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Comment--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Structural adjustment or 
transformation or both? 
Dr Stef C oetzee, Executive Director of the Africa Institute of South Africa 

The release of the Normative Economic Model by the South 
African Minister of Finance has stimulated the debate on 
structural economic adjustment in South Africa a great deal. 
The document heralds a new style of eliciting comment and 
open debate. Its publication comes in good time, since the 
economi~groundwork for the political transition in South 
Africa needs urgent attention from those involved in negoti
ating the future of the country. 

Many countries in Africa and other parts of the world 
face serious economic and social crises. What these coun
tries are grappling with is the quest for economic reform 
aimed at reconciling two potentially conflicting objectives: 
the creation of material wellbeing, on the one hand, and 
human/ social development on the other. 

Unless a balance is achieved between these objectives, 
political and sqcio-economic instability seem unavoidable 
-- as demonstrated by events in Africa, Eastern Europe and 
Latin America. Some countries have moved fast to bring 
about rapid growth through market reforms without, how
ever, compensating the majority of the populations for the 
loss of social security and employment opportunities. 
Others have clung to ineffective economic policies and 
failed to implement the economic reforms necessary to 
become internationally competitive. 

The experience of the Latin American and South East 
Asian countries proves that economic growth and human/ 
social development can, indeed, be reconciled. In fact, those 
countries that achieved a successful transition to democracy 
have all attained high rates of economic growth. Further
more, countries with fairly high levels of economic growth 
have also been more successful in respect of human devel
opment and addressing poverty and basic needs. 

South African economists should bear in mind that invest
ment in people (education, training, health, etc) is crucial for 
long-term economic and social development. The founding 
father of economics, Adam Smith, once remarked that "No 
society can surely be flourishing and happy, of which by far 
the greater part of numbers are poor and miserable." 
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However, it is crucial to strike the balance between pro
moting economic growth and human development. South 
Africa's expenditure on education is already some 6 per 
cent of GDP and 23 per cent of the budget, and continued 
increases may further weaken economic efficiency and 
hence growth. Here three remarks are apposite: one, there is 
little doubt that efficiency gains are possible after years of 
apartheid and multiplication of education and other struc
tures -- although this may not improve the situation dra
matically; two, a reallocation of resources between and 
within budget votes seems the best way of effecting 
changes that would not undercut efficiency, a process that 
has arguably already commenced; and three, it matters very 
much what kind of human development is invested in. It 
would seem prudent to promote select centres of excel
lence, and to address the central problems, namely, primary 
and secondary education, vocational training, informal and 
non-formal education, primary health care, low cost hous
ing, basic infrastructures, etc. 

South Africa is, according to the classification of the 
World Bank and the United Nations Programme, respec
tively, a middle income developing and medium human 
development country. Despite its fairly developed modern 
sector, huge development problems prevail within the coun
try's borders -- problems that are similar to those of the rest 
of Africa. Moreover, the "First" and the "Third Worlds" in 
South Africa have become increasingly interwoven, espe
cially through the process of rapid urbanization. 

It would therefore not be appropriate to adopt two sets of 
economic reform programmes as though the two sectors are 
entirely divorced from each other, or to focus mainly on the 
developed sector and to tack the developing sector on as an 
afterthought or as something that is "also of importance". 

It is in the latter respect that the "Normative Economic 
Model" falls short of coming to grips with South African 
conditions. The framework still seems to lack integration 
("structural adjustment of the developed market economy 
and a reconstruction of the socioeconomic framework") and 
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-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Comment 

the objectives remain too firmly couched in the jargon of the 
"growth school", while it emphasizes financial and economic 
considerations. Although economists would agree to the 
objective of a more efficient market economy and one that is 
also "more equitable in its distribution functions", we should 
heed the lessons learnt by Africa and the developing world 
with regard to structural adjustment, as we report elsewhere 
in this edition. 

The experience with structural adjustment programmes 
has shown that it is very important to analyse the prevailing 
conditions of the country earmarked for adjustment, cor
rectly. In this regard there can be little doubt that the main 
objective should be to improve the efficiency of the econo
my and to stimulate economic growth. However, structural 
adjustment programmes have produced only limited long
term economic growth. This is due partly to the failure of 
structural adjustment programmes themselves and partly to 
the capacity problems in developing countries and the time 
lags involved for the private sector to adjust to the new eco
nomic realities being created by the adjustment pro
grammes. Under these circumstances it is therefore not sur
prising that some World Bank analysts concede that fiscal 
and monetary retrenchment is still "indispensable", but that 
the state has an important role to play in investing in infra
structure, human capital and agricultural technology to gen
erate supply response. 

South African policy analysts should also note that struc
tural adjustment has had a pronounced effect on human 
development and poverty in sub-Saharan Africa and has 
subjected many millions of people to misery as a result of 
the cutbacks in social expenditure and retrenchments in the 
public sector and state-owned enterprises. In fact the effect 
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of these programmes on human development threaten to 
undermine the progress that has been made in this sector 
since the 1960s. Given the socioeconomic backlogs and im
balances in South Africa, the country can ill-afford adjust
ment that does not simultaneously bring about appropriate 
reforms of the social sector. 

Ever since the mid-1980s orthodox structural adjustm"ent 
programmes have been attacked by the "adjustment with a 
human face" and the "African alternative to structural ad
justment" schools of thought, who, respectively, plea for the 
reconciliation of growth and human development and the 
importance of taking the political, economic and social con
text into acc'ount. The World Bank has also come round to 

\ 
considering t~e effects of structural adjustment on poverty 
and human d~velopment and to including measures that 
could soften the impact of adjustment on the poor. 

\ 

Finally, it needs to be stated that South African should 
tailor their eco~omic and social reforms to fit local condi
tions. Our conditions are not identical with those in coun
tries under structural adjustment regimes in sub-Saharan 
Africa. However,\to move away from an economy focused 
primarily on the heeds of the relatively affluent minority 
(South Africa undkr apartheid) to one that focuses on the 
needs of the majoriw (mainly poor people) in postapartheid 
South Africa, requires nothing short of a transformation of 
policies Both structural adjustment and transformation are 
therefore needed. 

To reduce the risk of being prescribed to by outside pow
ers such as the World Bank/lMF, that have assumed an even 
bigger role in economic adjustment and stabilization in the 
new world order, South Africans would be well advised to 
get their act together on this score. 
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Envlfonrnent-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Agroforestry: An old system in 
modern guise 
Dr Denis Fair, a Fellow of the Africa Institute, reviews some recent literature 
on this comparatively new discipline which many hold out as one solution to 
increasing sub-Saharan Africa's agricultural productivity while protecting its 
natural environment. 

In two previous articles I in this journal on the rain forests of 
sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) it was mentioned that agroforestry 
was increasingly being seen as one promising strategy to off
set the loss by deforestation of the region's moist and dry 
tropical forests. The reason is that it is a permanent form of 
land-use in which trees are cultivated in association with 
agricultural crops and/or livestock. Some authors have said 
that agroforestry,' as a comparatively new discipline, has 
become something of a "buzz" word in international forestry 
development. 2 Harrison has enthusiastically welcomed it as 
the single most important approach "for the future of sustain
able development in Africa".3 The need now, he says, is for 
an agroforestry revolution to follow up the agricultural revo
lution. So strong has been the movement that the 
International Council for Research in Agroforestry (Icraf), 
established in 1977, reports that agroforestry projects are 
now underway in some hundred Third World countries. 

Icraf defines the discipline as a "collective name for land
use systems and technologies where woody perennials (trees 
and shrubs) are deliberately used on the same land-manage
ment units as agricultural crops and/or animals, in some form 
of spatial arrangement of temporal sequence".4 In short, 
agroforestry is the active management of trees within the 
farming environment. Its appeal lies in its being an ecologi
cally sustainable approach to agricultural development by 
protecting the environment and increasing agricultural pro
ductivity at the same time. It is a viable method for meeting 
the crop, woodfuel and other related requirements of devel
oping countries while conserving the soil as well. 

Social forestry 

It is in Africa, says Raintree, that the need for agroforestry is 
the most pressing.5 The growing awareness of the magnitude 
of the emerging food crisis makes agroforestry "one of the 
few bright spots" in the search for more compatible technolo-
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gies that will make existing land resources more productive 
for longer periods of time. It was the food crisis and rural 
land degradation that saw a major shift in the mid-1970s in 
attitudes and resource allocations by governments and donor 
countries to forestry and rural tree-growing, ie, away from 
large-scale, industrial-commercial plantations and natural 
forest management to a concern for a people-centred small
holder social forestry, including farm and community 
forestry, now generally accepted as agroforestry. 6 

The essence of social forestry, originally, was to bring the 
forest to the doorstep of the villagers, by encouraging the 
planting of fuel, fodder and fruit trees by individuals on their 
private land (farm forestry) or by communities on public or 
communal land (community forestry).7 The focus of social 
forestry subsequently widened to make trees an integral part 
of the farming system as a whole so that during the 1980s 
"agroforestry came of age".8 These developments have made 
foresters, agriculturalists and social scientists "talk seriously 
with one another" at the forestry/agriculture interface. Narrow 
sectoral boundaries can now be transcended that for too long 
impeded the design of their separate projects.9 

From traditional to modern 

Traditionally, as Edje explains, farmers in the tropics and 
sub-tropics were of necessity organic farmers. 1O They used 
no chemical fertilizers and no pesticides. Instead, they 
employed a system of bush fallow or shifting cultivation. 
When land was cleared for agriculture certain trees were left 
to grow among the crops and this practice of dispersed inter
cropping is still employed in many parts of SSA. It was a sta
ble agro-ecological system in which plants, animals and 
human beings lived in harmony and from which a variety 
of products were obtained. Agronomists, soil scientists, 
horticulturists, livestock management experts and ecologists 
were led to the study of these age-old land-use practices and 
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-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Envffonrnent 

their inherent advantages for sustaining yields, conserving 
the soil and providing multiple outputs. II The chitimene sys
tem of shifting cultivation in Zambia is a good example of 
how agroforestry research has been guided by indigenous 
technical knowledge. 12 Thus, as Hosier indicates, agro
forestry did not originate with analysts, planners and aca
demics, since small-scale farmers in the developing world 
had been using a wide range of agroforestry practices for 
countless years in their traditional land-use systems. 13 The 
practice today is thus an old system but a new technical field, 
an updating, among other things of the advantages of shifting 
cultivation made necessary now by the socioeconomic envi
ronment of rising population numbers and increasing food 
and export needs. 14 Okigbo agrees that agroforestry promises 
to be a vital component of those sustainable agricultural pro
duction systems that are now so necessary to tackle SSA's 
current food, environmental and economic problems. ls 

Justification for an agroforestry approach to land-use 
management, especially in the tropics, is the evidence de
rived from research that trees and other vegetation improve 
the soil beneath them. 16 Leguminous trees and shrubs, espe
cially, playa significant role in maintaining soil fertility 
since they are able to fix atmospheric nitrogen and con
tribute nitrogen by leaf and litter fall and root-turnover. In 
addition, trees act as "nutrient pumps". Their root systems 
are deeper than non-woody plants and this enables them to 
bring to the surface nutrients which have been leached by 
rains to layers beyond the reach of other plants. The process 
is termed "nutrient cycling". These perennial shrubs also 
yield fodder in the form of protein-rich browse for animals 
and fuelwood in less time than trees. 

It is important, though, that trees interact with other com
ponents to beneficial, not detrimental, effect since there can 
be adverse effects if trees are allowed to compete with crops 
for soil nutrients and moisture. The effects are beneficial 
when both components can exploit available resources more 
effectively when grown together than when grown in mono
cultural situations. 

Major agroforestry systems 

Leach and Mearns state that the term "agroforestry" is 
sometimes defined so broadly that it includes too much to 
be analytically meaningful. "It is a plethora of rural tree 
growing options, encompassing a multitude of species, 
tree/crop configurations and management practices - all in a 
great diversity of human and ecological settings.,,17 A mea
sure of this complexity emerges in the 40 or so agroforestry 
projects that they and others describe as examples of pro
gress being made in this field in SSA. Some of them are 
referred to in this article. 

Helpful in working through this complexity is an initial 
classification of agroforestry systems according to their struc
ture, function and ecological environment. 18 Structure con
cerns the composition of the components. There are three 
main types of system - agrisilvicultural, an example of which 
is alley cropping where crops are grown between rows of 
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nitrogen-fixing trees and shrubs; silvopastoral, eg, livestock 
farming under savanna trees; and agrosilvopastoral, found, 
for example, in gardens comprising a combination of various 
crops, trees and animals around homesteads. Function deter
mines whether the system plays a productive role in providing 
food, fodder, fuel wood, etc and/or a protective or service role 
in promoting soil and moisture conservation and soil enrich
ment or providing shade, windbreaks and living fences for 
crops, animals and people. Both roles complement one 
another, thus revealing the multipurpose nature of trees, 
which agroforestry emphasizes as distinct from forestry 
where trees are perceived as monopurpose plants. 

Nair states that it is the ecological potential of an area that 
is the "prime factor" in determining the distribution and 
extent of adoption of specific agroforestry systems. He re
cognizes four main ecological regions in tropical Africa - the 
upland plateau of southern Africa, the highlands of east and 
central Africa, the humid lowlands of central and west Africa 
and the semi-arid Sudano-Sahelian zone. Between and within 
these regions' physical and ecological conditions are 
"immensely diverse".19 Each still requires much research to 
determine which types and mix of food and tree crops and 
animals best suits these macro and micro environments and, 
at the same time, the widely varying demands of farmers for 
food, fruit, fodder, fuel, timber, posts and poles. 

Socio-economic factors 
Understanding local cultural and socioeconomic conditions 
is essential to the success of agroforestry projects. It is nec
essary to know, for instance, how severe the pressure of 
population on available land is; what the situation regarding 
labour and other factors of production is; how accessible 
markets are and whether the introduction of tree planting 
will suit existing production methods? Complex issues sur
round the cultural values of the local population, their land 
tenure systems, traditions concerning access, including 
women's rights, to land and trees, and people's general 
needs and priorities.2o In short, how best can the transfer
ence of agroforestry technologies be adapted to the social 
contexts within which the farmers live? Above all, agro
forestry programmes must be economically attractive to 
farmers if they are to be successful.21 

Leach and Mearns give some excellent examples of 
farmer-led initiatives in Kenya in which rural communities 
have themselves taken collective action to arrest environ
mental degradation and improve natural resource manage
ment. But where local people depend on support from out
side they must, on the other hand, be encouraged to use their 
own knowledge and skills while, on the other, the agro
forester himself or herself must exercise humility and 
patience to learn and to adopt a long-term approach. This is 
an essential ingredient for success.22 

Some agroforestry practices 
Agroforestry is still a young discipline and research into its 
potentialities is still inadequate. Valuable work is being done 
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Envifonment------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

by Icraf. Its projects include developing diagnosis and design 
(D and D) and rapid appraisal techniques.23 The first depends 
on feedback from "Leaming by doing" and on both on-station 
research and,ideally, on-farm trials. Adaptations of D and D 
are being implemented by participating countries in Icraf's 
Agroforestry Research Network for Africa (Afrena). Nair 
describes some 25 agroforestry systems in different parts of the 
developing world, while more are mentioned by other authors. 

