment. DAs have been manipulated to ap
pear to influence policy when it has suit
ed the government. In 1990, when the 
government-controlled National Commis
sion for Democracy (NCD) emharked on 
a search for a stable political system for 
the country, the government canvassed 
the assemblies for their puhlic expression 
of support for a system of government 
that would use them as a basis of non
partisan representation. The views of the 
assemblies were sought as forums in 
every region of the country, and the fa
vourable sentiments of individual assem
hly members were reported in national 
dailies as representing the view of entire 
assemblies. Though the government of 
the day, the PNDC, failed in its desire to 
use the assemblies to legitimize govern
ment's self-seeking policy, the attempt 
was reminiscent of the earlier one to use 
people's defence committees to build a 
non-party representative political system 
for Ghana. 

In addition to the above structural fac
tors, the less than adequate fusion of 
decentralization with civil service reform 
has not enhanced the autonomy and 
power of the assemblies. The ministries 
and departments centralized to district 
level were envisaged as instruments of a 
new decentralized administration that 
would strengthen impulses from below. 
But despite the rhetoric ahout plaCing the 
decentralized arms of the civil service 
under the authority of tile DAs and mak
ing them effective administrative tools, 
they have remained for the most part inef
fective. because administrative decentral
ization has not been carried to its logical 
conclusion. Responsibility for specific pro
grammes and action. related to staffing for 
example, remains with the parent min
istries; and since departmental policies still 
emanate from the capital, the DAs lack the 
executive power to coordinate the activi
ties of the "decentralized" departments. In 
short, since civil reform has not gone far 
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enough to extricate district branches from 
the control of central ministries, the district 
can exercise no effective control. 

One would also expect the town/area 
councils and unit committees below the 
district level to boost the power of the 
DAs as they were brought into being to 

facilitate participation at grass roots level 
and make concrete the government's 
commitment to give "power to the peo
ple".'!" However, their very design is apt 
to make them instruments of control. For 
instance, non-elected members of these 
sub-district structures are dominated by 
(members of) the Committee for the 
Defence of the Revolution (CDR) who 
derive their authority directly from the 
government. As regards accountability. a 
government directive (in Legislative In
strument 1514. 1991) placed the unit com
mittees under the authority of the CDR, 
though their developmental, local govern
ment functions are supposed to be super
vised by the DA. Where area councils 
have been formed. some assembly mem
hers have refused to serve on them, be
cause they see the CDR representative as 
usurping their authority.47 In these ways 
the orientation of the town/area councils 
and unit committees has not only taken 
real participation away from the people 
and their representatives but has also per
petuated the image of the central govern
ment as the repository of real power. 

Conclusion 

The organization of a system of local gov
ernment that can effectively mediate cen
tral-local political relations has proved to 
be particularly problematic in Ghana. but 
that has not discouraged the PNDC gov
ernment from turning to decentralization 
to assist it in reaching that same ohjective. 

Whatever may have been the motiva
tion behind their estahlishment. the DAs 
have to date projected a threefold image. 
First, they serve as a tool at district level 
for (rural) development administration. 
Second, they are agencies for local gov
ernment. They are essentially a political 
structure for c)vic administration. helping 
to make the purposes of government 
understood at local level. The third image 
of the assemblies is that they should open 
the way to democracy, provide opportu
nities for popular involvement in local 
government, function witll well-defined 
powers and responsibilities, and act in 
harmony with other tiers of local govern
ment and indeed with the entire political 
system. This understanding of the DAs 
does not imply that they must be institu
tions with absolute autonomy. but rather 
that they should be building blocks of a 

stable democratic relationship between 
government and people. The emphasis on 
power sharing, though hardly devoid of 
rhetoric, gives the assemblies a distinctive 
character. 

The real role of district political author
ities in the new system of decentralization 
is not clear. From the perspective of rural 
people, the assemblies provide a wel
come opportunity for association with the 
national political authority and a unique 
vehicle for advancing their political posi
tion in society. From a critical perspective, 
they have yet to develop a distinctive role 
of their own. clearly differing from the old 
system of local councils which had exist
ed under British and previous post-colo
nial governments. This is so because cen
tre-local political power relationships 
have not yet changed to a significant de
gree, despite the inclusion of administra
tive and political functions in the new sys
tem. At local level, it is the authority of 
the centre that is still felt, exerted through 
agencies such as the government's official 
representative, the CDR and other struc
tures created by the PNDC. 

A large measure of autonomy is neces
sary if the DAs are to provide opportuni
ties for political competition and ensure 
improved relations between government 
and people. It would certainly be unreal
istic to expect the DA system to change 
the political landscape overnight; but it 
possessed. at its inception, the potential 
to offer people at grassroots via hie chan
nels of participation in hath local and 
national affairs and thus a distant oppor
tunity to hreak the central hold on power. 

The dominant influence of the central 
government within the framework of the 
DAs stands in stark contrast to the tone of 
political reform embarked upon the PNDC. 
But this should not be surprising in view 
of the factors that prompted the setting up 
of district-level political authorities. As was 
evident in the regime's dealings with "pop
ulist" structures in the early 1980s, and 
implied in the rationale behind the 
appointed membership element. the gov
ernment's biggest problem was how to 
pursue a process of political reform that 
would not hold the seeds of the govern
ment's own demise. The pressures for 
political reform, therefore. coupled with a 
growing political opposition deemed irrec
oncilable with the government's self-per
ceived messianic mission to develop the 
country. led to what Haynes has aptly 
described as "decentralisation in safety" .!!8 
The transformation of the PNDC into the 
ruling National Democratic Congress party 
has not diffused its fear of losing its grip 
on power. As argued by Ayee, President 
Rawlings manipulated the constitutionally 
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laid down procedure for the nomination of 
DCEs in order to consolidate his rule."<l 
Nor has the entrenched interest in central~ 
ized political power, rdlected in the 
PNDCs earlier restrictive conception of 
decentralization as a de\'olution of central 
administrati\'e authority to local level for 
the purpose of grass roots particip~llion in 
local development,'iO disposed the constitu~ 
tional government which assumed power 
in JanualY 1993 to re~examine the position 
of the DAs in the central~local power poli~ 
tics of Ghana. The 1992 Constitution, in 
Chapter 20, upheld the basic thrusts of 
decentralization, but failed to introduce 
far~reaching modifications into the DA sys~ 
tem. 

The experience of the DAs to date 
adds to the strong body of evidence that 
decentralization does not necessarily re~ 
suit in a genuine devolution of power and 
authority to local structures. In Kenya, the 
District Development Committee (DDC) 
component of the decentralized Special 
Rural Development Programme estab~ 

lished in the 1960s was generally relegat
ed to a subordinate position in planning, 
merely approving project design rather 
than actively participating in the design 
process itself. It was also observed that 
the DDCs tended to sen'e primarily as 
a forum at the disposal of government 
officials."1 Similarly, the devolution of 
power for rural development administra~ 
tion under Tanzania's lljamaa meant less 
than direct local participation in the plan~ 
ning process.,)2 

The implementation of a decentraliza~ 
tion programme that will achieve its polit~ 
ical goals is bound to be influenced by 
the very nature of decentra lization. Con~ 
yers points out that decentralization is a 
political process that involves a change in 
the distribution of power and influence. ',1 

Authoritarian regimes, and even constitu~ 
tionally elected governments with strong 
interests in centr,ilization, are not pre~ 
pared to establish what might become 
centres of opposition. Thus when decen~ 
tralized structures are created, govern~ 
ments do not devolve much power and 
authority to them: political inf1uences in 
and on decentralization tend to erode the 
actions ~lOd the values that would drive 
local institutions to effective roles in the 
power game. 