A number of research projects underway in the tropics con
centrate largely on alley cropping and plantation crop combi
nations (eg oil palm, rubber, cocoa, tea and coffee) in the 
humid areas. The principle of intercropping is often seen as 
being the "very heart" of agroforestry, and alley cropping as 
one of its more extreme forms.24 The International Institute for 
Tropical Agriculture (UTA) in Ibadan, Nigeria has the longest 
record of alley cropping research, beginning in 1976. It built 
upon the experience of farmers in eastern Nigeria who, in the 
face of rising population densities, were forced into intensive 
techniques which integrated trees into their arable farming.25 

At UTA hedgerows of quick-growing woody species such 
as Leucaena leucocephala, a native of Mexico, are placed four 
metres apart and in the alleys are planted rotations of food 
crops such as maize, cassava and yams.26 The leguminous 
Leucaena maintains soil fertility through nutrient cycling 
and nitrogen fixation, thus reducing the amount of fertilizer 
needed. Moreover, being quick-growing, it is periodically 
pruned to produce nutrient-rich mulch which has a favourable 
effect on the physical and chemical properties of the soil and 
thus on crop yields. It and other suitable species also provide a 
supply of fuel wood, charcoal and stakes for venae crops such 
as cowpeas as well as browse for livestock, if required. 

Opinions on the potential of alley cropping vary. Harrison 
states that it is well suited to Africa's social and economic 
setting. It costs little to establish and its management can be 
mastered by farmers with very little instruction.27 Kerkhof, 
however, claims that alley cropping as developed by the 
lIT A has not proved popular with farmers. Leucaena is not 
the "miracle tree" that many had considered it to be and the 
system makes heavy demands on labour and management. 
Rather, he says, dispersed forms of intercropping seem con
siderably more attractive to farmers.28 Leach and Mearns 
believe that alley cropping may have promise for a wider 
ecological range. To them it appears to be not only techni
cally possible in semi-arid areas but it is even working well 
in such a zone at the Machakos research station in Kenya, 
run by Icraf.29 Nair's conclusion is that research thus far cer
tainly indicates that alley cropping offers considerable poten
tial in the humid tropics since the ecological conditions 
favour the production of decomposing mulch, which is a 
basic feature of the system. But in the semi-arid tropics un
favourable to the production of sufficient quantities of mulch 
there is no perceptible advantage in using the practice.3D 

Dry region practices 

Agroforestry systems in the arid and semi-arid regions of 
Africa, notably the Sudano-Sahelian zone, take on various 
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forms. Silvopastoral systems are directed at the region's 
major source of livelihood, pastoralism, while tree growing 
on croplands is based on multipurpose trees. Climatic condi
tions also necessitate the use of trees for windbreaks and 
shelterbelts. A good example is the association of another 
"miracle tree", Acacia albida, with dryland crops and live
stock in the semi-arid Sahel of West Africa. It is the fastest 
growing of savanna trees, is relatively drought resistant, 
provides palatable seed pods for fodder, its leaves are ed
ible, its wood is hard, its bark contains tannin for curing 
hides and, by nutrient recycling and retaining water under 
its canopy, it increases crop yields. In these drier regions, 
however, where trees can take 15 years or more to establish, 
farmers, looking at short-term results, require considerable 
outside help and encouragement to adopt such practices.3l 

Nevertheless, one of SSA's success stories in the semi
arid regions is the Majjia valley project in Niger. Fourteen 
years of tree-planting has provided protective windbreaks to 
farmers and their fields. Rows of neem trees, offering browse 
for livestock among other things, combined with thorny 
Acacia nilotica reduce wind speed, cut down the loss of soil 
moisture and damage to plants, thus increasing crop yields.32 

The neem (Azadirchta indica) is a "wonder plant".33 It grows 
well in poor soil, is hardy, it can withstand repeated trim
mings, it possesses internal chemical defences against a 
number of insect pests and has useful medicinal qualities. 
The 1988-1993 phase of the Majjia project has extended 
tree-planting to intercropping with Acacia albida, planting 
hedges round irrigated plots, creating woodlots, and strength
ening training and extension services. 

Lessons of experience 

Lessons learned from the many projects described by ana
lysts are widespread and mixed. Kerkhof indicates that the 
future of agroforestry depends on developing techniques and 
approaches which are robust and well proven. Most people 
are aware of the benefits of trees but their attitude to growing 
them can vary.34 For example, leguminous shrubs are given a 
high priority for ecological reasons in a project in Rwanda 
but planting trees for timber has proved much more popular 
with local farmers. Cook and Grut concur that success will 
follow if farmers perceive that benefits will accrue to them in 
the short-term if there are significant opportunities for off
farm income through, say, the sale of wood products such as 
poles, fuelwood and charcoal, and if systems proposed are 
congruent with local culture.35 Particularly in dryland farm
ing areas, because growing trees is difficult, people are cau
tious about investing time and effort in doing so. 

Where agroforestry techniques have been aimed at boosting 
crop production, results have generally been promising but the 
emerging message, states Kerkhof, is one of caution. Trees 
take up land which might be used for growing crops and they 
can compete with crops for light and soil nutrients.36 In
creasing soil fertility, for example, may be easier and cheaper 
by planting beans, grass and clover rather than leguminous 
trees.37 Nor are there any truly standard technical packages 

Africa Insight, vol 23, no 2, 1993 

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
)



-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Envffonrnent 

which are universally applicable. Each has to be tested under 
specific conditions. There is no guarantee that techniques so 
developed can be replicated in even similar physical conditions 
elsewhere since there are no standard farmers.38 

Muir and Casey raise the question of institutional suitabili
ty.39 Agroforestry does not have a high success rate in Africa, 
they say. One reason is that neither state forestry nor agricul
tural organizations by 'themselves are adequate for the task, 
often resulting in projects being virtually strangled from the 
beginning. For example, a team comprising an agronomist, a 
livestock specialist, an economist, a sociologist and an agro
forester has now been appointed to combat the problem of 
overgrazing and desertification around deep wells in northern 
Senegal where previously foresters by themselves had 
failed. 4o Whatever agency is involved - some say that non
governmental organizations (NGOs) might be more success
ful than state departments - agroforestry projects by their 
very nature take time to develop and are slow to produce 
results. A committal of at least eight years is essential if pro
jects are to be given a realistic chance of success.41 Cook and 
Grut, in examining ways in which governments can be 
assisted in implementing agroforestry projects, underline the 
need for a high level of local participation and a strong politi
cal commitment to long-term solutions.41 Early attempts, for 
example to promote tree growing among the fiercely indepen
dent herdsmen of the Turkana region of northern Kenya, 
showed little success until the project emphasis was shifted to 
participatory management of the natural vegetation.43 

Kerkhof's conclusion is that many of the projects he 
investigated have made substantial progress and are heading 
in a useful and positive direction; that the potential for agro
forestry has been demonstrated but also the difficulties in 
putting it into practice; that there can be no instant results; 
and that implementation must be sensitive to the needs and 
priorities of the people.44 Nair comes to much the same con
clusion in showing that awareness of agroforestry as a poten
tially useful land-use approach in the tropics has grown so 
dramatically in the past 10 to 15 years that there are now 
very few land-use related development projects that do not 
contain a significant agroforestry component. However, he 
adds, the successful implementation of many of these pro
jects is hampered by weakness in agroforestry research.45 

Most important, though, is that the value of agroforestry in 
terms of sustainability, ie, the maintenance of production 
over the time without degradation of the natural base on 
which that production is dependent, has been almost univer
sally accepted. What has not yet emerged, it seems, is for 
agroforestry (social forestry) to become a mass movement.46 
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Notes on high growth 
performance: The experience of 
dynamic developing economies 
A summary of a report presented to the Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD/ by Dr Louis Emmerij, advisor to the President of the 
Inter-American Development Bank, Washington DC. 

The objectives of this contribution on high growth perfonnance 
experiences of dynamic developing countries are threefold: 

First, to identify the "secrets" of the high and sustained 
growth of certain developing countries, particularly in East 
and South-east Asia, but not excluding other regions. What 
explains the difference between the model followed by those 
countries, and that of most other countries in the develop
ing world? The focus distilling succinctly the policy gist 
from the vast body of literature on this subject. What has 
made the difference? Where do we find room for policies and 
where not? 

Secondly; to look at the historical experience of Europe 
and thereby identify the secrets of European growth. 

And, thirdly, on the basis of the above, ie the 30 years' 
experience of East and South-east Asia and the centuries' 
old experience of Europe, to see whether these experiences 
could be transferred to those countries that have not yet 
achieved high and sustained rates of economic growth. 

The approach followed here is neither theoretical nor ana
lytical. The analytical and theoretical machine is stopped in 
order to look at the actual prescriptions. What can we now 
distil from practical experience and prescribe to the countries 
drifting away from the mainstream of the world economy? 
How can they get themselves back on the fast track? In other 
words, how can we change the present situation by using the 
lessons of those countries which have succeeded in sustain
ing high rates of economic growth? In this connection we 
already have the first steps towards an answer. China's eco
nomic growth was 10 per cent a year between 1978 and 
1988, Brazil grew speedily during the 1970s, and Botswana 
has also grown very fast. But in the first two cases this 
growth has not been sustained. So what made these countries 
apparently "take off' only to fall back again? 

68 

"Transfer" may not be the right expression to use. 
Indeed, there are many "feeder-roads" that can lead to the 
"high road" of high growth and a uniform model is not 
looked for. For me personally, the generalization of high 
growth rates is crucial if we want to achieve a one-world 
economy and a one-world polity. The trend today is rather 
the contrary; it is that certain parts of the world, particularly 
but not only in Africa, are being delinked. We are thus 
presently not moving towards a one-world economy but a 
two, three or four-world economy. 

However, many positive changes are being implemented 
in economic and financial policies, in governance in Latin 
America, and also in Africa. It is therefore opportune to 
give these positive trends, in the South and the East, a push 
in the right direction. 

Of course if all the countries in the South and in the East 
were to be successful in getting onto the "high road" of eco
nomic growth, the OECD countries would have to change 
and adapt accordingly. It is important to unravel theconse
quences of international governance for the countries in the 
South and East to join and stay on the "high road". Inter
national governance is largely in the hands of the G-7 coun
tries whose national actions have extremely important inter
national consequences. 

This article sets out, in the first instance, to isolate the 
"Ten Commandments" - distilled on a priori grounds and 
derived from what can actually be observed on the ground. 
From this, ten policy secrets are being extracted from the 
East and South-east Asian experience, without forgetting, 
however, the successful Latin American cases. Secondly, the 
European experience is considered, and only in the final 
instance are the two sets of experiences compared with the 
"Ten Commandments". 

Africa Insight, vol 23, no 2,1993 
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----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Econom~s 

To see clearly where this is leading, it is useful to refer to 
Table 1: The secrets of successful development. 

In the first column, ten secrets from East and South-east 
Asia are listed. In the second column we find the European 
secrets, drawn up from historical experience, and matched 
up, where possible, with the first column. In the third col
umn are the "Ten Commandments". This table forms the 
basis of this discussion. 

Secret no I (in the first column) concerns the role of the 
state and its importance in governing the market as it were, ie 
in getting the machine moving and keeping it on track. The 
role of leadership in this connection is a major issue, also in 
the private sector. The elite of a particular country is very 
important here. Ruling elites may have to be replaced in many 
cases, but not in all, with younger, more pragmatic, more 
dynamic ones that have learned the lessons from the past. 

That is also a lesson from Europe (second column). It 
comes out clearly there that we should not have just any 
state - beware of big states; small states may be better; com
petition between states is useful. 

And under the "Ten Commandments" (the third column) 
the same point can be noted: small but powerful states are 
preferable. Throw out the ballast, and go back to basics, 
including common sense in the management of the economy. 

So the first secret is equivalent to the practical experience 
of East and South-east Asia and Europe and of the "Ten 
Commandments" . 

The second secret (in column one) is that for high growth 
to take place, for a country to get on the "high road" of 
development, there must be in its society a sense of political 
and economic urgency. That did not emerge in the European 
case, but it did from the "Ten Commandments" (third col
umn) - there must be a will to move ahead. 

The third secret is that for a country to move ahead there 
must be a feeling of belonging, a feeling of the group, of 
solidarity. Civil wars, for example, as are now seen in cer
tain parts of Europe, and as have been seen and are continu
ing to be seen in Africa, are the death of economic growth 
and development. There must be co-operation between 
labour and management; there must be the capacity to reach 
agreement. The "Ten Commandments" also have a refer
ence to this: consensus is necessary in all domains, includ
ing ones such as wages and salaries. 

The fourth secret is that for a country to move onto the 
"high road" of development, it must not take its comparative 
advantage in terms of factor endowments as given. It must 
set out to create its own competitive advantages through pri
ority being given to technology and science in order to carve 
out a place for its exports, and thus connect up to the global 
markets. Human resources, education and training are of the 
essence in this connection. This was borne out also in the 
European experience where technological progress has been 
essential. Intellectual property rights and patent systems are 
therefore important. The engine of growth is the entre
preneur, and countries must create an incentive system to 
simplify his or her work and thus make him or her more pro
ductive. The "Ten Commandments" column has also some-
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thing on this: manufacturers' exports are vital, and for that 
to come about, everything under columns one and two must 
be undertaken, plus the integration of the educated into the 
economic circuits. 

The fifth secret is that there must be a balanced growth 
between agriculture, manufacturing and services. On the 
bottom rungs of the economic development ladder, agricul
ture must surely come first, but also must become integrated 
into a country's development strategy. 

The sixth secret is very simple - avoid corruption, or at 
least the excesses of corruption. And for that a free press is 
of the essence, a point which is borne out by the European 
experience. There must be an ethic to promote efficiency; 
honesty is good for business, as paradoxical as that may 
seem when reading today's press. 

The seventh secret is that if a country wants to move 
ahead, it must get its initial conditions right - ie what has 
been called the "Washington Consensus", which is all 
about initial conditions, but less about technology and how 
to actually move ahead. In the second column (the Euro
pean experience), an open society is judged very important 
as an initial condition: the case of Holland's history (and 
one could add, still today) was mentioned. The role of 
migrants may have a positive rather than a negative impact. 
The question of free trade in the Washington Consensus as 
an initial condition may be overplayed in today's discus
sion - all this comes from the European historical experi
ence, but at least free trade counters possible manipulations 
of the state. And in the third column ("Ten Command
ments") is the equivalent: get prices right, boost savings 
and domestic investments. 

The eighth secret is that if a country wants to move 
ahead, it should not move from one extreme to the other, 
policy-wise. Extreme ideologies are neither required nor 
desirable. We are in the presence of extremes on a contin
uum (export promotion versus import substitution, state ver
sus market, growth versus income distribution), and each 
country must decide where it should situate itself at a given 
point in time on this continuum and, even more importantly, 
get its timing right for the move on the continuum towards 
one direction or the other, without going too far. Extremes 
may be more spectacular, but they are much less effective. 