It is clearly not enough to create an in~ 
stitutional structure with democratic ratio~ 
nale without tackling the basic issue of 
changing the pattern of political relation~ 
ships, that is, the relationship between cit~ 
izens and central government. The prag~ 
matic implications of Ghana's decentral~ 
ization programme demanded consider~ 
able change in the relationship between 
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the district political authority and the 
national go\'ernment. No\\', from a practi~ 
cal point of view, problems exist as a re~ 
suit of the creation of a DA system with~ 
out its creators having had the confidence 
to merge it with a democratic national 
government. What type of formal linkage 
then should obtain between the DAs and 
the highest echelon of power? With the 
coming into force of the 1992 Consti~ 
tution, Ghana's political fr,lmework is no 
longer a civil~military dictatorship but one 
modelled on parliamentary democracy, a 
system that upholds the supremacy of 
p,lrliament. The question that now begs 
to be resolved is how to comfortably situ~ 
ate the central~local relations structured 
around the DAs within the orbit of parlia~ 
mentalY democracy. ~'hat maye\'entually 
emerge is a functional democracy that 
postulates an organically linked structure 
from assemblies at district level to Parlia~ 
ment and promises a great deal of im~ 
provement in central~local relations. 

My normative concern with the c()m~ 
patibility of district political authorities 
with the parliamentary set up at n~ltional 
level will not appeal to the pure empiri~ 
cist who is content with indications that 
local institutions can assume important 
positions in the country's political system. 
It does seem of course that some sort of 
link between local politics on the one 
hand and national politics on the other is 
hound to develop. But this raises the fol~ 
lowing questions: Should this linkage be 
formalized in one way or the other? or 
should it be left to develop itsdf in an in~ 
formal fashion in the guise of com'en~ 
tions? Should political parties be expected 
to adopt a genuine "partylcss" policy to~ 
wards the assemblies? Also, what role can 
he assigned to MPs regarding assemblies 
in their constituencies, apart from their 
current status as non~\'oting members? 
and what attitudes are they likdy to de~ 
velop to assemblies and assemhly mem~ 
bers' The fact cannot be ignored that the 
introduction of the DAs generated some 
son of awareness of and desire for better 
central~local rdations. Any effort to con
struct a conceptual model for the DAs 
cannot ignore that empirical phenome~ 
non. And accepting the facts, it is not dif~ 
ficult to contrive a scheme of DAs that 
will reconcile a normative attitude and the 
empirical trends. This will involve viewing 
the DA system as a phenomenon aimed at 
effective locI! government and sociopolit~ 
ical reconstruction. 

Given the inconsistencies in Ghana's 
present political system, and the impracti
cality of operating genuinely autonomous 
decentralized authorities, it is doubtful 
whether the DAs will effect a permanent 

break with the past in terms of goal 
attainment, that is, in terms of restructur~ 
ing the political relationship between the 
central government and the periphery 
mediated by locaL politico~administrative 
institutions. This paper has indicated that, 
irrespective of government's professed 
commitment to reforming this rdation~ 
ship, there are ohjective conditions that 
pose real problems to achieving effective 
devolution and deconcentwtion of power. 
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Planning and fllorphology of 
indigenous towns in Nigeria 

Ms Olusola A Olufemi, Research Fellow at the Nigerian Institute of Social 
and Economic Research, University of Ihadan, Nigeria, examines the 
planning and morphology of two indigenous Yoruba towns CIbadan and 
Oyo) with a view to drawing up strategies that could he adopted in the 
planning of the cities and towns of tomorrow. 

T
HE way people lived. their tradi
tions and culture were entrench
ed in the planning and morphol
ogy of towns and cities during 

Nigeria's precolonial period. the structure 
of a typical town or city being that of a 
traditional core and a newer (modern) 
built-up area. The~e cities. whether old or 
new. developed in different areas of the 
country. each with it~ different economy 
and cultural tradition.l 

since the morphology of any city is the 
physical expres~ion of it~ society"~ obiec
tive.~2 a.~ well as that of the material. equip· 
ment and abilities the society in question 
ha~ at ib di~po~al. we must first indicate 
the nature of the ohiective.~ and capabilitie~ 
of the Ibadan and Oyo urban tradition~. 
These traditions are still rd1ected today in 
the~e two Yoruba cities (Figure ll. Our 
goal here is to show that planning princi
ple.~ adopted during the precolonial period 
can be a~similated in. or are relevant to. 
the planning of future citie~. 

Case study 

urbanism - a non-mechanistic. pre-indus
trial African tradition more akin to medi
eval urbanism in Europe and a technolog
ically oriented Western tradition. 

On the other hand. Oyo town (Figure 3) 
is an old indigenous town and its morphol-

,-
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International boundary 

State boundary 

ogy typifies that of most indigenous Y oruba 
towns in the south-western parts of Nigeria. 
Oyo is noted for its historic inter-tribal 
wars. Oral tradition has it that the youngest 
of Oduduwa's seven grandchildren, Oran
miyan. who distinguished himself by his 

Ibadan is the large~t indigenous African 
city south of the Sahara. Until the 19'iO~. it 
was hy far the largest city in Nigeria and 
attracted epithets -"uch a-" "city village" 
and "black metropoli.~" (Figure 1). Often 
referred to as the "London of Negroland ... .\ 
Ibadan ha.~ continued to expand and the 
city is now sprawling out ever-further. 
Nevertheless. lbadan's morphology con
tinue~ to exert con~iderable influence in 
pre.~erving traditional idea~ of urban living 
and interper~onal relationships. It repre
sent~ a convergence of two tradition~ of 

Local government area boundary 

/ 
-- \--/ 
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Figure 3: Oyo and environs 
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bravery and warlike qualities, came to the 
ancient Oyo kingdom called Oyo-Ile or old 
Oyo and became the first Alaafin of Oyo 
("Oba" or "King" of Oyo). 

General morphology of Yoruba 
settlements in Nigeria 

The basic clements in Yoruba cities are 
twin institutions: the ruler's palace and 
the central market. In nearly all instances 
their location is central and they are usu
ally adjacent. 

In Ibadan. the internal structure of the 
city shows tu'o city centres - an older cen
tre around the Oja-Iba (King's market) 
(Figure 4) and a new one centring on the 
old Dugbe market (Figure 5). The basis for 
this morphological complexity in Ibadan 
can be seen in the convergence of tradi
tional and modern economic, social and 
political institutions, and in the people's 
maintenance of these institutions. This 
convergence is reflected in much of the 
city's character. 

Note that the new areas have failed to 
swallow up the old; both continue to co
exist and function. Oja-Iba is a market 
centre and a forum for social interaction, 

OJA ISA 
CENTRAL (KING'S MARKET) 
MOSQUE 

To AKANRAN FOKO ! OKEADO ROAD 

KING'S 
PALACE OJA ISA 

(KING'S MARKET) 
0 

~ « 
OFFICE 0 

0:: 

MAPO HALL w 
f- ORITA MERIN ROAD 
w 
--' 
0 
:;;; 
;;; 
(/J 

0: 
>-
ID SHOPS! RESIDENTIAL 

(/J LAND-USE 
0 
CD 

To AREMO :3 
SHOPS! 0 

RESIDENTIAL --' 

LAND-USE 
0 

OJE! 0 SEERE ROAD 

Figure 4: Traditional central business 

district in fbadan 

politics and social relations. It is also the 
terminal point for traditional festivals . 

The new central business district (CBD) 
is the converse of the old. Owing to the 
scarcity of land and its high monetary 
value, trading takes place in large high
rise buildings, while retail activities and 
street trading are very prominent here, 
too. Big departmental stores, textile shops, 
finance, banking and insurance buildings, 
dance clubs, cinemas and libraries feature 
in this new CBD. The General Post Office 
and railway yard are also located here. 

Oyo town, on the other hand, consists 
of the traditional compounds of chiefs 
and their families. The planning concept 
adopted conforms to the concentric-cum
radial pattern. Of significance is the Royal 
palace, situated at the centre of the town 
and often referred to as the "fountain of 
culture" because of its distinctly traditional 
architecture and its status as the embodi
ment of the arts and crafts of the Oyo 
people. 

The King's market (Oja-Oba) is located 
next to the palace, while all other land-use 
activities radiate in all directions (Figure 
6). The old Oyo town lacks efficiency in 
terms of proper links, but it is very com
pact. The newer parts are well laid out. 
Retail activities have more or less shifted 
to the Ilora/Oyo axis or highway, though 
the traditional CBD around the King's 
palace still maintains its pull as a very 
strong point of convergence for trading 
interaction and festivals. 
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Figure 5: The new central business dislricl in lbadan 

Traditional quarters 

Quarters form the basic residential unit in 
Yoruba traditional towns such as Ibada n 
and Oyo. These quarters are made up of 
a series of compounds, each consisting of 
a group of houses called "Agbo Ile" (com
pound houses). This morphology is based 
on traditiona l social structure, on the level 
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Planning an~ morphology of.indigenous towns in Nigeria 

r---

I~ 
'---,--

of traditional building technology, and on 
(historically) changing economic and so
cial conditions . 

The fundamental unit of the traditional 
soc ial structure is the "lineage", that is, 
family members boasting descent in a 
direct line from some named ancestor. 
The adult males of this lineage (with their 
families) live in a compound. Such com
pound consists of severa l dwellings or 
houses occupied by many sepa rate fami
lies. The compounds of chiefs are usua lly 
la rger than others and often distinguished 
by a high gabled roof over the entrance. 
Usually each quarter is headed by a ch ief 
(baa le); the heads of individual com
pounds are also referred to as baale. The 
functions of these chiefs (baale) range 
from the socia l to the judicial and the 
political. They settle land disputes and 
inter/intra family differences. 

Traditional quarters have a very strong 
social coherence. There are about 27 quar
ters in Oyo town (Figures 7a and b) and 
there is a lways a traditional local market 
and shrine in front of them. In Ibadan, the 

-- Intra-urban road 
-- Primary distributor 
-- Secondary distributor 
- - _. Boundary of quarter 

-...ru- Walls 

Figure 6: Old and new part 0/ ()yo Figure 7a: Traditional residential quarters in ()yo 
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Planning and morphology of indigenous towns in Nigeria 

1. Akesan 
2. Oke Afin 
3. Basorun 
4. Aremo/lsale Oja 
5. Apinni/liaka 
6. KangaiAgo 
7. Asogo/Alapo 
8. Lemomu 
9. Pakoyi/ldode 

10. Bola 
11. Isokun/Awumoro 
12. Ojongbodu 
13. Idiope/Alalubosa 
14. Adesinalldi Ape 
15. Agboye 

Lay Out 
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LayOut ,/' 

-_/ 
/' 

'\ ) ,./ 

,/ 
/ 

/ 

,.-/ 

Scale: 1 64000 

Extent of built up area 
Boundary of quarters 

Major road 
Secondary road 

Source: Oyo Local Government Secretariat, Town Planning Department, Oyo 

Figure 7b: Differenl quarters in Oyo 

indigenous population live in huge rectan
gular compounds, each containing several 
hundreds of people. 

Traditional compound courtyards 

0 

a: z 
w~ 
IO 
1-0... 
O~ 

° () 

OTHER COMPOUND 

passage 

tr=::=l~ 
~L~~ 
~ E 

R 

They serve as an entertainment space for 
guests, for family meetings and moonlight 
games; as a cooking place and grain stor
age area; as a place for keeping domestic 
animals , and as a sleeping place during 
the hot season (Figures 8 and 9). 

Surrounding the courtyard is an open 
veranda or passage which is referred to as 
"odede" or "oode". All rooms open up on 
to this verandah. 

Most of the rooms in traditional com
pounds are poorly ventilated because 
they are initially designed for privacy and 
to keep out intruders. The windows are 
like matchboxes and the bedrooms have 
to be illuminated with bush-lamps even 
during the day. The ceiling is referred to 
as "aaja" and it can still be seen in some 
traditional houses today. The "aaja" serves 
as a safe place for keeping important 
household documents and medicine. 

Characteristic features of the 
layout and morphology of Yoruba 
towns 

Generally, most Yoruba towns and senle
ments have the King's palace in the centre 
of the town and the King's market directly 
in front of it (Figure 10). This has arisen 
from the notion that the King should be 
able to watch the assembling of his peo
ple from a reasonable distance . The mar
ketplace, usually, is an open space with
out any buildings. 

The planning and disposition of houses 
is compact rather than dispersed. There 
also appears to be a haphazard arrange
ment of houses, but we should remember 
that there is a social coherence binding 
them together. This order derives from the 
sociopolitical structure of the Yoruba. 
Yoruba houses have traditionally been 
arranged to reflect the political organization 

KEY 

0 R ROOM 

a: z 
w~ CD COURTYARD 
IO 
1-0... 
O~ ME MAIN ENTRANCE 

° () 

E EXIT 

The general pattern of Yoruba settlements 
is always broadly the same and the com
pounds are alike. Most of the houses with
in a compound open on to a large court
yard. These courtyards vary in size with 
the status of the family and with the num
ber and size of the rooms around them. 
The largest are about 29 m x 13,5 m while 
the smallest are about 13 m x 7 m. Court
yards are built in such a way that they are 
open to the sunlight and th.e air; they are 
the centre of all domestic activities and the 
most frequently l sed part of the house. Figure 8: Typical small courtyard compound in Oyo 
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Figure 9: Tvpical ell/stur c!lcolll1vard cmnpOltJlds in qV() 

of society, ,vhich in itself evolved to meet 
the challenges of the environment:' the 
inmates of a compound are responsihle to 

the heads of families who in turn are 
responsible to the chief of their quarter. 

The courtyard system is also very im
portant in uniting members of the family 
as well as facilitating interaction. Although 
this concept is fast disintegrating. some 
single. detached houses in the newer sec
tions of the town still adopt this concept in 
their design. However. there is the prob
lem of the compound's inefficiency. Most 
of the traditional compounds are so com
pact that vehicular access is impossihle. 
Infrastructural facilities are lacking, too. 
The inaccessibility of these compounds 
makes it difficult for sewage disposal and 
refuse collection vehicles, amhulances and 
fire brigade vehicles to penetrate the maze 
and deliver their services ,,'hen urgently 
needed. The planning of the traditional 
core areas of these towns is therdore, by 
today's standards, unacceptable. 

Just as the centres of all traditional 
towns are similar, so also arc their periph
eries. It was characteristic of Yoruba to,,'ns 
to he surrounded hI' thickly forested land 
which served as a place of ambush or 
rduge when besieged. The forest also pro
vided both agricultural land and privacy 
for the carrying out of certain religious fes
tivals. The peripheries were also marked 
by walls and ditches erected for defence 
against attack. Some of these walls were 
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Planning and morphology of indigenous towns in Nigeria 

ahout l'im high and had gates. Ibadan, for 
example. had ahout sixteen gates while 
Oyo had ahout four. 

Disintegration 

The communal living system among the 
Ibadan and Oyo people is fast disintegrat
ing and the twclitional co lilt yard pattern of 
housing is also heing gradually phased 
out. Recent developments have very much 
reduced the power of tile head of the lin
eage and this has broken down the "com
pound" style of building and living. The 
younger generation, through their greater 
awareness, education and Westernization, 
have different perceptions and social ex
pectations. There is therefore a tendency 
to individualism rather than to continued 
support for the extended family and its 
structures. 