The ninth secret, a very difficult and subtle one, is the 
question of political democracy, economic democracy in the 
sense of participatory decision-making processes, and eco
nomic efficiency. Political democracy, political freedom 
and economic efficiency, economic growth and develop
ment are very much favoured today; but the relationship 
between the two is difficult for some. Others find it easier. 
Many voices are heard today which say "yes, there is a sim
ple and unidirectional relationship between political demo
cracy and economic efficiency". In other words, these are 
the people who maintain that political democracy is a pre
requisite for economic growth and development. And, of 
course, empirical experience shows that the reverse has 
been equally true, where the causal relationship was not 
from political democracy to economic efficiency, but from 
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Table 1: The secrets of successful development 

East & South-east Asia Europe "Ten Commandments" 

I Which elite? Destruction of old elite, but Not any State; beware of big States; small Small, but powerful State; throwaway the 
not in Thailand. Role of State to govern States are better, competition between States. ballast. Common sense in the management of 
markets get machine moving. Role of the economy. 
leadership (Korea) ~ also private sector. 
Go back to basics. 

2 Sense of political and economic urgency. There must be the will to move ahead. 

3 There must be a feeling of belonging, of Consensus necessary; even if salaries gel 
the group, of solidarity (civil wars!); co- squeezed during early stages. 
operation between labour and manage-
ment; capacity to reach agreement. 

4 Creation of competitive advantage Technological progress: intellectual property Manufactures exports of the essence. 
through technology and science for rights; patent systems. Engine of growth is Integrate the educated into the economic 
export purposes ~ global makets. entrepreneur ~ incentives system. circuits. 
Human resources ~ Beyond $1000 per 
capita, you need big boost. 

5 Balanced growth as between agriculture, 
manufacturing and services. Agriculture 
first, but get it integrated in development 
strategy. 

6 A void corruption - at least excesses. Ethics to promote efficiency. Honesty is good 
Role of free press. for business. 

7 Get your initial conditions right - Be an open society (Holland!) ~ role of Free prices (get prices right). 
Washington Consensus ~ macro- migrants. Free trade is overdone, but counters Boost savings and domestic investment. 
economic stability, get prices right, etc. manipulation of State. 

8 Do not move from one extreme to the 
other; no extreme ideologies; continuum: 
where? and when to shift? 

9 Political democracy - economic demo- Control the controllers is the essence; in the 
cracy - economic efficiency; the subtle end democracies are the stronger systems ~ 
balance ~ Political stability/public sustainability. 
accountibility/rationality. 

10 Foreign aid and trade: access to markets: Trade must be secure in space (international Legal framework; investment code. 
international governance. economic rules) and in time (property rights). Opening of OECD markets to LDC exports. 

economic efficiency to political democracy. So there is a 
very subtle relationship here where culturelhabits are impor
tant: one can be against something ex ante but can admire it 
ex post if it works. 

However, and still on the ninth secret, there is general 
agreement that in the end and in the long run, for economic 
efficiency to be sustainable, political democracy, freedom 
and incentives are absolutely necessary. Once the machine is 
moving, and in order to sustain it, that need is evident as, I 
think, the Eastern European experience illustrates. It is also 
agreed that political stability, public rationality, and account
ability are of the essence. The equivalent of this in the Euro
pean experience is the lesson that it is important to control 
the controllers and democracies are indeed the strongest 
systems for sustainability. 

The final and tenth secret lies in the global markets. A 
country that has shifted its national governance - in terms of 
political will, political democracy and economic efficiency -
in the direction of the above nine secrets has all its initial 
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conditions right. But if the external environment is hostile, if 
the rest of the world does not want one to be successful, it 
can be very difficult. In other words, national good gover
nance must be matched by good international governance: 
access to markets in the OECD countries, changes in agricul
tural policies in the OECD countries, changes in the 
Multifibre Agreement and the debt negotiations must all be 
brought about. No hand-outs (development assistance); 
instead there must be a matching at the international level of 
what we ask at the national level. In other words, the OECD 
countries must practice at home what they preach abroad. 
This was corroborated by the European experience (second 
column) where it was learned that trade must secure in space 
(international economic rules) and in time (property rights); 
and also confirmed in the "Ten Commandments" (third col
umn) was that a legal framework is necessary, investment 
codes are important, and the opening up of OECD markets to 
exports from the East and the South are essential. 

These then are the ten policy secrets distilled from the 
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empirical evidence coming out of the East Asian and 
European experiences, and which I have compared with the 
"Ten Commandments". The empirical evidence (my first 
column) is more complete than either the European experi
ence or the "Ten Commandments". 

A final point is the question of transfer. What can be said 
on the transfer of these East Asian and European experi
ences, particularly to Africa and, to a lesser extent, to Latin 
America which is already on its way? There is nothing in 
these policy secrets that is so specific to East Asia or to 
Europe that they cannot be transferred to other regions. 
Nothing in Africa or Latin America implies that this pre
scription is non-transferable. This is an important conclu
sion because it has been maintained by some that East and 
South-east Asia are so specific as to make the transfer. of 
their experiences impossible. Thus, it can all be transferred, 
but in order for other regions to receive it, there must be a 
build-up of capacity. 

Capacity-building is of the essence; one cannot just start 
from scratch. The point of entry on the road to increased and 
sustained economic growth is capacity-building, including 
in the domains of management and leadership. 

In conclusion, I must say that the paragraphs above do 
not reflect everything that could be said on the topic. Many 
more points of importance could be raised. Politics and eco
nomics will never be a scientific game, and there is thus the 
element of chance which leadership in enterprises and in 
the public sector must seize upon. There is the question of 
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population growth. There is the fact that security markets 
are also an important ingredient. 

And then, of course, Europe took centuries to develop and 
gather the experience it now has. That may not be acceptable 
nor indeed possible for the countries in the South. They are 
obliged to move faster, and this creates an additional con
straint on them which must lead to the important discussion 
about redistribution of the fruits of economic growth. In that 
sense, Taiwan and Korea are very interesting because they 
did most of the redistribution before growth. It is much easier 
to do the redistribution of land, for instance, before growth 
begins, because, once started, institutions take on a rigidity 
which subsequently makes everything more difficult. 

Finally, it is interesting, particularly in the Latin American 
debate, to observe that, indeed, ideologies no longer count. 
The ideologies of the South are dead, but they are still very 
much alive in the OECD countries! As Albert Hirschman 
once said at a meeting of the OECD Development Centre, "Is 
it not interesting to observe that Latin Americans are now 
much more pragmatic, much more matter-of-fact, much more 
middle-of-the-road, and that the real ideologies are to be 
found in the North". 

Reference 
Summary of an OECD Report on the same subject. The Organi
zation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) com
prises the 12 European Community countries and 12 other countries, 
including Australia, Canada, Japan and the United States. 
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Structural Adjustment 
Programmes in Africa: Lessons 
from Ghana and Nigeria 
S N-A Mensah of the Department of Economics, University of Swaziland, examines 
the implementation of Structural Adjustment Programmes in Africa and issues a 
word of warning. 

The economic development efforts of most Third World 
countries, like those of Ghana and Nigeria, seem to have 
gone through three phases, starting with the colonial era. 
During the first phase, these Third World countries were 
colonies of Western powers, which ran a mixed, but pre
dominantly market-oriented economy. The level of eco
nomic activity and the rate of economic development were 
therefore determined mainly by market forces. 

Political independence ushered in the second phase, 
which continued with the mixed-economy system but with 
more emphasis on Keynesian-type macroeconomic planning 
from the centre and direct participation of government in 
production and distribution. Therefore, with economic 
power in the hands of the state, a conscious effort was made 
to transform the economy along what was considered to be 
"desired lines". 

The third phase, which seems to have evolved more from 
outside than from within, seeks to abolish planning from the 
centre and direct participation of government in economic 
activities and to promote the role of market forces in shap
ing the future of these economies. This is the phase during 
which the IMF/World Bank economic recovery packages, 
known as the Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAP) are 
introduced. Unfortunately the SAPs have not been revitaliz
ing the economies of these countries. Thus, despite the 
accolades from Third World governments and the IMF, the 
people of the Third world now generally feel that SAPs are 
doing more harm than good. 

This article shows why SAPs were recommended to Ghana 
and Nigeria; discusses the philosophy underpinning the rec
ommendation; and examines how SAPs have been imple
mented. It also looks at what happened in these countries after 
SAPs were implemented and draws lessons for countries that 
have not yet been formally given the SAP treatment. 
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Why SAPs are being recommended? 

SAPs are being implemented because they are supposed to 
be the panacea for balance of payments problems, budget 
deficits, inflation, unemployment, external debt and various 
other distortions in the domestic economy. For most devel
oping countries these problems were either unknown at the 
time of political independence or, at worst, existed only as 
minor ailments. Why have these problems escalated so dras
tically in the developing countries in recent years? The 
administration of the Ghanaian and Nigerian economies 
after independence provides useful insights in this respect. 

The Ghanaian case 

As an independent country, Ghana had a fairly good start -
especially in comparison with other countries on the conti
nent. The average income of about US $200 in the late 
1950s was one of the highest in black Africa. There were a 
substantial number of import substitution industries in oper
ation and the financial system was well established and 
expanding. The struggle for independence had increased 
political awareness, and this was speeding up the process of 
modernization. Though dualistic, the economy was essen
tially rural with the agricultural sector contributing more 
than half of the GDP and employing more than three-quar
ters of the labour force. The economy was open and cocoa, 
the main export crop, provided about 60 per cent of total 
foreign exchange earnings; imports consisted mainly of cap
ital goods and many kinds of consumer goods. 1 

After political independence, the government felt com
pelled to produce the miracles it had promised. This was 
how Nkrumah himself put it: "We cannot tell our peoples 
that material benefits and growth and modem progress are 
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not for them. If we do, they will throw us out and seek other 
leaders who promise more. And they will abandon us, too, if 
we do not in a resonable measure respond to their hopes."2 
What Nkrumah desired was the rapid development pre
scribed by the Soviet model. However, achieving it pre
sented a number of problems. On the one hand he appealed 
for aid and invited foreign private investment; but on the 
other he inveighed against neo-colonial foreign domination, 
starved the private sector of imported raw materials, spare 
parts and equipment, and used exchange controls to prevent 
the repatriation of after-tax profits. 3 Meanwhile the state 
was participating in all aspects of economic activity: pro
duction, distribution, construction, banking, insurance, etc. 

Within nine years of political independence, many import 
substitution industries and trading companies had collapsed. 
Shortages of all essential consumer items were common. All 
prices rose, but wages failed to keep up; unemployment 
grew; and the balance of payments deficit and government 
budget deficit increased. The result was that the coup of 
February 1966 was welcomed by most Ghanaians. 

The main objectives of the National Liberation Council 
(NLC) government was to restore the economy and then 
hand over to an elected civilian government. The IMF advi
sory team recommended a strategy of deflationary fiscal and 
monetary policies. Public sector expenditure was reduced 
to improve both the balance of payments and the budget 
deficit. Private enterprise was encouraged and import 
licences for raw materials and spare parts were provided. 
Moves were also made toward trade liberation. It is interest
ing that these policies were not much different from the 
SAP package that was to be implemented in the 1980s. 

The economy was far from healthy when the NLC 
handed over to the newly elected Busia administration in 
October 1969. Nevertheless the government recognized this 
and sought to address the problems of growth, unemploy
ment and inequity between rural and urban areas. It substan
tially raised domestic investments and saving rates, pro
moted exports and tried to attract more external assistance, 
accelerated the Ghanaianization of the economy, placed 
special emphasis on rural development and liberalized 
imports. The resultant high public expenditure on agricul
tural and other rural development programmes and the large 
import boom brought excessive pressure to bear on the bal
ance of payments. When cocoa export earnings declined by 
28 per cent in 1971, the government reacted be devaluing 
the cedi by 90 per cent in local currency terms (44 per cent 
in dollar terms). This adjustment factor was the main excuse 
for the coup of January 1972, which brought the National 
Redemption Council (NRC) to power. 

The NRC partially revalued the currency (reducing the 
devaluation from 44 to 29 per cent in dollar terms), but im
posed price controls and restricted imports. The government 
also unilaterally repudiated some of Ghana's foreign debts 
that they suspected of being tainted with corruption. The 
"Operation Feed Yourself' campaign was launched to boost 
domestic agricultural production. These measures improved 
the balance of payments position and the net external re-
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serves rose from C18,7 million at the end of 1971 to C142,4 
million at the end of 1972 and then to C235,1 million at the 
end of 1973.4 

The government, however, soon lost control over the 
economy: by the end of 1974 external reserves had dropped 
to C26,1 million, the price control system was breaking 
down and prices were rising sharply. Corruption became 
commonplace as army officers blatantly amassed wealth. A 
reorganization of the NRC into the Supreme Military Coun
cil (SMC) did not improve matters; nor did the palace coup, 
led by General Akuffo, which brought into office the SMC 
II. III feeling toward the higher ranks in the army grew to 
such an extent that the junior officers and the other ranks 
undertook a house-cleaning exercise, which unseated the 
SMC II on 4 June 1979. Fit Lt J J Rawlings emerged as the 
Chairman of the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council 
(AFRC). 

The AFRC re-introduced price controls and initially had 
everything in the shops sold out at reduced prices; the 
money supply was reduced considerably to control inflation; 
and punishment was swiftly meted out to those judged to 
have misruled, misdirected or in any way sabotaged the 
economy. By the end of four months the AFRC considered 
its work to have been done and thus handed over power to 
an elected government - the People's National Party (PNP) 
government of Hilla Limann - on 24 September 1979. 

By that time the economy was battered and abused: the 
till was empty, the shelves were empty, the transportation 
system existed only in name, and, more alarmingly, both 
skilled and unskilled Ghanaians were leaving the country in 
droves.5 In addition, the cocoa price was low; the rate of 
inflation was about 70 per cent and unemployment was high 
and rising. 

The government was under a great deal of pressure to 
spend money in order to create credibility: there was a need 
to increase the low wages and salaries (to motivate work
ers), to increase imports (to stock the empty shelves and the 
silent factories), to increase the producer price of cocoa and 
other commodities (to reduce smuggling), to strengthen the 
education system (to maintain standards), to service foreign 
debts (so that Ghana would remain credit-worthy), to pre
vent health services from collapsing, etc. The 1981 budget 
therefore had a record deficit of C4243 million. 

Parliament rejected this budget on the grounds that it 
lacked long-term purpose and did not address the fundamen
tal and urgent problems of the country. It became clear that 
only massive foreign assistance, which was not forthcom
ing, could save the country. In the confusion that ensued, 
the PNP government was toppled on 31 December 1981 and 
Fit Lt Rawlings returned to power as Chairman of the 
Provinsional National Defence Council (PNDC). 

When it became clear that the PNDC's initial strategy of 
committees (or "organs of the revolution") and slogans were 
not improving the state of the economy and that what was 
needed was massive foreign assistance, the government 
abandoned its initial "leftist" posture and moved closer to 
the IMF conditions, which it had earlier rejected, to the 
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relief of many Ghanaians.6 It should be noted that the gov
ernment's Programme for Reconstruction and Development, 
announced in December 1982, and later renamed Economic 
Recovery Programme, was, in fact, a Structural Adjustment 
Programme, for its agenda included "the restructuring of the 
basic institutions of the economy".7 

The Nigerian case 

But for minor local details, the general pattern of post-inde
pendence developments within the Nigerian economy prior 
to the civil war of 1966-1969 and the oil boom of the 1970s 
was not much different from that of Ghana. The civil war 
provided justification for increased defence spending, while 
the oil boom supplied a windfall that supported incredibly 
high levels of public spending, subsidized imports and con
spicuous consumption. 