Other things responsible for a transfor
mation in the morphology of Yoruha set
tlements include economic and religious 
factors, both emphasizing family rather 
than lineage. and the Islamic and Christian 
religions rather than the simple deity wor
ship prevalent during the pre-colonial 
period. The pull of the newer CBD ami 
the infiltration of immigrants from other 
parts of the country - Iiausas, Ibos and 
other Yoruhas - have also been factors in 
the disintegration of the traditional system. 
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Lessons for the future 

It is evident from our discussion that the 
morphology of settlements and the design 
of houses mirror social relationships. In 
Nigeria, the remains of ancient dwellings 
and fortifications also image a period of 
history ~'hich ~T must try to understand 
more clearly.'; The major features of the 
morphology of the pre-colonial Yoruba 
cities, particularly their older sections, are 
their amorphous layout, the high density 
of housing and population, the quality of 
houses, the sprawling pattern of develop
ment ~\I1d the green-helt component - the 
last named being vital in the planning of 
future cities. 

We have brielly to nore the regrettable 
persistence of uncontrolled urhan growth. 
It will he the responsibility of tmvn plan
ning authorities to promote orderly devel
opment. This can only he achieved hy 
enforcing control measures such as zoning. 

Historic preservation in urban or spa
tial planning links till' past with the pre
sent and future. For future cities to have 
an identity. therefore. historic continuity 
of this sort must be maintained. According 
to L1oyd,(' "Yoruha houses are imposing 
edifices compared with (those in) many 
other tropical regions". Lloyd goes on to 
say that, if properly maintained and pre
served, "the typical (Yoruha) house is a 
rigid structure huilt to last a century". 
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Social work and social 
developfllent: 
Lessons from Botswana 

Dr Heather Ferguson-Brown, senior lecturer in the Department of Social 
Work at the University of Transkei, South Africa, considers the shifts that 
need to take place (and to some extent are taking place) in order to make 
social work in South Africa more relevant to the poor and the needy. 

Social work and community 
development 

T
o datl' social work in South Africa 
has largdy focused on urban 
arl'as and has concentrated on 
clinical or case\\ork modds for 

practice. While this dl'ri\'es from thl' priori
ties of thl' aparthl'id l'ra, social \york now 
nl'eds to 11100'e on to a \"Vider framl' of ref
erence. Clinical social work will rl'main, but 
social \vork must now incorporatl' a prl'
vl'nti\"t~, devdopmenul approach which 
takes into considl'ration rural communitil's 
and not just urban social probll'ms. A 
devdopml'ntal approach to social work 
rl'ljuirl's a focus not only on thl' prevl'ntion 
of social probll'ms such as stred children. 
ddim.IUl'ncy, tl'l'nagl' prl'gn;mcy, doml'stic 
violl'nce but in strengthening family and 
community life to enhance the dl'velop
l11l'nt of thl' nation as wdl as the fultllment 
of thl' individual. A llnitl'd Nations Con
ferencl', as long ago as 19()H, identified 
threl' primary functions for wdfarl' sl'rvicl's: 
remedial, preventive, and devdopmental. 

It urged that in developing countries 
emphasis be given to promoting develop
mental activities which would, for example, 
give recognition to the place of man in 
devdopment. strengthen family life and 
prepare children and youth to improve 
their own lives as they contribute to nation
al developml'nt. I 

The socia I wdfare hias of social work 
in Third World countries has been attrib
uted to colonialism and the importation of 
inapplicable models for social work prac
tice. 2 Ironically most of the first world 
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countril's ha\'C left the case\vork era be
hind and deploy a wide range of intl'r
vention strategies to achieve deydop
ment, and personal and social change 5 

The early Glsl'work approach focused 
primarily on change from \Vilhin. seeking 
ad;lptation of thl' individual to society. This 
was particularly suited to thl' interl'sts of 
colonial governments which were not 
seeking to promote social change or the 
betterml'nt of the poor. While social work 
still has conCl'rns for social norms and the 
rehabilitation of those who seriously devi
ate from those norms. it has in the last 
three decades emphasized the interacti\'e 
dynamic betwl'en people and their envi
ronment, I especially in rdation to the 
accomplishment of life tasks, the alleviation 
of distress and the realization of aspirations 
and \·alues. 'i Concentration on the adapta
tion of the individual has been replacl'd by 
a broader concern which seeks to addrl'ss 
the causes of social problems and to hel p 
to meet people's needs \vithin the context 
of \velfare and development. Thus when a 
social problem is encountered. the social 
work agency involved determines through 
a social assessment of the situation whether 
the problem can most appropriately he 
approached through an individual, group 
work, or community work method. This 
integrated methods approach is commonly 
centred on a systemic assessment of the 
problem where targets for change may be 
centred on the client, or other players -
including groups, institutions and commu
nities - in the problem configurationh Even 
\vhere individual intervention is indicated. 
the methods of social work intervention 

tend to focus on a range of interventions. 
of which counselling is only a part, using 
roles such as: 

• ad\"(xacy. which has been popularized 
by non-government organizations in 
Britain, such as the Child Poverty Action 
Group and the Nottinglwm Advocacy 
Group,~ and concentrates on service 
users. citizen rights and empo\verment; 
and 

• case management, which addresses 
sen'ice delivery in the field of social 
services. including the roles of broker
ing. marketing. rationing and develop
ing needed services and resources H 

The community work method in social 
work aims to meet one or more of the 
follO\ving objectives: 

• satisfying the broad needs of the com
munity and creating and maintaining a 
halancl' hetween the needs and the re
sources in the community; 

• providing the community with the op
portunity to exploit its strengths and 
potential (knowledge and skills) and to 
develop these, in order not only to be 
able to deal with social prohlems and 
needs but also to pre\'ent them; and 

• effecting change in the community, in 
group relations and the distribution of 
decision making p()\vers 9 

Community work does not diffl'f in es
sence from community development but 
can rather be differentiated by the range of 
problems which it seeks to address. Com
munity development is a term used to refer 
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Social work and social development: Lessons from Botswana 

to ~I broad spectrum of development tasks 
as well as thl' procl'ss of empowl'rmcnt 
and the stratl'gil's and programml's used [0 

dkct empowerment and development. III 
Such stratl'gil's are usually thosl' of com
munity facilitation, organization and eduGI
tion and training. Community dl'velopml'nt 
is concerned with all arl'as of li<:,vl'iopml'nt 
- physicaL l'conomic, social and political 11 

and as such has a wide arl'na with hroad 
ohjectivl's, while community work is con
cerned with social lll'velopment. 12 Social 
dl'vl'iopment addresses the \yelfare of the 
total community. This wl'ifarl' refers to, 
amongst others, health and social welfarl' 
services, l'ducation and training, recrl'ation, 
housing, culture and religion, the promo
tion of good human rl'iations, leadership 
skills and organizational allilitil's. 

In this context community work strives 
primarily toward human devl'iopment and 
community organization to achien:, soci~!l 
devl'iopml'nt. 1, While social dl'vl'iopment 
is only one of thl' four sectors of commu
nity dl'\'elopment it is in fact a recognizl'd 
prerequisite for all successful community 
development. Economic dl'vl'iopment and 
physical devl'iopment carried out in isol,l
tion from social devl'iopment have failed 
to achieve the ohjectives of sustain<lh!c 
dl'velopment but have invariably led to 

further undl'rdevl'iopment of the areas for 
which the programmes were initiatl'd. l " It 
is only through empowerment that Pl'Opll' 
can Ill' fully politically activl'. It is the con
tention therefore that community work -
focusing on social dl'\'elopment - holds 
the key to the process of community de
velopment. 

Under the apartheid system South Africa 
dl'iivered differential sl'rvices to its racial 
groups, with disproportion ally small bud
gets being allocated to IJlack African com
munities. The emphasis on clinical and re
habilitative work was reinforced by grl'ater 
staffing and other resources hl'ing de
ployed to serve white and Indian residl'nts, 
thus shifting the focus of need from the 
rural areas and from till' working class. I , 
Fortunately, the nl'ecis of the rural poor 
have now been recognized as requiring 
priority treatment, and the first steps have 
been taken in the establishment of the 
Rural Dl'velopment Programme. South Afri
ca is expressing an interest in the needs of 
its people and has a parliamentary democ
ratic systl'm eager to respond to the lohby
ing of the social work advocate. 

How can social work make a construc
tive beginning to achieve this change of 
focus l Social workers have the knowledge 
and the skills to \york with individuals, 
groups and communities to promote so
cial change. It is a change in emphasis, 
structures, anc! resource deployment that 
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is required. Social \\'ork nel'ds to hecome 
a part of a systematic nationwide network 
of comprehensive and multidisciplinary 
services if it is to address social need and 
prevenl social and family breakdown, or 
at least alleviate its impact on community 
members. I3efore detl'rmining the \yay 
forward, it may be worthwhile to evaluate 
the experiences of one of our Southern 
African neighl JOurs. 

The community development 
programme in Botswana 

Botswana lll'clared its independence from 
protectorate status on :30 Sl'ptember 1966, 
since which time it has grO\\'n ami pros
pered while also showing an impressi\'e 
r~lte of economic and social development. 
Prl'sently 89% of its population has access 
to health services; 100(0, of female and 94% 
of male children arc enrolled in primary 
school, of which 89% complete their pri
mary education; the hest immunization 
!c\'els in the region; an infant mortality rate 
(under fi\'e years old) of 8') per 1000](; 

(a rate heller than that of South Africa at 
88 per I 000 and close to the middle range 
of all nations), and a Gross National Pro
duct of llS$l (JO().I~ Although it has a small 
population, estimated at less than t\VO mil
lion, l~ ahout four-fifths of the population 
reside in the rural areas. 

Botswana has a low average population 
density of 2 persons per km 2. Whik the 
eastern side of the country is cOlllparatively 
more densely popuhIted, a large part of the 
popul,ltion lives in rural villages in tradi
tional 1l1ud-and-thatch homl's across the 
length and breadth of the countrv. Their 
only link \\ith larger towns and servicl's is 
usually an llntarrl'll, sandy route. Its arid 
sl'mi-lll'serL conditions, in rural expanse, 
and the heritagl' of ahout 2') miles or latTed 
road at the time of independence highlight 
Botswana's conul1l'llllahk achie\'eI11ents in 
bringing social sen'ices to the rl'I11otl' re
gions. Botswana is now progressing to a 
point where it Illav leave its "developing" 
or "Thirll Workl" status hehind. 

This developmenl has not, unlike most 
other countries, come through urbanization 
and industrialization, but through rural 
development, a thriving beef industry and 
mining. Its stable, democratically elected 
g(wl'rnml'nt, low inciden(.'l' of corruption, 
and the leadership and problem-solving 
skills of its peopk enabled Botswana to 

take advantage of the international de\'el
opment networks and lo attract foreign aid 
with good dIect. 

An initial programme of community 
development was instituted in 1964, just 
two years hefore indepl'ndence, "to en
courage local responsibility and initiative at 

village level". 1') The outflow of this was 
that community development workers 
,vere appointed to rural areas and social 
welLtre officers to the two urban areas. No 
community development work was under
taken in urban areas and rural areas were 
thought not to need social welfare since 
"the framework of tribal law and custom 
meets the needs of individuals and fami
lil's"2() The programme initially fell under 
the Department of Education, but later re
sortl'd under the Social Welfare and Com
munity Development Department. Clearly 
this dl'paltment did not have the remit for 
all development, that is physical. economic 
social and political. However, as almost all 
foreign aid was processed to communities 
through government, this programme did 
receive a v,ider remit than social develop
ment. Communities tackled problems of 
communications and infrastructure, hous
ing and health with the help of project 
funding and the Public Works Depart
ment. 21 

Within a Yl'ar this programme was seri
ously threatened by a severe drought and 
the United Nations offered to provide food 
aid in 1966. 22 It was the implementation of 
this programme that had serious repercus
sions for community development because 
the food aid scheme was linked to devel
opment programmes and offered food as 
payment for developI11l'nt work - mainly 
public works in the first instance. 

This pro\'ed very Significant in that com
munity development madl' a beginning in 
Botswana by establishing an expectation of 
return in kind for the efforts of the commu
nity. The motivation for community mem
bers to embark on community projects was 
not the project and its benefits to till' com
munity pl'r se, but the food provided for 
the labour at a vital time of drought. 23 

The Food-for-Work Scheme - wherl'by the 
nation's poor gave thl'ir services in return 
for much-needed food aid during the 
drought crisis crGlted a pattern for the 
future of which social workers are now 
Vl'l)' critical. They belil'\'e that the Food-for
Work Schl'me eroded the self-help spirit of 
the nation and, more than twenty years on, 
see a lack of self-help among communities 
as endemic. 24 Labour costs for community 
projects should be paid to community 
meml)ers where possible. Bul there is a 
danger highlighted by the Botswana experi
ence that where communities are highly 
motivated to work for food or money they 
may simply become a labour force for the 
de\'elopment needs identified by a few. In 
this Clse, many members of the communi
ty, although invited to participate in meet
ings about their development needs re
mained passive in the process because of 
their primary motivation for immediate 
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gain. This esst'ntially fostt'rt'd a top-down 
approach to ckvelopment because tht' 
community cono.xled to the wishes of gov
ernmt'nt workt'rs or thdr traditional leaders 
or councillors, for t'xamplt'. fkvdopment 
did inc\(:'ed take plact', in the sense that 
bUildings. roads, water projt'cts came into 
being - but the opportunity to devdop a 
"hottom-up" approach to community devel
opment was lost. The programme rushed 
ahead in rt'sponse to the need for food and 
the availability of United l\ations aid at the 
cost of the development needs of the com
munity. Tht' villagers agreed to projects 
simply bt'cause tht'y would provide work 
and food and not hecause they had identi
fied these projt'cts as meeting the dt'velop
ment needs of their community. 

An evaluation of the Food-for- \Vork 
Scheme carried by a United Nations team 
found the community de\'clopment com
ponent of the associated projects to be 
lacking and criticized the work output and 
the technical support such as t'quipment 
and tools. 2' The hasty nature of the effons 
to get a Food-for-Work Scheme off the 
ground were evident from tht' lack of 
expt'rtise of the development workers and 
the ambiguous nature of the programme: 
t<lOd relief versus community development: 
"top-d()\vn" versus "bottom-up" dt'velop
ment. The philosophy of the programme 
was unclear and groundwork of training or 
organizational and management infrastruc
ture were not established. Thus the bt'gin
nings of community development in Bo
tswana were. to say the least, shaky. Re
views of community developmt'nt over the 
next 25 years showed a continued absence 
of a "self-help spirit" and highlighted the 
need ror the training of assistant staff.2b 

Lessons from Botswana: 
What not to do 

This is the negative side and has impor
tant kssons that could benefit the RDP 
and social dt'velopment in South Africa. 
There are three imponant points: 

• dt'\Tlopment work cannot be overly 
hurried: 

• development workers need to be train
ed: and 

• self-help cannot be fostered through a 
"top-dov,;n" approach to development. 

Lessons from Botswana: 
What to replicate 

A very commendable aspect of develop
ment in Botswana is the coordination of 
st'rvice delivery. A network of development 
workt'rs, employed \vithin the Ministry of 
Local Government and Lands, has been 
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established throughout the nation. Rural 
workers are employed as assistant commu
nity development officers and are responsi
ble for about four to six villages each. 
These workers are supervised by a Com
munity Development Officer whose head
quarters is the district office of the local 
authority. In this way development infom1a
tion, funding, and facilitation have been 
made available to all, including the rural 
and remote villages. Because this has not 
been a piecemeal effort rdying on J\.'GOs. a 
net\vork of rural extension services has 
been established. This makes it possible to 
harness and maximize the resources avail
able from various disciplines such as agri
culture, health, education and social work. 