The management of the Nigerian economy during the oil 
boom can best be described as anomic. And this was the 
main cause of the crisis that led to the imposition of the SAP 
in the late 1980s. Despite the fact that the government spent 
billions of naira on the Green Revolution Programme and 
the River Basin Authorities, food production failed to in
crease, with the result that food had to be imported. The 
food import bill rose from N18,8 million in 1979 to Nl,16 
billion in 1980.8 The government seemed to be so over
whelmed by the revenue streaming in from the oil sector 
that it acted as if Nigeria's main problem was finding a way 
to spend all its money. 

Almost overnight there was a proliferation of consul
tants, contractors and middlemen whose role, amidst the 
general lack of discipline and corruption in the system, is 
seen by Usman as "one of the basic causes of the current 
economic crisis".9 

Bangura,1O however, argues that Nigeria's incorporation 
into the world capitalist system provides the main explana
tion of the crisis, since disciplined and well-managed capital
ist economies such as the United States, France and Britain 
are experiencing crises of unemployment, inflation, balance 
of payment deficits and declining or negative growth rates. 
Though he concedes that the contract, consultancy and 
middleman system was grossly abused in Nigeria, he main
tains that "we can only understand the role of contractors 
and consultants in the current crisis if we locate them within 
the context of the general dynamics of the world capitalist 
economy". 

It is difficult to understand why Nigeria should have been 
borrowing at a time when its problem was not money, but 
how to spend it. As reported by K wanashie, Mensah, et al: 11 

Nigeria's debt problems as they appear today seem to have started 
about a decade ago when Nigeria ventured into the Eurodollar 
market for the first time to secure commercial loans as opposed to 
the traditional World Bank project-tied loans. At the height of the 
recovery of the petroleum market between 1979 and 1981 when 
Nigeria's credit rating naturally rose to a crescendo, the civilian 
administration, in an attempt to exhaust to the full Nigeria's Joan 
credit rating which was supposedly under utilized up till then, 
acquired loans without due regard to effective utilization. 
(Author's emphasis.) 
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Soon the short-term trade arrears mounted and could not 
be honoured. The consequent lack of credit seriously dis
rupted economic activities. By April 1982, when oil prices 
started falling, the federal government was formally admit
ting that Nigeria was experiencing a serious economic cri
sis. Not even the austerity measures, General Buhari's coup 
and subsequent War Against Indiscipline (W AI) and reduc
tions in the salaries and wages of government employees 
could prevent the crisis from deepening. 

External assistance was seen as the only way out. 
However, to get this assistance Nigeria needed to "earn the 
goodwill of its external creditors by accepting and adopting 
corrective measures 'inspired' and directed by the surro
gates of the creditors - the IMF and the World Bank".12 

The post-independence situations in most Third World 
countries led to crises similar to those experienced in Ghana 
and Nigeria, and the IMF/World Bank has similarly pre
scribed the same antidote: Structural Adjustment Pro
grammes, seen as the only solution because of the philoso
phy of the creditors of whom the IMF and World Bank are 
surrogates. The next section will discuss this philosophy. 

Theoretical underpinnings of SAPs 

The philosophy underlying structural adjustment pro
grammes is that the free play of market forces with minimal 
or no participation by government in economic activities 
may help Third World countries out of their problems: 
excessive dependence on one or a few export commodities, 
chronic lack of self-reliant growth and development, serious 
balance of payments disequilibrium, large and growing gov
ernment budget deficits, low productivity, stagflation, etc. 
The strategies that have been adopted for the implementa
tion of SAPs - restricted growth rate of money supply, 
floating exchange and interest rates, reduction in budget 
deficits, elimination of government subsidies, privatization 
or commercialization of public enterprises, etc - show that 
the idea of SAPs is based on the aggregate demand manage
ment thesis of the Monetarist School. 13 

One basic assumption of this thesis is that markets are 
developed to an extent that permits reliance on market 
forces for efficient allocation and co-ordination of resources 
and economic activities. This means that prevailing prices 
of resources and commodities that reflect their scarcity rat
ing - exchange rates, interest rates (including rents), wages, 
profits and commodity prices will all be determined in the 
respective markets. As we shall later see, the fact that this 
assumption does not hold in Third World countries is one 
reason why SAPs have not produced the expected relief. In 
fact, even in the advanced capitalist countries the indepen
dent and unco-ordinated decisions of producers and con
sumers can create problems of over-consumption and under
production. It is this realization that made Keynes 
recommend an interventionist state to regulate the level of 
demand through fiscal and monetary policies. What this 
means is that SAPs may not even work in developed capital
ist countries. Is it not interesting that despite its huge budget 
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and trade deficits and serious stagflation, the United States 
has not yet been given the SAP prescription. 

Keynesians see unemployment (compared to inflation) as 
the greatest problem and recommend fiscal policies for its 
elimination. Monetarists, however, put the emphasis on 
inflation, which they believe is caused by the state's failure 
to regulate the money supply. That is, excessive government 
expenditure financed by public sector borrowing or printing 
of excess money is seen as the major cause of inflation. In 
other words, excess aggregate demand is a direct function of 
monetary expansion. They reject the wage-push thesis of 
Keynesians as an adequate explanation of inflation on the 
grounds that the "capacity of workers to push for high 
wages is conditioned by the state's policy of making money 
available through government expenditure and other means; 
that workers ask for more wages because they see money all 
over the place".14 

The arguments of monetarists in respect of the primacy of 
inflation could be summarized thus: inflation affects the bal
ance of payments, the level of unemployment and the rate of 
growth because an increase in the money supply results in 
claims by workers and other income groups for higher wages 
and salaries; this reduces the profits of industrialists and 
therefore their ability to increase investment, which then 
leads to declining growth rates and unemployment. This, 
therefore, means that the workers and other income earners 
are seen as the agency through which excessive government 
spending is translated into general economic crises. 

Since inflation is seen as a monetary phenomenon, its 
effective control would require deflation of consumption 
expenditure and restriction of credit expansion. This calls 
for a reduction of budget deficits and deregulation - and 
these are euphemisms for reduced social expenditure and 
increases in all prices, except wages. This apparent contra
diction of curing inflation by strategies that cause all groups 
of prices, except one, to rise results from the fact that "the 
classicallneo-classical monetarist theory ... focuses mainly 
on the demand aspects of the national income balance while 
ignoring the aggregate supply side".15 For example, when 
the SAP was implemented in Nigeria in 1986, the rate of 
inflation was estimated at 300 per cent, compared to 5,5 per 
cent in 1985. . 

The SAP recommendation of interest rate deregulation 
also rests on theoretical issues that deserve attention. 
Keynesian theory makes saving a positive function of 
income, and investment a negative function of interest rate. 
High interest rates would therefore lead to low investment, 
low output and high unemployment. Monetarists, however, 
like classical theorists, make saving a positive function of 
interest rate and recommend high interest rates to stimulate 
domestic savings. The low capacity utilization, rising im
portation and high unemployment in both Ghana and 
Nigeria after the introduction of the SAP, all question the 
validity of the monetarist position. 

The deregulation of interest rates and the floating of 
exchange rates also suggest that internal balance could be 
attained through external balance. The liberalization of the 
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foreign exchange market was expected to increase the 
exchange rate (indirect devaluation), increase import prices 
and thereby have deflationary effects on aggregate spending 
in the domestic economy. This would reduce excess aggre
gate demand, the main cause of inflation in the monetarist 
paradigm, and move the economy toward internal balance. 
Meanwhile, the high import prices would also reduce the 
volume of import and therefore cause a movement toward 
external balance. This explains the position that "the overall 
aim of SAPs ... is to cause a balance on the current and cap
ital accounts through the foreign exchange market deflation
ary measures and foreign exchange savings which would be 
utilized for external debt repayment".16 This helps to show 
why the SAP is said to have improved the Ghanian econ
omy. Improvement here means that Ghana is now able to 
meet her debt repayment obligations. 

It should be mentioned in concluding this section that 
strong reservations have been expressed on both sides of the 
Atlantic about the applicability of neo-classical theory for 
policy formulation in Third World countries, such as Ghana 
and Nigeria. On this side of the Atlantic, Aboyade 17 main
tained that the problems of Third World countries, in gen
eral and those of Nigeria in particular, cannot be usefully 
grafted on the neo-classical edifice, not only because of its 
mechanistic nature but also because of its unrealistic 
assumptions. And on the other side, Gordon l8 observed that 
it has always been startling that the accepted province of 
neo-classical theory has little room for the personal distribu
tion of income and virtually none for the personal distribu
tion of wealth. And yet these aspects in which neo-classical 
theory is lacking are the ones that should be uppermost on 
the agenda of Third World countries. 

Whether these reservations have been justified in the case 
of SAPs will be considered below. 

SAP in action 

Because SAPs are market oriented, their implementation 
brought an end to medium term economic planning. Annual 
budgets therefore became the only plan document. This has 
created a problem for the governments that have tried to 
implement SAPs. The lack of projections derived from 
medium-term planning exercises, mean that there are no 
economic indices against which budget performance can be 
compared. Assessments are therefore made against the crite
rion of the creditor nations and the IMF and World Bank, 
which is the debtor country's increased ability to service 
loans. And both Ghana and Nigeria have been commended 
on the basis of this criterion. 

Market orientation also means privatization and/or com
mercialization of public enterprises and public sector ser
vices. As the subsidies these enterprises were receiving 
were removed in both Ghana and Nigeria, the prices of 
energy (especially electricity and petroleum products), 
water, transportation, health services and even basic educa
tion all went up. Nigeria even took the very ~rastic step of 
eliminating all agricultural commodity marketing boards. In 
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appraisal of this action within the context of SAPs, Ojowu 
and Mensah 19 argue as follows: 

Abolishing the Marketing Boards may seem to fall in line with the 
philosophy of privatization which the Government has completely 
accepted, but handing over by the sale, or other means, some of 
the existing institutions to the private sector is one thing; elimi
nating the Marketing Boards is quite another. The elimination of 
the Boards creates a vacuum because there are no properly orga
nized private institutions to take over the functions of the market
ing arrangements being eliminated. In the first instance, we wish 
to recall that the Marketing Boards came into being because of the 
unsatisfactory role played by the then private intermediaries ... 
and the Government has so far not put forward any known policy 
to improve the role of private intermediaries before the sudden 
elimination of the Marketing Boards. 

It should also be pointed out that concepts of demand and sup
ply, or the concept of market which these two forces represent, 
have no meaning in themselves unless there is an institutional 
framework that provides for their proper functioning. Historically, 
the development of institutions has formed the precondition for 
the proper and effective operation of the forces of demand and 
supply. This is to say that demand and supply operate under insti
tutional guidelines. The "invisible hand", implying deregulation, 
did not appear meaningful until the late 18th century when 
Western economies ... shifted from commercial to industrial capi
talism, when problems associated with the sale of mass-produced 
goods confronted the economies concerned. In other words pro
duction structures became fully developed before the invisible 
hand was emphasized to deregulate and allow for free trade (ie 
free trade of what was produced given the underlying stable pro
duction structure). 

The argument quoted above indicates that the SAP pack
age was being implemented in economic environments that 
were not quite ready for it. If the argument is valid, then SAPs 
will not achieve their aim of reducing inflation and increasing 
employment and output. This will be taken up below. 

Another important step in the implementation of SAPs 
was the floating of foreign exchange rates. The main feature 
here was the auction system that was adopted in both coun
tries for allocating foreign exchange. The two-window (two
tier in Nigeria) system, which was initially implemented, 
later merged into a single system in Ghana; and in Nigeria, a 
similar merger, the Second-Tier Foreign Exchange Market 
(SFEM) became the Foreign Exchange Market (FEM). 
Individuals were also allowed to operate Foreign Exchange 
Bureaux (Forex Bureaux) where foreign exchange is freely 
bought and sold at prices determined by supply and demand. 
This floating of foreign exchange rates produced the 
expected results: the exchange rate between the pound ster
ling and the cedi was £1 = C5,00 in 1981; in 1986 it was 
£1 = C600,00; in 1993 it is £1 = C960,00. The naira has not 
fared any better. In April 1985 the exchange rate between the 
US dollar and the naira was $1 = NO,9009; in June 1986 it 
was $1 = N4,00 in 1993, it is $1 = N25,00. 

The continuous devaluation of these currencies has had 
serious effects on prices, consumption and the general wel
fare of Ghanaians and Nigerians. 

The aftermath of the SAPs 

No time limit was given for the implementation of the SAP 
in Ghana, bu't in Nigeria the timing was specific: between 
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July 1986 and June 1988. Since the adjustment started ear
lier in Ghana (1983/84), it is reasonable to assume that both 
countries are now in a post-SAP phase. What changes have 
taken place in these countries? 

Immediately after the implementation of the SAP, 
Mensah20 speculated on the prospects for the Ghanaian econ
omy. In line with the classic thesis that government is at its 
best when it governs the least, the government sector started 
shrinking under the SAP through commercialization of pub
lic enterprises and retirements, redeployments and retrench
ments in the public sector. It was expected that as the gov
ernment weeded out surplus labour, those who were kept in 
their employment would be paid higher wages/salaries. This 
did not happen. 

Though government sector employment declined consid
erably, salaries remained out of step with the private sector. 
After several negotiations and strike threats, public servants 
went on a strike in August 1992, and received the salary 
increase they wanted. 

.Strikes have been a characteristic feature of the post-SAP 
era, especially in Nigeria, where 1992 will go down as the 
worst year for nation-wide strikes and other civil distur
bances associated with economic grievances. In. regard to 
the disturbances that followed the removal of the oil s'ubsidy 
and the consequent increase in petroleum product pri~es, 
President Babangida is reported to have said: 

The disruption and destabilizing consequences of fuel subsidy 
withdrawal was undesirable at present and the government, 
weighing the economic gains of withdrawal against the reality of 
the disorientating socio-political consequences, needed time to 
properly educate Nigerians on the intricate issues involved.21 

The Nigerian economic crisis siems to have deepened 
despite the seven-year-long SAP. The problems that the 
SAP were expected to solve or, at least, alleviate, are still as 
disturbing as they were in 1986, if not more so: unemploy
ment is reported to be increasing; capital utilization in 
industries is said to have been between 30--40 per cent in the 
last three years; the unofficial inflation rate is above 90 per 
cent; while the official figure is 33,7 per cent; agriculture, 
the sector that has been acclaimed for doing well under the 
SAP, grew by only 2,5 per cent in the first six months of 
1992, as against 5,5 per cent in 1991; and the government 
budget deficit for 1992 was N43,8 billion. Yet, because of 
the external pressure, the SAP cannot be abandoned for 
something else. 

The chairman of Nigeria's Transitional Council and the 
Head of Government still speaks of "fine-tuning the struc
tural adjustment programme".22 This "fine-tuning" will 
include the imposition of selected tariffs on imported prod
ucts, thereby protecting home-based industries and thus 
reducing the high cost of funds, seeking debt relief from 
Western creditors, etc. This, surely, is an anti-SAP "fine
tuning", or is it a regulated SAP? 

The path along which the SAP package has taken the gov
ernment and people of Ghana has not been easy either, though 
not as rough as that along which Nigeria was taken. However, 
under civilian rule the situation might change. Reactions to 
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the 1993 budget, which is still couched in SAP terms, is a 
pointer in this direction. The budget with its centrepiece of a 
60 per cent increase in the price of petrol at a time when the 
world market price has remained stable, has been described as 
"satanic", "wicked", "insensitive", "myopic and counter
productive".23 In the typical style of monetarists, the PNDC 
Secretary of State for Finance and Economics Planning 
blamed workers, who had recently benefited from pay 
increases, for the fuel price hike and for the consequent need 
to "pursue a major tightening of the fiscal and monetary 
policies in 1993 in order to bring the financial programme 
back on course".24 

The Trade Union Congress (TUC) and opposition groups 
have condemned the budget and called on the government to 
review it. Will Ghanaians "reject the budget, resist its aus
terity measures and fight for a new budget that would be 
socially and economically more sensitive to the conditions 
of the people", or will they accept the austerity measures 
with the traditional Ghanaian sense of humour and let it be? 
The position of the TUC is that the government should "take 
another look at the budget, or else prepare for the wrath of 
workers".25 

After almost a decade of SAP measures, the present state 
of the Ghanaian economy is far from healthy. Some struc
tures in the economy have definitely been adjusted, but their 
adjustment "has not been translated into a favourable eco
nomic environment. Debt repayments have not been a prob
lem for the government, but old problems, just as in the case 
of Nigeria, have not been done away with: in 1992 the gov
ernment had a budget deficit of C 176 billion; the unemploy
ment rate is higher than ever; figures for inflation become 
obsolete before they are published; and capacity utilization 
is virtually non-existent as cheap imports replace domestic 
products on the market. 26 Meanwhile Ghana has qualified 
for new loans. The present state of the economy clearly 
shows that more loans mean an increasing debt burden, not 
economic recovery. 

The Ghanaian SAP continues to be presented as a success 
story, and this may lure other Third World countries into 
experimenting with SAPs. African countries thinking of 
adopting an SAP should closely examine the lessons that 
can be learnt from Ghana and Nigeria. 

SAPs in Ghana and Nigeria: Some lessons 

A SAP is a prescription for treating a country with a serious 
economic illness, and for that reason it is not something to 
be desired. African countries that have not applied SAPs 
and have managed their economies so far, whatever their 
problems, may be better without them. For SAPs have not 
demonstrated a capacity for dealing with the economic 
problems of African countries. 

As noted earlier, SAPs have a solid theoretical base. The 
problem seems to be that the assumptions on which this the
ory are based do not hold for African economies. The expe
riences of Ghana and Nigeria indicate that the production 
base and the markets are not developed enough to make 
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African economies benefit from the onslaught of interna
tional competition that an SAP unleashes. And once these 
become developed, SAPs may be unnecessary anyway. 

The failure of SAPs to address the basic problems of 
African economies, as the Ghanaian and Nigerian experi
ences show, may be an indication that the structures that the 
SAP adjust may not be the relevant ones. The concept of the 
structure of an economy can be compared to that of a build
ing. The framework that supports a building and ensures 
that the building does not collapse is what the engineer calls 
the structure of the building. The parallel concept for the 
economy should refer to the forces and relations which hold 
the economy together, not to the sectoral contributions to 
GDP.27 Changing the concept of structure may improve the 
performance of SAPs. 

Another structure that should be included in the adjustment 
is the attitude of government, or maybe, just human nature. 
For, the governments that implement SAPs and require their 
people to endure hardships for a better tomorrow, are the 
same governments that keep running excessive budget 
deficits and thus perpetuate the suffering of their people. 

When does structural adjustment stop? This is a difficult 
question to answer because SAPs seem to have no time 
limit. Thus, both in Ghana and Nigeria, the governments 
have not been able to indicate how much adjustment has 
taken place, how much is left and how long it will take. 
There should be a time limit to the adjustment process. 

One factor that does not seem to be included in the calcu
lations for SAPs is the reaction of citizens, especially work
ers. President Babangida has lamented over "the disruption 
and destabilising concequence" and Dr Botchwey has 
blamed workers for pay increases that "were forced upon 
the government in a piece-meal and sometimes even violent 
manner". African countries that are considering SAP should 
add this important cost. 

Finally, the point has been made that SAPs made Ghana 
and Nigeria qualify for more loans, but more loans did not 
bring economic recovery; it brough an increased debt burden. 
It should be rel!lembered that banking is a business; SAPs are 
on sale. Caveat emptor - African countries, beware! 
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Structural adjustment: A review 
of the state of the art 
Dr StefCoetzee of the Africa Institute of South Africa and Mohammed lahed of the 
Development Bank of Southern Africa, review the case for and against Structural 
Adjustment Programmes, arguing that Africa needs both. 

In contemporary Africa few topics elicit a sharper debate than 
the effects of Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) on 
economic development. Of the 183 structural adjustment and 
sectoral adjustment loans granted since 1989, sub-Saharan 
Africa (SSA) accounted for 84. The World Bank/lMF con
figuration and the supporters of free market policies often 
describe the success of SAPs in glowing terms: the progress 
with trade liberalization, privatization, institutional reform of 
the public sector and the reduction of the role of the state in 
the economy. According to this group of analysts SAPs have 
been instrumental in the achievement of higher rates of eco
nomic growth in developing countries - a view bitterly 
disputed by the critics of SAPs. 

The critics of SAPs argue that these programmes have 
not succeeded in achieving their objectives; or have done so 
in a very limited way. According to the latter view, the eco
nomic crisis in Africa has deepened during the past decade, 
and owing to falling per capita incomes living standards 
have deteriorated even further during the latter period. In 
short, Africa is the only continent where poverty is expected 
to increase during the 1990s, while open unemployment in 
the cities, the staggering debt of the continent, the aids pan
demic, food shortages, agricultural reforms notwithstanding, 
and the reduced flow of resources to the continent point to 
increasing marginalization and delinking from the rest of 
the world. The biggest concern of the above group of ana
lysts is the effect of cutbacks in spending on human devel
opment. These cutbacks threaten to undermine the progress 
that has been made in the field of human development since 
the 1960s. 1 

The above diverging stances on SAPs stem from the 
following: 

different definitions of development: some economists 
maintain that development should be defined as an 
increase in the level of output/per capital income of a 

Africa Insight, yo123, no 2,1993 

country (the growth school); while others define devel
opment as a comprehensive process of human develop
ment and socioeconomic transformations; 
the schools of thinking on economic development also 
differ in the way they analyse the problems of develop
ment: the neoclassical school emphasizes perfect compe
tition, equilibrium analysis, and the laws of supply and 
demand; the structural economic school emphasizes the 
economic bottlenecks preventing optimum output; and 
the human development school focuses on the improve
ment of human capabilities and capacities and investment 
in human capital as the key to economic development. 

This article reviews the rationale for implementing SAPs, 
the objectives of SAPs, the experience with SAPs to date, 
the policy responses to SAPs and presents the case for both 
structural adjustment and transformation within the African 
context. The view is presented that much of the criticism 
levelled against SAPs has been focused on the orthodox 
SAPs introduced in the early 1980s and that very little 
recognition is given to the policy developments brought 
about by the World Bank/lMF and the donor community 
since then. On the other hand, it is argued that SAPs have 
not come to grips with the specific sociopolitical and eco
nomic conditions in Africa. 

The reasons for implementing SAPs 

Controversy exists regarding the prime reasons for the need 
to implement SAPs in SSA and other developing countries. 
Some observers regard the domestic economic woes and 
economic mismanagement of these countries as the main 
problems underlying the economic crisis. Others regard the 
external economic shocks as the main cause of their eco
nomic predicament.2 A third opinion is that Africa's eco
nomic problems are the result of both external and internal 
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problems, but that the internal problems seem to predomi
nate. The lastmentioned view is increasingly supported by 
pre-eminent Africa scholars. 3 A fourth view is that Africa 
has very deep-seated socioeconomic and political problems 
and that nothing short of a total transformation will elevate 
Africa to higher levels of development. 

However, it was primarily the economic and financial 
crisis of Africa that led the World Bank/IMF to embark on 
SAPs. The external shocks that led to the implementation 
included the declining prices of the major export commodi
ties of developing countries, the increase in real interest 
rates across the world and the fact that international capital 
flows, and especially the commercial ones, came to a virtual 
standstill in the early 1980s, which in turn had a direct bear
ing on the debt situation of developing countries. The effect 
of these shocks was threefold: lower commodity prices and 
higher interest rates reduced disposable income; the cost of 
borrowing increased and the scarcity of foreign exchange 
rose; and inflation increased as a result of the inflationary 
financing of public debts. The external debt of SSA and 
some Latin American countries therefore increased to 
unmanageable proportions.4 

The debt crisis in Latin America and Africa, following 
the oil crisis in the 1970s and a period of low economic 
growth internationally, plunged many developing countries 
into an economic crisis towards the end of the 1970s. In 
Africa per capita incomes (and living standards) started 
falling, food production declined and the first signs of dein
dustrialization became visible as prices of primary com
modities fell and output declined. Overvalued exchange 
rates encouraged imports and discouraged exports and the 
terms of trade deteriorated, thereby causing increasing bal
ance of payments problems. In some countries inflation 
soared in the wake of the higher oil and grain prices and the 
inflationary financing of public deficits.5 Macroeconomic 
imbalances arose from overly expansionary fiscal policies 
made possible by external borrowing before the economic 
crisis and distorted incentive systems. 

The debt-burdened countries turned to the IMF and 
World Bank for assistance. These institutions realized that 
the debt problems were just the tip of the iceberg and there
fore designed SAPs in an attempt to correct macroeconomic 
distortions and imbalances. 

Orthodox Structural Adjustment 
Programmes: Their objectives and contents 

The objectives of orthodox adjustment policies are as fol
lows:6 to stabilize the economy, improve the allocation of 
resources and to thereby raise the level of output and 
income; and to achieve a higher level of savings and a more 
efficient use of capital in order to raise the rate of produc
tion growth. Streeten 7 cites the objectives of structural 
adjustment as the reduction or elimination of balance of 
payments deficits; the resumption of higher rates of eco
nomic growth; and the achievement of structural changes 
that would prevent future payments and stabilization prob-
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lems. It includes a reassessment of the medium-term invest
ment programme, diversification of exports (and hence 
reform of the trade regimes), a reduction of the bias against 
exports, a reduction of import protection, domestic resource 
mobilization, the introduction of price incentives and the 
improvement of the efficiency of resource use. 

Structural adjustment is directed at reducing internal and 
external deficits, increasing efficiency in the economy, and 
reducing government expenditure. The following typical 
measures are included under structural adjustment: 8 Changing 
the exchange rate to make exports more profitable and 
imports more expensive; reducing government payrolls; 
privatization of government-owned enterprises that are bank
rupt or inefficient; raising agricultural prices closer to world 
markets to encourage agricultural production; and reducing 
subsidies both on consumption items and to producers. 

The shift from project lending to structural adjustment 
lending was mainly due to the World Bank experience 
regarding the importance of the policy environment for 
development projects and programmes and the importance of 
avoiding financial constraints. Structural adjustment lending 
is non-project lending aimed at bringing about policy and 
institutional change to modify the structure of the economy 
so that it can promote sustained growth and maintain balance 
of payments stability. It therefore includes institutional 
reform to support economic reform, to reduce the role of the 
public sector, to rationalize or privatize state owned enter
prises and to reduce fiscal deficits. As a policy instrument it 
was positioned between the IMF short-term financial stabi
lization programmes and policy instruments such as interest 
rates, tax policy, subsidies exchange rates and incentives that 
focused on demand management and the long-term project 
lending of the World Bank. Whereas the initial SAPs were 
mainly aimed at macroeconomic reforms, the scope was 
broadened very soon to include sectoral reform policies to 
give effect to the above objectives of SAPs. 

The experience with, and critique on, SAPs 

SAPs and economic growth 
The contribution of SAPs to promoting economic growth is 
by no means certain. Onimode9 notes that in Africa the 
growth rate of per capita GDP has fallen from 3,03 per cent 
in 1978 to 0,88 per cent between 1978 and 1988, while the 
investment ratio has declined from 25,2 per cent to 15,5 per 
cent over the same period. By the end of the 1980s the GDP 
growth was expected to decline even further to reach levels 
of 0,9 per cent and 0,7 per cent in 1996 and 1997 respec
tively. With population growth still at 3,0 per cent per 
annum, per capita income is expected to decline to -1,7 per 
cent during the period 1990-1992 and -2,4 per cent during 
the period 1993-1996, while the resource gap in Africa is 
expected to rise from 13,9 per cent to 15,2 per cent. 

A recent World Bank study 10 on the contribution of SAPs 
to economic reform is illuminating. All the countries in SSA 
and all low-income countries were divided into three 
groups: the early intensive adjustment countries (EIAL) that 
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received structural adjustment loans before 1986; the other 
adjustment lending countries which received loans after 
1985 (OAL) (they received only a few loans before that 
time); and those countries that did not receive structural 
adjustment lending (NAL). 

It is interesting to note that the SSA countries in the first 
two groups (EIAL and OAL) entered the 1980s with weaker 
economies than NAL countries - they had higher inflation 
rates, higher debt burdens and lower rates of economic 
growth. In the early 1980s (1981-1984) both the GDP growth 
and investment ratio of the EIAL and NAL countries deterio
rated and the growth rate for the OAL countries stagnated. 

Analysis of the EIAL countries for the periods before and 
after World Bank adjustment programmes started (ie com
parisons of the periods 1981-1984 and 1985-1989) respec
tively showed improvements in real GDP growth, export to 
GDP ratio, saving to GDP ratio and a fall in inflation. In the 
OAL and NAL countries GDP growth, investment to GDP 
growth and export to GDP ratio fell between the above peri
ods. The NAL countries experienced a substantial increase 
in saving to GDP ratio and a large fall in inflation. 

Since the above analysis does not give an accurate pic
ture of the contribution of the World Bank adjustment pro
grammes, an econometric methodology, which includes a 
modified control-group statistical framework, was used to 
determine the marginal contribution of World Bank struc
tural adjustment to economic performance. In the case of 
countries in SSA there is a strong indication that the SAPs 
have contributed to improving exports in a significant way, 
which is not surprising given the emphasis of most countries 
on exchange rate and trade policies reform. However, SAPs 
have not significantly affected economic growth and have' 
led to a statistically significant drop in investment ratio. 

Included among the reasons for the less than desirable 
impact of SAPs on economic performance, cited by the 
World Bank study, II are: the time needed for factors of pro
duction, after years of distortion in relative prices, to iden
tify more productive opportunities and to make the shift; the 
below average success with the implementation of condi
tions and the possibility that SAPs had been too ambitious 
and included too many conditions; and the possible decline 
in capacity utilization induced by import compression, pre
cipitated by fiscal and monetary retrenchment required by 
the programme. 