Cnlike the position in most other coun
tries, development has not come about as 
a sequel to the welfare and social work 
programme. Development workers were 
established across the country. while only 
a ft'w social welfare officers were placed 
in the urban areas of Francistown and Ga
borone. Social services such as allmvances 
for destitutes and preparing home circum
stances reports for rural courts, therefore 
became linked to the community develop
ment programme under the Social and 
Community Development Departments. 
The assistant community development offi
cer has the broad remit for the delivery' of 
development and social \yelfare sel"\'ices to 
the village areas, with the assistance and 
supervision of community deVelopment, 
home economics, youth and social welfare 
officers. This generalist approach in gov
ernment service delivery has allcl\ved the 
rural community to access the benefits of 
development available to the nation. In 
this system social work is primarily preoc
cupied \yith development and therefore 
responds to the needs of the rural poor. 

A primary contrihution of the commu
nity development \vorker in the rural areas 
has been the establishment and facilitation 
of the village development committee. In 
most inst:ll1ces the development worker 
has assisted these committees in drav,;ing 
up constitutions, in electing office bearers, 
in keeping minutes and accounts and in 
facilitating the development process. The 
development worker has also been pivotal 
in helping communities to access the con
siderable overseas funding for develop
ment that has been channeled through 
gO\'ernment in Botswana. Both traditional 
and modern structurt's are represented on 
these committees by the headman and the 
local councillor. 

The way forward 

Reconstruction and development in South 
Africa hopes to diven most of the available 

money to the development of the poor 
and to avoid excessive hureaucratic StrL1C
tures which art' expensive and unwieldy. 
This is a valid desire but it is also impor
tant to faciliUte the development process 
on a nation-wide basis. Lack of infrastruc
ture in the form of development commit
tees and trained community workers is 
likely to promote an ad hoc approach and 
uneven development. The committees that 
have already acquired some capacity for 
development are more likely to grasp at 
tl1<:' RDP opportunities. while the most 
disadvantaged communities will miss many 
development oppOitunities. 

Survival needs of shelter and employ
ment are undouhtedly a priority which 
must be urgently addressed through the 
RDP. The building of houses can create an 
employment resource as well as improve 
living conditions for the poor, as can water 
projects and other basic sel"\'ice projects. 
However, one of the dangers of implement
ing a system of ad hoc development which 
prioritizes material and economic develop
ment is that of underdevelopment. The 
phenomt'l1on of underdevelopment has 
been \yell documented over three de
cades2 ' It is only through the development 
of the people and local resources that some 
protection can be gi\'en against the increas
ing wealth being diverted to large compa
nies and First World nations. It is important 
to recognize that real sustainable develop
ment comes through prioritizing social 
development. Through empowerment a 
more just, less exploitative system can be 
fostered. Equity and justice and welfare are 
keys themes of social development. 

The way forward is to promote social 
development by establishing a cadre of 
trained community workers who will work 
closely with communities to build their 
capacity for development and to establish 
a development network of local Village 
development committees and extension 
teams. The nature of this training2H needs 
to embrace the necessary social develop
ment tasks and skills hut should not 
require that all staff have the accredited 
four-year graduate training currently re
quired for qualified social workers in 
South Africa. 
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Book review 

Deng D Akol Ruay, The politics of two Sudans: The 
south and the north 1821-1969, Uppsala: Nordiska 
Afrikainstitutet, 1994, 181pp, price SEK 140, £14.95. 
ISBN 91-7106-344-7 

Sharif Harir & Terje Tvedt (eds), Short-cut to decay: 
The case of the Sudan, Uppsala: Nordiska Mrika
institutet, 1994, 274pp, price SEK 200, £19.95. 
ISBN 91-7106-346-3 

Although the simultaneous appearance of two hooks on the poli
tics of the same country from the same publisher may look like 
too much of a good thing, these two volumes are actually very 
different in subject matter, approach and intended readership, 
and the overlap between them is minimal. 

Deng Ruay's is a straightforward narrative history, the object 
of which is set out in the opening lines with uncompromising 
clarity: 

This book is mainly intended for the freedom fighters in the 
Sudan, They are entitled to know in unequivocal terms why 
they are fighting, who they are fighting and for what they 
arc fighting, 

Any academic reader who expects this statement to lead on to a 
cruddy partisan tract will however be agreeably surprised, 
Though the author's viewpoint is throughout an avowedly 
Southern one, he has evidently done his best to maintain a sense 
of balance which sustains him at least until he reaches the 
Mahjoub governments of 196')-1969, which produced an escala
tion of the levels of violence and political repression in the South 
that renders dispassionate treatment almost impossible. He' 
absolves the Northern Sudanese, for example, of any sense of 
superiority based on race, although the sense of superiority 
based on culture and religion is often palpable. He provides 
careful accounts of critical turning points such as the Juba 
Conference of 1947 and the Round Table Conference of 196'), 
and recognizes the roiL' of enlightened Northerners such as 
Sayed Sirr el-Khatim and Nazir Daffalla, who seemed for a 
moment in 196') to be capable of rescuing North-South relations 
from the damage done by the previous military regime, He also 
acknowledges the use of torture by the Southern guerrillas, the 
Anya-Nya, during the first civil war of the 1960s, and recognizes 
that many people in the South, rather than unequivocally sup
porting the Anya-Nya, were actually most concerned to an)id 
looting and murder by either side. His one blind spot is a reluc
tance to acknowledge ethnic divisions within the South, prefer
ring to ascribe the undoubted factionalism of Southern politics to 
individual personalities and political opinions. The book takes 
the story up to Nimairi's coup d'etat in 1969, although the narra-
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tive section is followed hy rather a confused chapter on Islam in 
the Sudan which might well have been edited out. A second vol
ume is promised on the period since 1969. 

The volume edited by Harir and Tvedt. on the other hane!, is 
entirelv concerned with the period from the Addis Ababa 
Agreement of 1972, which temporarily resolved the war in the 
South, until 1992, by which time the Islamicist gO\'ernment which 
seized power in 1989 was already \vell entrenched. It concen
trates on developments in the South and in western Sudan (Dar 
fur and Kordofan), with an emphasis on the factors that led to 
the breakdown of the Addis Ababa settlement. and the subse
quent process of disintegration. Based on papers given at a con
ference in 1992, it does not cover the splitting of the SPLA into 
two and later three factions, but proVides a graphic and dispirit
ing analysiS of the way in which rciatiyely manageable conflicts 
can get out of control, and lead to the abyss into which the 
Sudan has fallen. In addition to their interest for specialists, 
moreover, several of the papers contain material that valuably 
illuminates aspects of conflict and decay in Africa which are rcie
vant well beyond this particular case. 

Terje Tvedt's analysis of state failure and the role of non-gov
ernmental organizations in Southern Sudan after 1972, for exam
ple, suggests that r'\GOs actually had the unintended effect of 
undermining the indigenous government. since they possessed 
resources (such as vehicles) which the government could not 
match, and were the only people in a position to meet the needs 
of much of the population: Rwanda and Mozambique immedi
ately come to mind as similar cases. Douglas Johnson's discus
sion of Operation Lifeline Sudan, the Ul\;-sponsored scheme for 
delivering relief food to both government and opposition con
trolled areas of the South, indicates the futility of attempting to 

rectify the effects of conflict withoul uckling its causes. Sharif 
IIarir shows how limited competition for resources in Dar Fur 
developed into large-scale ethnic conf1id, with a significant inter
national impact especially from Libya's involvement in neigh
houring Chad. Mohammed Salih and Sharir's examination of trib
al militias in Kordot~ll1 provides a horrifying example of the way 
in which the distribution of arms by a government attempting to 
exploit local divisions in order to thwart the opposition leads not 
merely to militarization and greatly intensified cont1ict. but to the 
collapse of local societies into a welter of murderous factions; 
Liberia and Somalia provide striking parallels. A concluding 
chronology of events from 1972 to 1992 provides a helpful guide 
to an exceptionally complex country. 