The above study also concludes that more explicit consider
ation should be given to the initial conditions of SSA countries 
in the design, emphasis, and scheduling of adjustment pro
grammes. A redefined and more important role for govern
ments in reforming African economies is called for. Fiscal and 
monetary retrenchment is regarded as "still indispensable", but 
it is critical that more public investment in infrastructure, 
human capital, and agricultural technology, to generate supply 
response, takes place. Policy reforms should also be made 
more credible to the private sector and programme implemen
tation should be improved. Governance and political stability 
are regarded as critical in influencing the adoption, implemen
tation, sustainability and credibility of SAPs. 

Africa Insight, vol 23, no 2,1993 

SAPs and social development 
Considerable progress has been made with human and social 
development in developing countries since the 1960s. How
ever, the decline in economic growth in the late 1970s, the debt 
burden and the cutbacks in social spending under structural 
adjustment regimes had a pronounced effect on human devel
opment in the 1980s. Between 1972 and 1983 government 
expenditure on education and health in low-income developing 
countries declined from 15,2 per cent to 4,2 per cent and health 
from 6, I to 2,7 per cent. 12 In Africa unemployment and under
employment increased persistently in the 1980s and open 
unemployment became pronounced in the cities. Emmerijl3 
concludes that adjustment has been heavy on education, less 
important for health, and significant on public investment. He 
also points out that it is not only the "soft sectors" that have 
been hard hit, but also physical investments. 

For most of Africa and Latin America the 1980s were a 
development disaster. In many parts of Africa poverty wors
ened and development goals gave way to the economics of 
survival, with the emphasis on debt servicing, domestic cut
backs and austerity.14 Living standards in Africa are cur
rently about 75 per cent below their 1980 level, IS while 
unemployment among school leavers is about 60 per cent. 
The growth rate of school enrolment fell from 8,7 per cent 
in 1975 to 2,9 per cent in 1987 and primary school enrol
ment declined in many countries under structural adjustment 
programmes. Onimode16 therefore states that 

... the human toll of structural adjustment programmes on 
women, children, and the vulnerable poor in both rural and urban 
areas has been absolutely catastrophic .... These grim statistics of 
patent failure belie the claim that adjustment generated growth in 
Africa during the 1980s. 

Some general criticism of SAPs 
The most fundamental criticism of SAPs came from the 
authors of the African Alternative to Structural Adjustment 
Programmes (AFSAP)17 at the Economic Commission for 
Africa. They questioned the rather narrow economic and 
financial focus of SAPs and cited the following as some of the 
underlying causes for Africa's social and economic crisis: 

A production structure which produces commodities that 
Africa does not need, while it depends on other people 
for the production of its own needs. 
The predominance of subsistence activities. 
A base for producing goods that is very small, that 
has no linkages within it, that uses backward and un
scientific methods and has no modern machinery or 
technology. 
The existence of a large informal sector. 

The degraded environment. 

Lop-sided development caused by the urban bias of pub
lic policies. 
The fragmentation of the African economy into small 
markets. 

The openness and excessive dependence of the econo
mies, including the dependence on external factor inputs. 
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Weak institutional capabilities. 
The social structures of Africa with its deeply rooted 
social differentiation. 
The political environment - basic rights, individual free
dom and democratic participation are often lacking in 
African countries. 

Social and political weaknesses have often led an acute 
crisis in Africa, with a breakdown of institutions, closure 
of institutions, lack of accountability and a failure to 
maintain profitability. 

Given the above multidimensional nature of the African 
development problem, AFSAP called for a long-term strat
egy of structural transformation. 

SAPs are also criticized by others for their lack of consis
tency and timing in implementation. 18 Kenya is pointed to 
as an example of a country that turned to SAPs, but appar
ently did not go far enough in implementing them. It is 
argued that Kenya may in future again have to turn to the 
World Bank/IMF for assistance, but that by that time the 
crisis may be much worse. If the World Bank were to apply 
its strict measures regarding countries with large budgetary 
deficits, neither Zambia nor Zimbabwe would have quali
fied for lending. 

Policy responses to SAPs 

Adjustment with a human face 
In his 1985 Barbara Ward Memorial Lecture in Rome, 
Richard Jolly presented the case for "adjustment with a 
human face". He argued that malnutrition assumed crisis 
proportions in the early 1980s and that falling living stan
dards in large parts of the world, and both international and 
national factors which were at work, compounded the down
ward pressures on living standards and welfare services. 

According to Jolly 19 the 
... protection of nutritional status and other basic human needs 
could be monitored and considered as much a part of the objec
tives of adjustment as the balance of payments, inflation and eco
nomic growth. 

The economic returns to investment in human resources 
was emphasized, while he could not be led to believe that eco
nomic dynamism can be restored when an important part of a 
country's workforce remains malnourished. Not every cutback 
in expenditure could be regarded as counter-productive, but if 
it is· reduced below a certain level, "an adjustment process 
becomes absurdly counter-productive to the economic process, 
let alone to the political and human viability of a country".20 

The "adjustment with a human face" approach as put for
ward by Unicef in 1987 presented the case for including the 
protection of the poor and the vulnerable as part of adjust
ment policy. Adjustment along these lines includes five 
distinct elements: 21 
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More expansionary fiscal and monetary macroeconomic 
policies aimed at sustaining levels of production, em
ployment, and general human needs satisfaction over the 

adjustment period, which should be lengthened from 5 to 
10 years. 
The introduction of meso- and targeted policies to ensure 
that a fair share of the inputs for economic growth is 
channelled to the poor on equitable conditions. 
A restructuring of production to give greater emphasis to 
generating income and productive employment for the 
poorer sections of the population - especially to benefit 
small-scale farmers, and the landless, urban informal 
workers, and women. 

A restructuring of government expenditures on health in 
favour of greater cost effectiveness and expansion of ser
vices for the poor. 
Special support programmes - often of limited duration - to 
protect the basic health and nutrition of the most vulnerable 
low-income groups during adjustment. Public works pro
grammes and food subsidies are examples of such policies. 

The above approach also makes provision for the in
volvement of a broader group of national and international 
analysts and policymakers in making decisions regarding 
adjustment; a broader approach to the monitoring of adjust
ment, including the monitoring of the human situation; and 
a longer time over which the adjustment programme is 
planned, implemented and supported internationally.22 

The World Bank, adjustment and the poor 
The World Bank23 also became aware of the harsh effects of 
rationalization and cutbacks in expenditure under SAPs: 

... people thrown out of work are suddenly poor, and people liv
ing at the margin of poverty are forced below the line as food 
prices and other living costs rise. 

They therefore convened a symposium on "Poverty and 
Adjustment", involving some 17 countries, the IMF, devel
opment agencies and researchers. 

At the above symposium five options to reduce poverty 
under SAPs were identified:24 

Increasing acccess of the poor to productive assets. 
The most significant way to achieve this objective is to 
make institutional credit available to the self-employed, 
small-scale enterprises and farmers. In some countries 
the access of the poor to assets has been improved 
through land reform. 
Increasing the returns on assets held by the poor. 
Increasing output prices and productivity or reducing in
put costs are regarded as ways to increase output and to 
reduce poverty. The development of infrastructure in agri
cultural areas, extension services and the availability of 
inputs and marketing facilities are other factors determin
ing the success of small farmers in developing countries. 

The creation of employment opportunities. This includes 
an increase in occupational and geographic mobility; the 
promotion of self-employment through improving access 
to credit; training to improve productive skill and to pro
mote self-employment; and special employment schemes 
such as public works programmes. 
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Maintaining human capital through nutntlOn schemes 
for children and improving access to health services. 
Increasing income and consumption transfers. Here it 
depends on the pre-adjustment strategy being followed by 
a country - whether social services had been weighted 
before adjustment and international trade strategies had 
been adopted prior to adjustment. Governments are often 
faced with difficult policy choices between expenditure 
on the productive and economic sectors and on social ser
vices and targeting for the poor. 

The African Alternative to Structural 
Adjustment Programmes (AFSAP) 
The AFSAP proposals25 posed four basic questions: 

To what should African countries be adjusting? They sug
gested that a long-term view be taken to increase produc
tive capacity; the production of indigenous factor input; 
and the promotion of sustainable self-reliant development. 
What should African countries adjust? This touches on 
almost all aspects of the political, social, cultural, envi
ronmental and economic setting. It includes adjustment 
to the forces in African society that affect people (sys
tems of government, private sector, etc), the different 
ways and means of African countries to produce what 
people need and the goods and services vital for the wel
fare of the people. 
How to adjust? Adjustment should take place in such a 
way that human welfare is improved and that economic 
transformation can continue. 
Adjustment for whom and by whom? AFSAP advocates 
adjustment with transformation which involves access of 
the poor to basic factors of production; creation of em
ployment opportunities; and improving the way national 
wealth is distributed throughout the population. 

Policy measures to give effect to the AFSAP proposals 
include: 

Strengthening and diversifying Africa's production 
capacity through inter alia multiple exchange rates; pro
cessing of raw materials; development of human re
sources; scientific research to promote biotechnology; 
promotion of small-scale production in the informal sec
tor; promotion of food self-sufficiency; investment in 
rural infrastructure and land reform. 
Improving the level of income and its pattern of distribu
tion through resource mobilization, reduction of finan
cialleakages, increasing government spending on human 
development to 30 per cent of the total expenditure and 
privatization that will benefit national businessmen and 
women. 
Adjusting the pattern of expenditure for the satisfaction 
of vital needs. Expenditure switching is proposed, away 
from the military to social services and the pooling of 
financial resources to put a number of projects in action. 

Africa Insight, vol 23, no 2, 1993 

Providing institutional support for adjustment. This 
could include support for old institutions and establish
ing new ones. This kind of support includes clear legisla
tion on property ownership, financial institutions for 
self-help programmes or for small farmers or cottage 
industries, supervised food production credit and indige
nous non-government organizations. 

The road ahead 

The above debate and the experience with SAPs in SSA has 
shown that Africa is facing an economic crisis of major pro
portions and the danger of marginalization and delinking. 
The crisis is the result of both external factors (the decline 
of the international economy) and domestic causes (mis
management of the economy and erroneous policy options). 

It is also clear that the mistakes have been made on both 
sides: There is clear evidence of mismanagement of the 
economy in Africa, but it is also clear that orthodox SAPs 
have aggravated human suffering by undercutting the 
progress that has been made in the field of human develop
ment since the 1960s. Objective analysis shows that SAPs 
have achieved mixed results - they have promoted export 
growth in SSA countries, but have not succeeded in bringing 
economic growth to the desired levels. The criticism of the 
AFSAP group is also valid - SAPs have concentrated heavily 
on the economic and financial dimensions of the crisis in 
Africa, thereby underestimating the complexity of the politi
cal economy of Africa, the social setting and the institutional 
framework which has evolved in the post-colonial era. 

The issue at stake during Africa's transition to political 
and economic democracy is not whether it should be struc
tural adjustment or transformation. Both are required. Eco
nomic reforms are still desperately needed to make the eco
nomies of Africa more efficient, productive and wealth 
creating. On the other hand, SAPs have failed to address the 
human dimensions of development sufficiently in SSA, 
notwithstanding the attempts to broaden the framework of 
structural adjustment in the 1980s. It is believed that these 
lessons are very relevant for the South Africa of the 1990s 
and beyond. 

South Africa: The debate has commenced 

A cursory glance at the economic and developmental prob
lems of South Africa reveals that, despite its middle-income 
and medium human development status and the resource 
endowment, technological advances, well-developed infras
tructure, research capacities and management competence at 
its disposal, the country is saddled with many of the same 
problems as those African countries which implemented 
SAPs.26 South Africa has experienced declining economic 
growth rates since the 1960s and negative per capita income 
growth in the 1990s. Savings are not sufficient to sustain a 
4-5 per cent growth rate; and the gross domestic investment 
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to GDP ratio declined to 16,3 per cent in 1991.27 Foreign 
borrowing is therefore needed to finance higher rates of 
economic growth, but the scope of foreign borrowing is lim
ited by the ability to service debt. 

Higher economic growth has often led to higher imports 
of capital and intermediate goods resulting in balance of 
payments problems and attempts by the monetary authori
ties to manage growth to prevent the latter problems arising. 
The high rate of inflation in South Africa affected the coun
try's international effectiveness, and although inflation has 
started to decline in recent months, it is still high compared 
to South Africa's main trading partners. The authorities 
have therefore been reluctant to give preference to growth 
rather than combating inflation. 

The declining level of economic growth has been accom
panied by an increase in capital intensity in mining and 
manufacturing. Both the capital and incremental capital-out
put ratio have increased significantly in South Africa 
between 1960 and 1990. 28 The change in the pattern of 
growth of the South African economy in tum has had a pro
nounced effect on employment creation. The average labour 
absorption capacity of the South African economy has 
declined dramatically and only some 7 per cent of the new 
entrants into the labour market are at present absorbed in the 
formal sector of the economy, compared to 74 per cent some 
20 years ago. 

Unemployment has, in tum, among other factors, aggra
vated the skewness of income distribution and the socioeco
nomic imbalances and backlogs in South Africa. Although 
the per capita income of blacks has grown faster than those 
of the whites in the past decade or more, the gap remains 
large. The challenge posed to a future government by the 
huge backlogs in housing, education and social welfare is 
also daunting. Many of these problems have become visible 
in and around the major cities following the rapid process of 
urbanization since the mid-1980s. The rapid growth of 
informal settlements (some 7 million people in South Africa 
are living under informal conditions) and the demand for 
infrastructure and services created by these developments 
will bring additional pressures to bear on the treasury. 

The transition to a new political dispensation involves 
finding a political solution (ie addressing the legitimacy 
issue); attending to stability issues (ie combating violence) 
and creating the conditions supportive of long-term eco
nomic growth and development.29 This illustrates that South 
Africa faces both structural economic problems, calling for 
structural adjustment to gear the economy to meet the chal
lenge of the postapartheid era, and some very deep-seated 
socioeconomic, political and security challenges that require 
nothing short of a sociopolitical and economic transforma
tion to a new dispensation. What is needed is a new frame
work that will integrate adjustment and transformation 
within the limits posed by financial constraints, that will set 
realistic targets and that will present the country with a real
istic time-table to undertake the above transition. Prudent 
political leadership and sound policy choices will be crucial 
in achieving the latter objectives. 
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South Africa's future: 
Powerhouse or poorhouse? 
Dr Erich Leistner, Resident Fellow at the Africa Institute, considers some of the 
aspects concerning South Africa's future role in sub-Saharan Africa. * 

Whither South Africa? 

South Africa's old political order is fading away rapidly, and 
the country is well on its way to becoming a more "African" 
country. To many, this is cause for rejoicing. Others are 
gloomily convinced that the country is destined to follow the 
rest of sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) into ever-deepening misery. 

These pessimistic expectations arise largely from shaky 
analogies and a deterministic interpretation of human affairs 
as well as from prejudice. The belief in an unavoidably dis
astrous future follows especially from the assumption that 
black South Africans are still so much influenced by tradi
tional culture that they are overwhelmed by the challenges 
of present-day, technology- and science-based government, 
administration and economy. 