Christopher Clapham 

Lancaster [Tnil'ersi~}' 
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Religion in Africa by Thoma~ D Blakely. Walter E A van 
Beek and Dennis L Thompson (edsl. London: James Curry 
and Portsmouth: Heinemann. 1994. ISBN 0 852552076 

This book ~tem~ from the conference entitled "Religion in Africa: 
The \'ariety of religiou~ experience in "ub-Saharan Africa" held at 
Brigham Young Cni\ ersity in PrO\ o. Dah b<:'tween 22 and 25 
October 19H6. Scholars from four contm<:'nts who ,tudy religiom 
expr<:'ssion throughout all the major region~ of Africa and the 
African Dia'pora in the America~ hav<:, made contributions on a 
diverse array or topiC'" 

Between state and civil society in Africa by Eghosa 
Osaghae (ed). D~lkar: CODESRIA. 1994.281 pp. 
ISBN 2 86978 020 6 

The balance of pO\\'er b<:'t\Yeen an mdividual and the ,tate he or 
,he li\'e, in is the k<:'}' to any country'~ political process. 
Concepts of citizenship, reciprocity of rights and citizen's duties 
int<:'rtwin<:' in tllis struggle for assertion. 

With a largely collective citizenship. civil society in Afria is 
ali\'e and vibrant. But in tIl<:' face of continuing global recession. 
the present phase of the African crisis is exp<:,cted to sharpen 
contradictions within th<:' continent's states. New paradigms ha\'e 
to be sought to explain th<:' formations and realities. 

The ten chapters in this hook. all writt<:'n by African scholars. 
question the western. ethnocentric model of development and 
look at the wide diversity of African experience From the Ormo 
cosmic framework and stre<:'t-begging in Nigeria. through the 
role of labour and the part played by wage demands in the 
African crisis. this volume makes an essential contrihution to the 
debate on Africa's future. 

The African experience: An introduction by 
Vincent B Khapoya. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 
1994, 324 pp. ISBN 0 13 019662 2 

To truly understand Africa. on<:' must study its geography. histo
ry. social structure and culture. In this interdisciplinary approach. 
Vincent B Khapoya integrates these important dimensions of the 
African experience, offering relders a broad perspective of this 
dynamic continent. 

The migration experience in Africa by Jonathan Baker 
and Tade Akin Aim (eds). Uppsala: Nordiska Afrika
institutet. 1995, 353 pp. ISBN 91 7106 366 8 

In this book tw<:'nty author, investigate the range of the migra
tion experi<:'nce in Africa. Because of the \'ariety and complexity 
of the reasons which surround and underpin why African popu
lations are so moiJile. this volume adopts an eclectic approach 
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which illmtrate, the diversity of theoretical po~itions. a~ well a~ 
methodological and analytical trencb. The book also provide~ 
examples of the great hreadth and richness of empirical insighb 
into human migrations in the contemporary African context. The 
c()ntribution~ identify and addres~ under-researched theme, such 
a, gender and migration. and more generally point to lacunae in 
this important area of the ckvelopment problemattque. 

African countries: Official names/ Afrika-Iande: 
Amptelike name by Hester H Uys. Pretoria: J L van 
Schaik. 1994. ISBN 0 627 02039 9 

The name, of African countrie~ hav<:, undergone considerabl<:' 
cbanges over the past few centuries and the~e ongoing changes 
have [(",ulted in a great deal of confusion. Hester Uys's little 
book hrIngs relief to tho~e who need a handy reference work to 

clear up douhb regarding the official political names of African 
countries and surrounding islands. In addition, the book also 
provides information on: 
• briC'f colonial histories, explaining changes in names 
• national ities (singular and plura]) 
• official languages 
• abbreviated and full names of each country or island in the 

official language 

African languages, development and the state by 
Richard FaRlon and Graham Furniss (cds). London: 
Routleclge, 1994, 2'54 pp. ISBN 0415 09476 3 

Multilingualism is a fact of African life; multilingualism is Africa's 
lingua franca. Why then is African multilingualism so often seen 
as a handicap to development? The contributors to this book 
argue that multilingualism needs to be developed as a strength. 
not castigated as a failure. 

The contributors examine the rhetoric of language policy ancl 
also present detailed case studies of local outcomes. They be
lie\'e that African language planning must be based on the re
searched facts of African life and not on preconceived ideas of 
the relations that should hold between entities called language. 
development ancl the state. Since most of Africa has now gained 
over thirty years of post-colonial experience in language plan
ning. it is possible to assess the legacy of these years and to 
compar<:' the best and worst practices. Particular attention is paid 
to the Nigerian experience which, as the most populous of the 
African states with many years' experience in the formulation of 
language policy. furnishes an invaluable intra-African example 
for policy makers in the other parts of Africa. particularly in 
South Africa. where crucial decisions on language policy are cur
rently uncler discussion. 
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Reader's Digest Illustrated Atlas of Southern Africa, 
Cape Town: The Reader's Digest Association South Africa, 
1994, 232 pp (37') x 265 111111), ISBN 1 874912 28 9 

The updated 1994 edition of a popular reference work first pub
lished in 19B4. Somewhal less bulky and easier to handle than its 
predecessor, the new edition remains a mine of information by a 
publisher renowned for its quality production. This is an authori
tative work, compiled with the help of consultants. The maps 
were contributed by South Africa's Department of Land Affairs 
and Stellenbosch University's Institute for Geographical Analysis. 

The book's focus is on South Africa. whose fascinating physi
cal, demographic, historical and economic features are brought 

AFRICA INSIGHT, VOL 25, NO 3, 1995 

to life in 56 lavishly-illustrated pages of text - thematic maps, sta
tistical charts and colour photographs. Detailed maps on the 
scale 1:500000, from South Africa's official map series, cm'er the 
entire country and neighbours. such as Bots\vana and !'iamihia, 
up to Harare in Zimbabwe. Particularly useful are the even more 
detailed maps (1: SO 0(0) of large South African cities. South 
Africa's new provinces. together with Lesotho. Swaziland, 
Mozambique's tv!aputo area, Botswana, Namibia and Zimbabwe 
are also shown in a separate series of maps (1:2 SOO 000). 

There is a section on sub-Saharan Africa with three pages of 
illustrated text, placing the southern subcontinent in a l)roacier 
context. It contains three large-scale maps (1:7 SOO 000), covering 
most of Africa south of the Sahara. 
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Recent Africa Institute publications 

Africa at a Glance 
Facts and Figures 1995/6 

Thh uniqut' compendium contain~ u~dul factual data and stati~
tical Information on the lit'mographic, cultural. geographic politi
cal and ~OClo-t'conomic ft'aturt's of countries of the African conti
nent and surrounding islands. The information h arranged in 'i 1 
tables, with brief explanatory notes, and 60 maps and graph~. 
many of them in colour. 

Price: RCJO ($50) for mt'mber~ 
100 ($5'i) for non-member~ 

Democratisation and 
demilitarisation in Lesotho 
The general election oj 1993 and its aftermath by Roger 
Southall and Tsoeu Petlane 

In April 1993 Lesotho completed it first multiparty election since 
indt'pendt'nce. The kingdom'~ return to CIvilian ruk under the 
government of Dr Nhu Mokht'hle was to be fraught with difficul
ty, however. as first the security forces and subsequently the lead
ing opposition party and the royal house threatent'd Lesotho's 
fledgling democracy 

In thIS book a group of Le~otho ~pecialists supply the back
ground and analysis esst'ntial to an understanding of tht'se dra
matic events in thi~ tiny mountain kingdom. They also provide a 
fascinating insight into tht' origins and aspiratiom of Lesotho's 
political cla~s, and the ohstacles they face in satisfying popular 
expectations ;1., they attempt to guide thIS improverished democ 
racy through its "'~econd liberation"' 

Price: RCJO (S 50) 

Africa Wall Map and 
Fact Sheet 

The attractlve full-colour Wall Map of Africa and quick-reference 
Fact Sheet are indlspemablt' to all tl10se wanting to know more 
about Africa and ib countrit'~. 