The following seeks to refute the validity of this viewpoint; 
to demonstrate that much of the prevailing pessimism is 

. unfounded; and that South Africa's future is, in fact, still quite 
open. It must be emphasized, though, that the article focuses 
on only one of many issues bearing on the country's future, 
and does not venture to predict the likely course of events. 

The first part of the article discusses the reasons for 
SSA's retrogression since independence; the second identi
fies crucial differences between SSA on the one hand and 
South Africa (SA) on the other; while the third deals with 
change in SA in general and in black South African society 
in particular. 

Why is sub-Saharan Africa retrogressing? 

Many factors jointly account for sub-Saharan Africa's eco
nomic and general decline since independence, factors such 
as -

* 

that SSA had not been prepared for independence; 

This article is based on a paper presented at the Biennial Meeting 
of the African Studies Association of South Africa, Broederstroom, 
17-18 June 1993. 
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- its generally hostile natural environment (no other conti
nent, for example, is equally afflicted by parasites and 
diseases of man and beast, not forgetting the disastrous 
droughts and the fragile ecology); 

- its dependence on the exportation of a few, generally 
unprocessed, raw materials subject to long-term falling 
demand on unpredictable international markets; or 

- the chasm between SSA's socio-cultural heritage and the 
demands of a ruthlessly competitive global economy. 

Among the factors also blamed for SSA's decline are the 
colonial economic structure inherited at independence; neo
colonial dependence; lack of skills; the net outflow of capi
tal; the crushing debt burden; and the shortage of foreign 
exchange. However, the spectacular progress of countries 
such as the Republic of China, South Korea, Singapore or 
Mauritius, whose levels of development had been more or 
less the same as Africa's in the early 1950s, leaves no doubt 
that the continent's failure to "take off' is not due to exter
nal and physical factors but human shortcomings rooted in 
historical circumstances and socio-cultural constraints. 

Some African scholars and professionals point to socio
cultural factors as the foremost cause of Africa's predica
ment. Daniel Etounga-Manuelle, for example, a prominent 
engineering consultant from Cote d'Ivoire, believes that 
what Africa needs most, is a cultural adjustment pro
gramme. In his view, the continent's poor economic perfor
mance reflects serious cultural shortcomings indicative of 
an anti-evolutionary frame of mind - a mind unwilling to 
embrace the notion of permanent change and adaptation to 
the exigencies of the modern world. 1 

Whereas insufficient funds for development are widely 
seen as a foremost problem, Etounga-Manuelle plays down 
the significance of funds relative to the role of African culture: 

It is not a question of money, because those countries which con
trived to pile up large financial resources at one time or another 
have fared no better [than the rest]. So we should look elsewhere, 
at African culture, and try to understand the non-economic causes 
of underdevelopment.2 
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As will be shown below, given the highly adverse environ
ment created by public mismanagement, traditional African 
culture can indeed act as a significant brake on development. 
However, the fundamental reason for the calamitous situation 
must be sought in its "false start". The thoughtless and oppor
tunistic manner in which SSA was rushed into political inde
pendence, actually preprogrammed its descent into misman
agement and growing deprivation. 

From one day to the other, as it were, a motley of often 
mutually antagonistic peoples and groups who happened to 
live within the same, arbitrarily demarcated, territories were 
expected to feel themselves a nation and to manage their 
affairs in accordance with the principles and practices of the 
old-established Western democracies. 

Colonial rule had been autocratic and had afforded its 
subjects no experience of democratic government. Bearing 
in mind the long and violence-ridden road Western nations 
had to travel before their present parliamentary and judicial 
institutions evolved, the departing colonial powers were 
either short-sighted or cynical or both by expecting their 
former wards soon to function as stable and prosperous 
multi-party democracies. 

As is well known, most of the new rulers lacked broadly 
based legitimacy and soon turned to personalized, autocratic 
rule sustained by patronage and corruption. Partly in order 
to strengthen their position, and partly to accelerate devel
opment and end dependence on the former colonial powers, 
these rulers sought to control and manage all facets of eco
nomic life. 

Exacerbated by ill-suited economic advice from overseas 
"experts"; by wildly optimistic economic objectives; the 
absence of an efficient civil service; bountiful infusions of 
"aid" (significantly motivated by the East-West conflict); as 
well as the oil crises and other external shocks, this mode of 
government inevitably devastated the modest economic 
bases bequeathed by colonial rule. 

The direct relationship between the mode of Africa's 
decolonization and its subsequent economic decay, has been 
demonstrated by D K Fieldhouse in his study, Black Africa 
1945-1980. His conclusion states: 

The fact that power was transferred when African societies were 
still quite unprepared for the difficulties ahead must be seen as a 
major economic consequence of decolonization and a possible 
link between decolonization and later 'arrested development,.3 

The present context is not the place to elaborate on the 
process of economic decline. Few, however, will quarrel 
with Fieldhouse's finding that "[t]he superficially impres
sive achievements of the first two decades after indepen
dence ... were built on sand".4 

The progressive disintegration of governmental and 
administrative structures inherited from the colonial era; the 
simultaneous spread of corruption and administrative decay; 
and the resulting economic decline left the population at 
large no choice but to fall back on traditional modes of exis
tence. The time-honoured bonds of blood and kinship and 
the proven methods of subsistence production that had 
enabled African people to survive over the centuries, once 
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more came into their own. Economic life has been domi
nated increasingly by what Goran Hyden calls the "econ
omy of affection".5 

The failure of the state to protect life and property and to 
sustain the basis for profitable production thus tends to 
accentuate and perpetuate the values and patterns of tradi
tional society.6 It is these highly adverse external condi
tions, rather than an inherent inability or unwillingness to 
change and modernize, that explain why the people of SSA 
increasingly have to rely on the economy of affection. 

Being organized around subsistence and survival, tradi
tional society'S behaviour is the very antithesis of being 
dynamic, forewardlooking and growth-oriented. Rather, it is 
characterized by the unity of social and economic activities, 
of family life, ethics, religion, the visible and the invisible 
worlds. No single feature exists apart from the whole. 
Individual existence is conceivable only as part of the com
munity. And the community embraces the "dead" and the as 
yet unborn as much as the living. 

Everything is subordinated to the supreme objective of 
safeguarding and strengthening the community. Innovation, 
self-assertion or the striving to surpass one's peers are dis
couraged or may even be punished because individualistic 
behaviour deviates from time-honoured practice and is apt 
to disturb the harmony and cohesion of the group and hence 
threaten its survival. 

In his doctoral dissertation, lomo Kenyatta, his country's 
later president, has provided a classic description of the unio 
mystica of traditional society, a description that is essen
tially valid for Bantu-speaking people~ in general: 

... nobody is an isolated individual. Or rather, his uniqueness is a 
secondary fact about him: first and foremost he is several people's 
relative and several people's contemporary. His life is founded on 
this fact spiritually and economically, just as much as biologi
cally; the work he does every day is determined by it, and it is the 
basis of his sense of moral responsibility and social obligations. 
His personal needs, physical and psychological, are satisfied inci
dentally while he plays his part as a member of a family group 
and cannot be fully satisfied in any other way ... .in Gikuyu lan
guage individualism is associated with black magic ... .1 

In view of the world-view this exemplifies, many ob
servers believe that Africa cannot achieve meaningful pro
gress owing to a culturally determined inability to adapt tradi
tional ways to modern, twentieth century thought and practice. 
Thus, according to Gustaf Adolf Sonnenhol, a prominent 
German development economist, "die magische Welt und die 
moderne sind unvereinbar" (the magic world and the modem 
are irreconcilable). 8 In his view, the inherent logic of the 
Western, competition-based, development model does not 
allow that model to function unless it is taken over as a whole, 
including its value premises.9 

In the same vein, Simon Biesheuvel, an internationally 
respected South African psychologist, has stated that "there is 
no obvious feature in African cultures that could form the basis 
of ... new development. ... Inevitably, ... tropical Africa will 
have to adopt the whole of western civilisation or nothing". 10 

Newell S Booth, warns against the assumption that tradi
tional religion and culture are unchanging,11 yet writes that 
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"[c]hange based on an 'idea of progress', on an expectation 
of development projected into a non-existing future ... 
would produce a radically different society in Africa, a soci
ety cut off from its roots in tradition". 12 

African authors tend not to share these pessimistic assess
ments. K C Anyanwu, for example, writes that African people 
would not show any resistance to "changes which they judge 
to enhance their lives",I3 while according to Claude Ake, 

... if the project is seen by the people as really valuable, the people 
themselves will work out the necessary accommodation between 
their social institutions and the development in question. 14 

In view of the extremely unfavourable economic and 
political environment, however, African societies cannot 
reasonably be expected to embark on innovations. Apart 
from the disincentives posed by that environment, they tend 
to rely on the proven old methods because the safety margins 
separating them from starvation and general deprivation are 
thin. In other words, it is the magnitude of the risks involved 
in change, rather' than an innate immobilisme, that accounts 
for SSA's growing dependence on the economy of affection. 

As is well known, whole communities change much 
more slowly than can individuals. Countless individual 
Africans have in fact convincingly demonstrated their abil
ity to meet the challenges of the modern world without 
ceasing to be Africans. Tens of thousands of African-born 
professional people, managers and other highly skilled 
individuals who find conditions at home unattractive, func
tion successfully in the competitive environment of the 
northern hemisphere. 

To sum up. Although many factors have contributed to 
SSA's general decline since independence, the basic reason 
was the so-called independent nations' lack of viability in 
an international environment dominated by powerful indus
trial countries. The consequential disintegration of public 
order and modern economic structures left the vast majority 
of people no choice but to rely on the essentially static econ
omy of affection. As SSA's population is growing faster 
than output, living conditions inevitably have become pro
gressively worse. 

How does South Africa differ from the rest 
,ofSSA? 
The conditions under which South Africa is entering a new 
political dispensation differ significantly from those that 
faced the people of SSA at the time of independence. It has 
functioning - though weakened - economic and technical 
structures as well as a vigorous civil society. It disposes of 
foundations that can sustain the material advancement of all 
its people. 

Failure to appreciate that SA is not, in essence, merely one 
more African dependency struggling for freedom, accounts 
for numerous off-beam analyses, "solutions" and predictions 
proffered by outsiders as well as local people. It also con
tributes to the prevailing pessimism. For the sake of brevity, 
the following overview lists salient features without dis
cussing them at length. 

Africa Insight, vol 23, no 2, 1993 

SSA: Rushed into independence with constitutions drawn 
up in overseas capitals. 

SA: After decades of black resistance to white rule, all 
politically relevant groups are currently engaged in 
protracted negotiations for a sustainable new order. 

SSA: With the exception of the lusophone countries and 
Zimbabwe, independence was gained without armed 
conflict. 

SA: The sustained struggle against white rule has devel
oped black determination and willpower as well as 
practical skills in respect of public relations, organi
zation, management, and so forth. All this could 
serve the country well once blacks are fully involved 
in running the country. 

SSA: "[C]olonialism was an almost fleeting experience in 
most of Africa, too transitory to institutionalize alien 
political structures and norms.,,15 

SA: For centuries, blacks have shared a common history 
with whites, people of Eastern as well as mixed origin. 
This has profoundly affected all aspects of their indi
vidual as well as group life, notably through participa
tion in the modern economy and through close interac
tion in daily life generally - apartheid notwithstanding. 

SSA: People of European origin were - and still largely are 
- confined to small and essentially isolated numbers 
of officials, merchants, professionals, managers and 
farmers. 

SA: More than three centuries have fashioned an indige
nous white African population approximately the size 
of Norway's population. 

SSA: Seventy to 80 per cent of the population depend on 
the subsistence or, as the case may be, the informal 
economy. 

SA: Practically the entire population, including those in 
the subsistence sector, depend - directly or indirectly 
- on the country's modern economy to sustain them. 

SSA: There is an almost universal shortage of skilled man
power. 

SA: Despite shortages - and serious deficiencies in 
respect of the black population - the country has a 
vast reservoir of technical, administrative and other 
skills, many at an internationally competitive level. 

SSA: After independence, governments interfered heavily 
in all spheres of economic life - at great cost to the 
private sector and economic progress in general. 

SA: A strong and diversified private business sector 
exists, together with a substantial middle class that 
includes large - though still far from satisfactory -
numbers of blacks. 

SSA: At independence, the new governments were igno
rant about even basic economic matters; non-social
ists also believed in the state's ability to initiate and 
accelerate economic development. 

SA: Since February 1990, representatives of formerly 
banned political organizations have participated in 
countless conferences, workshops and personal dis
cussions with businessmen and economists, gaining 
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insight into the country's economic realities. SA is 
probably the first African country where a movement 
fighting for control of the state has voiced concern 
over the state of public finances. 

SSA: National life is totally overshadowed by central gov
ernment and the ruling elites. 

SA: There is a well established if - thanks to the era of the 
"total onslaught" - somewhat dented civil society 
comprising an independent judiciary, a free press, re
spected academic and research institutions, churches 
with a large following, increasingly self-confident 
trade unions, powerful business organizations and, last 
but not least, a tradition of parliamentary government. 

Other features also distinguish South Africa from the rest 
of SSA: 
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A functioning - if badly limping - economy; a highly 
developed financial system; a fairly efficient physical 
infrastructure of telecommunications, power and water 
supplies and transport; and a system of public adminis
tration which, even though afflicted by patronage and 
corruption, by and large is still delivering the required 
services. 
Leading Western countries and development agencies 
are urging the more important political players in SA 
towards a negotiated settlement. They are also caution
ing black leaders to adopt economic and other policies 
designed to engender trust among local and overseas 
investors. 
Prevailing Western opinion has effectively written off 
SSA as a basket case whose only hope would be a stable 
and prosperous South Africa. 16 

Sanguine popular expectations of cornucopia in the 
"new" SA could seriously endanger future peace and 
development. However, the exaggerated hopes raised by 
the events of February 1990 have been greatly disap
pointed, and it would appear that this has already led to 
some lowering of expectations. 
Thinking white South Africans know that their own 
future wellbeing is inextricably tied to that of all other 
popUlation groups in the country.17 
Thanks to the circumstances outlined above, SA's black 
population - probably more than any other SSA popula
tion - has internalized modem economic and social con
cepts and practices. A sociological study of black elites 
undertaken by Lynette Dreyer for her doctoral disserta
tion, has reached much the same conclusion as the pre
sent paper: 

The Westernization of the African community of South Africa 
is ... more widespread and deep-seated than that of most other 
societies in Africa, and a scenario for South Africa of economic 
collapse under African government such as has occurred in 
many other parts of Africa is not realistic. 18 

A fair degree of order and stability is within sight for SA 
because of the way in which the National Party and the 
ANC are acting as each other's "gatekeepers". That is, 

neither of them can act on important issues without care
fully considering the other's interests and concerns. And, 
of course, neither of them can afford to ignore the posi
tion of other major players. 

To sum up. South Africa is a country sui generis, and 
SSA's pattern of general decline is not a meaningful guide 
to its destiny. That destiny is still open, and the facts pre
sented above indicate that the current pessimism needs to be 
viewed in perspective. South Africa offers a vastly more 
favourable basis for the material advancement of all its peo
ple than any other country in sub-Saharan Africa. This 
aspect is examined more closely below. 