The Wall Map clearly indicates tht' phy'>ical features, main 
cities and towns, and political boundanes of the African contl
nent. Tht' Fact Sheet provides concist' political. econol11ic and 
,>ocial data on every African country. together with a colour illus 
tration of its offical flag. 

Both the Map and tl1t' Fact Sheet art' printed on sturdy paper: 
they measure 9'i0 x 700 111m and an.' dispatcht'd in a cardboard 
cylinder to avoid damage. 

Price: R'iO ($2'i) for memher~ 
R60 (~50) for non-memht'rs 
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South Africa and the African 
comity of nations 
From isolation to intergration by Denis Venter 

South Afric a's contemporary relation~ with the re~t of Africa -
marked by the dt'velopment of mutually beneficial co-operation 
and a prohferation of South African missions to African capitals, 
and vIce versa - have come long way since the days when an 
exchangt' of representatives with African countrie~ was seen as a 
potenti;t! thft'at to the apartheid ~tate 

The interplay of forces shaping South African foreign (and 
domestic) policy perspectives in the course of the last two 
decade~, culminating in today's "'neo-realist" diplomacy, is the 
main focus of thi~ research paper. Starting with the collapse of 
colontal buffer states. (which sheltered South Africa from the 
"winds of change" blowing from the north), deveiopmenb are 
analy~ed through the era of "'Quixotic" re~ponses to a perceived 
"'total onslaught'· , to the final collapse or the principal obstacle to 

normal foreign relations - apartht'ld. 

Price: RI'i ($7.'iO) 

Local government in the 
Third World 
The experience oj decentralization in Tropical AJrica 
(second edition) by Philip Mawhood (ed) 

Local governmt'nt is a peculiar theme, always recognized in 
Afric a as important yet ,eldom comprehensively written about or 
understood. This book l~ about political decentralization and the 
devolution of political power. written by authors who have 
worked dose to the real situations. Its readership will range from 
th()~e \\-ho are cngaged in the work of government (including 
consitution-making) to teachers and researcher~ in the field of 
df'velopmem dnd local adm111lstratlon. 

Philip Mawhood and Nelson Kasfir's introductory chapters 
deal with the concept of decentralization/devolution and how 
that concept has fared in Africa ~ince indept'ndence. There is a 
hrif'f discus~i()n of the enormous chaJJenge facing ~outh Africa in 
creating post-apartheid local authoritie~ and the vital need for 
that cOLlntry to take note of the experience in the rest of the con
tinent. first publi~hed in 19H3. this revi~t'd second edition also 
pre~t'nts case ~tudie~: onc French-speaking and st'ven English
~pt'aking countries (Botswana. Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya, 
Nigeria, Sudan and T~111zania). 

Price: R60 (S50> 

These books are all available from The Secretary, Africa 
Institute of South Africa, POBox 630, Pretoria, 0001 
Tel: 27 + 12 + 328 6970 
Fax: 27 + 12 + 3238153 
(Price includes package, postage and VAT,) 
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AFRICA INSTITUTE OF SOUTH AFRICA 
(Com[1am' n:gistration numher 6 J 00002 ;OH) 

• An indepem,knt non-[1rofit association, the Africa Institute has estahlished itself as an internationaliv recognized research and 
information centre concerned with African affairs. 

• The institute's mission is to collect, process, interpret and disseminate information on African amI eS[1ecialiy Southern African 
affairs. It focuses primarily on the politica/. economic, international and develo[1mental issues facing conteIll[1orary Africa. 

• Information is made availahle through publications, a specialized reference library. conferences and non-Institute media. A small 
research staff answer enquiries and proVide comment on topical den:lopments. Apart from their regular studies. the researchers 
undertake commissioned research. 

• In addition to its own researclll:'rs, the Institute appoints associates in the field of African studies. runs a rrogramme for visiting 
resl'archers. and conducts seminars and \yorksllOpS. \X'hile sef\'ing the puhlic as a whole (both professional and lay J. the Institute 
devotes particular attention to educational institutions as \vell as decision-makers in the husiness and public sectors. 

• The Institute \vas estahlished in 1960 and is controlled hy a council composed of representatives of the South At'ricll1 universities 
and other experts, Because it therefore has a broad-based academic character, the Institute is funded mainly through a grant 
from the Department of 1\ational Education. 

Membership 
'\1l'mhership of the Institute is open to c\cryone who supports 
its aims and functions, and entails the follo\\ing advantages: 
• Receipt of A/i'iC({ il/sl/<bl 

• Receipt of A/i'ie({ ii/slillite nlilielill 
• Discount on otber II/slitllte plifJ/ic({lioliS 

• Access to the reference Iihrary 
• Consultation with profeSSional staff 
• Im'itations to conferences 
• Participation in Annual C;eneral :--1l'etings 

Membership fees 
Individuals and schools: South Africl. l.esotho. l\iamihia & 

Swazibnll: RHO per annum (VAT il/cilldedl. (El.se\\'hefl:: \'S540 
or equivalent. per annum) 
Institutional membership: (Ac{/c/emic hodies. fihml'ies. /!,(JI'er

II III ('I 1/ al and 1/()/1-/!,(JI'ern /IIC'1l tal (Jlga 11 iza /iOIlS (/ lid 1'111 hassies) 

South Africa. Lesotho, 1\amihia & Swa7.iland: R200 per annum 
(VAT in clllded). (Elsewhere: l;SSJl)O or eqUivalent. per annum) 
Corporate and donor membership: (CollljJanies ({}/(I OIgalli

zaliolls /lot illcluded lIlIder illdil'irillal or inslitutional lIIell/her

shiP) South Africa. Lesotho. ;\;amil)ia & S\\aziland: R500 per 
annum (\'AT illclllded). (Else\\'here: \S5250 or equivalent, per 
annum) 

Reference library 
The library holdings, consisting of some 60000 books and many 
thousands of periodical articles, are indexed on computer. In 
addition. ne\vspaper and periodical articles on current African 
affairs. supplementell hy an international ne\vs sen'ice. arc kert 
on readily accessible country and subject files. The lihrary is 
open to memhers and students on weekdays from OH:OO-16:00. 
and on Saturdays hy appointment from 9:00-l2:0U. 

Institute publications 
Africa Insight (Quarterly) 
Africa Institute Bulletin (Bimonthly) 
Africa at a Gbnce (Two-yearly) 
Irregular series of research ~lIld occasional papers 

SubSCription to Africa Insight 
Africa Insight is also available on subscription to non-memhers, 
Annual rate for South Africa. Lesotho. Namihia & S\\aziland: R()O 
per annum (VAT incl1lded). (Elsewhere: [TSS.:'10 or equivalentl. 
Overseas airmail rate: ['SSHO or equivalent. 
Single copies (also back copies) availahle at R15 or ['S57 .50 out
side South Atiica. Lesotho. l\iamihia & Swaziland. 

Application for membership 
Subscription to Africa Insight 
The Secretary 
Africa Institute of South Africa 
Box (,.:'10 
0001 PRETORIA 

L We SUppOl1 the ohjectives of the A/i'iea Illstillile and undertake to pay the annual mcmbership for individual 'institutional ' 

corporate; donor memhers. i, \Ve \\'ish to subscrihc to A!ric{/ illsight. 

Enclosed here\\'ith the amount of "". heing till' memhershipisuhscrirtion fee for the first year. 

Surname' . '" Title ami initials 

Organization' . ". 

Postal address" " 

Postal codc . 

Signature Date "" 

• In,stitU[ional corporate clonor memher, onlv 
.. The postal addres, must be exaerlv as you wish it to 'lppear on the Institute',s mailil1!-( list. 
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