While the following deals with black development only, 
it must be borne in mind that the transformation of South 
Africa requires all South Africans to learn and adapt. 

Black African economic development in 
South Africa 

Traditional culture, according to Robin Horton, is character
ized by the absence of a "developed awareness of alternatives 
to the established body of theoretical tenets".19 Experience 
has shown that once the members of traditional African soci
ety become aware of alternative ways of thinking and doing, 
and can reconcile themselves with prevailing world-views 
and ethics, they are likely to adopt these new ways.20 

Individuals from a tradition-bound society are apt to dis
play unexpected initiative and entrepreneurship when they 
move into an environment where customs other than those 
of their home countries prevail. As Bauer and Yamey ob
serve with regard to the contribution by Chinese emigrants 
and their descendants to the development of Malaya, the 
explanation may" ... lie partly in the stimulating effect of a 
new environment which so often results in a revision of 
existing habits, methods and attitudes, and in the removal of 
social restraints inhibiting economic change in their country 
of origin."21 

South African daily life illustrates how, notwithstanding 
traditional world-views and social practices, African society 
adopts new ways of thinking and doing if circumstances 
favour - or demand - such change. This includes involve
ment in both the formal and the informal economy, with 
blacks excelling particularly in the latter. It remains to be 
seen to what extent the pattern of African societies else
where will be repeated in SA. Abdou Maliqalim Simone of 
the Foundation for Contemporary Research, Bellville, des
cribes these societies as follows: 

African societies may have been underdeveloped by their rela
tively frozen position in the networks of advanced capitalism, but 
they have not been fully captured by Western domination and are 
slipping further out of either comprehension or control.22 

At the same time, growing numbers of South African 
blacks perform ever-more skilled functions in the modem 
sector - in business, academic life, the professions, public 
administration, and so forth. Largely because of the commis
sions and omissions of apartheid, the number of such highly 
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skilled people is still relatively small. Affirmative action 
under a new political dispensation, as well as the needs of a -
hopefully - growing economy, may be expected to speed up 
the rate at which blacks move into skilled occupations. 

If further progress is to be made, the country's modem, 
internationally integrated economy must continue to func
tion. This economic dispensation has been severely criti
cized, amongst others, because until a few years ago, blacks 
had been denied. active participation. That, however, had 
been a political decision that had nothing to do with the 
intrinsic merits or demerits of this economic system. What
ever its shortcomings, no other system offers a more reliable 
basis for the ongoing economic upliftment of all in the 
country. Up to the present, SA's modem economy has been 
guided and sustained by whites in accordance - more or 
less - with the rules of this system. 

According to a paper presented to the Royal Society of 
Arts in 1947, by Herbert Frankel, the celebrated South 
African economist: "The existence of a permanent European 
population, with high economic and cultural aspirations, has 
been the main cause of the relatively rapid economic advance 
of the indigenous peoples of South Africa."23 Obviously, 
apartheid and uhuru have changed many things since 1947 
but they have not refuted Frankel's assessment. 

Dealing specifically with the readiness of African soci
eties to accept modem science and technology, Cleopas 
Kumalo, a distinguished South African scholar, writes that 
none of these societies has "... any negative imperative", 
and while there may be initial resistance to technological 
innovations that impinge on social values and long estab
lished practices, " ... this is only a matter of time". 24 

As regards mathematics, for example, the myth prevails 
in some quarters that blacks are inherently unable to cope. 
This is contradicted by the presence of black university 
teachers in that subject, as well as of engineers, accountants, 
physicists, and so forth. Several qualified educationists have 
told me personally that black high-school students achieve 
exactly the same results as those from other groups provided 
they receive competent tuition. 

The South African school system in general does not pro
mote innovative and creative thinking - qualities particu
larly needed at a time such as the present. The success of the 
unconventional methods applied in the grades and lower 
standards of many Bophuthatswana schools shows how the 
innate abilities of pupils can be developed by an innovative 
approach. These methods entail a radical shift from teacher
centred to learner-centred education and are aimed at devel
oping self-confidence, initiative and spontaneity in the chil
dren. After a few years, those who had been taught by these 
methods were significantly ahead of those who had not. 25 

The above serves to illustrate the point that denial of 
opportunity and adequate education and training, rather than 
traditional culture or inherent abilities, are the principal rea
son why blacks generally trail behind the country's other 
population groups in the modem economy. 

The foregoing also underlines the fact that the country's 
future in general, and the socio-economic advancement of 
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blacks in particular, will hinge crucially on the question 
whether a modem market economy will be allowed to func
tion and provide gainful opportunities for all. 

Obviously, the frustrated expectations of its constituency 
might well induce a future government to attempt "shortcuts 
to progress" by assuming direct control over ever-more 
spheres of economic life. That would soon bring down 
South Africa to the levels prevailing in SSA. 

In conclusion. This paper has revolved around the ques
tion whether black South African society is so strongly 
influenced by attitudes rooted in traditional African world
views, values and practices that a black-dominated South 
Africa will unavoidably undergo serious economic and gen
eral decline. In attempting to throw light on merely one 
among many open questions concerning South Africa's 
future, other relevant issues could not be touched upon for 
reasons of space. A more comprehensive investigation 
would have to consider numerous other issues - the coun
try's structural economic weaknesses, its position in the 
international economy, prospective investment and support 
from abroad, affirmative action, and so on. 

Put in a nutshell, we have seen that predictions concern
ing SA's future based on certain analogies with SSA are not 
helpful because SA differs significantly from the rest of 
SSA; that traditional African world-views and social prac
tices are not likely to plunge SA into a predicament similar 
to that of SSA; and that SA has vastly better chances to 
build a prosperous future than the rest of SSA. Ultimately, 
of course, the future will depend on the good sense and 
efforts of South Africans themselves. 
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one's descendants .... The dead constitute the invisible part of 
one's family, clan or tribe, and this invisible part is most impor
tant. ... The fact of being born in a particular family, clan or tribe 
plunges us into a specific vital current, ... ontologically modifies 
our whole being, and turns it in the direction of the community's 
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way of life and behaviour. Every effort must be directed to the 
preservation, maintenance, growth and perpetuation of this com
mon treasure. The pitiless elimination of everything which hinders 
this end, and the encouragement at all costs of everything which 
furthers it: this is the last word in Bantu customs and institutions, 
wisdom and philosophy." V Mulago, "Vital Participation: The 
cohesive principle of the Bantu community", in K A Dickson and 
P Ellingsworth (eds), Biblical revelation and African beliefs, New 
York: Orbis Books, 1969, as quoted by J S Malan: "The cosmolog
ical factor in development programmes", South African Journal of 
Ethnology, vol II, no 2, 1988, pp 61-66 on p 63. 

8 Gustav Adolf Sonnenhol, "Die unbewaltigte Zukunft der Dritten 
Welt", Merkur, (Deutsche Zeitschrift fUr europaisches Denken), 
Heft 2, 1982,pp 109-1220np 117. 

9 Gustav Adolf Sonnenhol, op cit, p 116. 

10 Simon Biesheuvel, "Tropical Africa's response to civilisation", 
The Listener, 12 April 1956, pp 93-94 on p 94. 

11 Newell S Booth, "Time and change in African traditional thought", 
paper presented at the 18th Annual Meeting of the African Studies 
Association, San Francisco, 29 October-I November 1975, p II. 

12 Newell S Booth, op cit, p 13. 

13 K C Anyanwu, "The influence of space and time on the behaviour 
and attitudes of the African people", paper presented at the 15th 
Annual Meeting of the African Studies Association, Philadelphia, 
8-11 November 1972, p 16. 

14 Claude Ake, "Sustaining development on the indigenous", in The 
World Bank (ed), The long-term perspective study of sub-Saharan 
Africa. Vol 3, Institutional and sociopolitical issues, Washington 
DC: World Bank, 1990, pp 7-21 on p 9. 

15 Richard Sandbrook, The politics of Africa's economic stagnation, 
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1985, P 42. 

16 According to the South Africa Foundation's Annual Review 1992 
(p 12), "Afro-pessimism runs deep [in France]. In this context 
South Africa is often seen as the 'hope of the continent', in the 
words of France's leading news magazine, L' Express, 'The peace
ful revolution under way in South Africa', said the French Prime 
Minister, 'will enable Africa as a whole not only to find peace but 
also the road to economic prosperity' ". 
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At the Foundation's 33rd Annual Convention on 25 March 
1993, Desmond Colborne, its Paris director, quoted another French 
newspaper: "Can Africa be saved? Yes, perhaps with the help of 
South Africa". 

In a similar vein, the German news magazine, Der Spiegel of 14 
December 1992, vol 46, no 51, gives a feature article on Africa the 
subtitle, "Rettung durch die Weissen?"(salvation through the whites?). 

17 Prof Pieter de Lange, for example, the head of the influential 
Afrikaner Broederbond, has stated that the Afrikaner's interests 
cannot be furthered in isolation: "The mutual interests in ethnic 
context (volkereverband) have become so closely interwoven that 
if you want to promote the interests of the Afrikaner as such, you 
must also promote those of the other population groups in the 
RSA." (My transl.) As quoted in Insig (Johannesburg), October 
1990, p 11. 

18 Lynette Dreyer, The modern African elite of South Africa, 
Johannesburg: Macmillan, 1989, p 158. 

19 Robin Horton, "African traditional thought and Western science", 
in Colin M Turnbull (ed), Africa and change, New York: Knopf, 
1973, pp 454-519 on p 479. 

20 See 0 F Raum, Der Afrikaner in der modernen Wirtschaft, Berlin: 
Duncker & Hublot, 1961 (Ifo Sonderheft No 27) p 30: "Er ist 
bereit, es mit unseren Wirtschaftsformen zu versuchen, aber unter 
der Voraussetzung, dass sie den Alten aquivalente soziale 
Sicherungen gewahren und sich mit gewissen kulturellen Werten 
Afrikas vereinbaren lassen." 

21 P T Bauer and B S Yamey, The economics of under-developed 
countries, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1957, pp 108/9. 

22 Abdou Maliqalim Simone, "Between the lines: African civil societies 
and the remaking of urban communities", Africa Insight, vol 22, no 3, 
1992,pp 159-1640np 159. 

23 Herbert S Frankel, The economic impact on under-developed 
societies, Oxford: Blackwell, 1953, p 123. 
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Sixth International Seminar of the AIESEC, German Foundation 
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Politics 

The demise of Biya's New Deal in 
Cameroon, 1982-1992 
Dr Joseph Takougang of the Department of African-American Studies, University 
of Cincinnati, examines the reasons for the demise of Biya's New Deal in the light 
of its early success. 

The erstwhile buoyant optimism of the New Deal regime has col
lapsed under the dismal results of its economic (mis)management, 
its weird and dangerous interpretation of national integration and 
its timid and hesitant approach to the thorny issue of democ
racy .... Biya's main problems have not been basically economic, 
although that has increasingly become a major issue across the 
years. His demise has been due to his inability to manage the pre
carious transition to authentic (not advanced) democracy, and his 
failure to implement the ideals which he once proclaimed to be 
the cornerstone of his New Deal policy. 

Cameroon Life NovemberlDecember 1991 

On II October 1992, less than an month before the tenth 
anniversary of his accession to the presidency of the repub
lic, Paul Biya was able to win only about 39,9 per cent of 
the votes cast in the first multiparty presidential elections in 
Cameroon since independence. I This was far short of the 
more than 98 per cent he had received in each of the two 
previous elections in 1984 and 1988 respectively, when he 
was the only candidate running for the post. 

Although part of the reason for his poor showing may be 
attributed to the fact that for the first time there were chal
lengers in a presidential election, many Cameroonians also 
saw the result as a rejection of the President and his inability 
to implement many of the policies he had enunciated under 
the New Deal. 

The New Deal was a concept that Paul Biya added to 
Cameroon's political vocabulary when he became President 
on 6 November 1982. It was intended to signal a change in 
administration2 and a new direction for the country. At first, 
most Cameroonians were sceptical and had little idea what 
form and direction the proposed changes would take since 
Biya was a product of his predecessor, President Ahidjo and 
owed his political fortunes to him.3 Moreover, although 
Ahidjo had resigned as the head of state, he still retained the 

* The research for this paper was made possible by the support of the 
Taft Summer Research Grant of the University of Cincinnati. 
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powerful office of chairman of the only party in the country 
- the Cameroon National Union (CNU). Therefore, it was 
inconceivable that Biya would pursue policies that were 
inconsistent with those of his mentor. 

Despite the initial scepticism, however, Biya's many 
speeches following his accession to power helped in defin
ing his goals for the New Deal and also in convincing many 
Cameroonians that he was serious about instituting change. 
For instance, in his New Year's message to the nation on 31 
December 1983, he declared: 

We will have, in particular, to pursue the establishment of a 
model society that symbolizes the New Social Order and whose 
ultimate good is social justice, that is, organizing the fair distribu
tion of the fruits of our collective effort among the various social 
groupings and laying the ground work for equal opportunities 
through appropriate measures designed to solve our social, educa
tional, health, employment, housing, town planning, transport, 
wage, social security and other problems.4 (My emphasis.) 

Later, in a book on his political philosophy, President Biya 
was even more specific in defining his agenda for the New 
Deal society: 

The dream of a united mankind, the establishment of a new politi
cal society, the promotion of the economy at the service of man, 
the emergence of a national culture sustained by ethnic cultures, 
the implementation of social justice and the development of the 
humane in man are the many legitimate ambitions on which I base 
my action at the helm of the Cameroon state.s 

Both statements and many others in the first few years of his 
administration clearly indicated that the political, social and 
economic welfare of all Cameroonians were at the centre of 
the President's New Deal agenda. However, President Biya 
also considered a change in attitude and a total commitment 
by Cameroonians important prerequisites for the success of 
his New Deal programmes. 

Whether the new concept was simply a public relations 
ploy to extricate himself from Ahidjo's shadow as some 
now argue or whether it was a genuine attempt to forge a 
new direction for the country, most Cameroonians were 
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prepared to give the new President a chance and to heed his 
call for "rig our" , "integrity", and "moralization" if they 
could lead to real change. 

These three important appendages to the New Deal called 
for the rejection by all Cameroonians of past irregularities, 
including: lateness, laxity, wastefulness and irresponsibility, 
corruption, misappropriation of public and private funds, 
fraud and moral depravity,6 which in the past had con
tributed to serious administrative and economic problems. 
In other words, in order to attain the objectives of the New 
Deal, Cameroonians were expected to develop a new atti
tude and a positive perspective towards national develop
ment. Despite the euphoria that followed its launching, 
almost a decade after, the New Deal had failed to meet the 
expectations of many Cameroonians. In fact, by the middle 
of the decade there were already signs of frustration and dis
appointment among the population. 

The main objective of this article is to examine the rea
sons for the demise of the Cameroonian New Deal. How
ever, it is important to do so in the light of its early success. 

Early success: 1982-1986 

During Ahidjo's administration a virtual police state had 
existed in the country, which severely limited political 
activities including free speech and opinions, especially if 
they ran contrary to government policies. As Richard Joseph 
points out: 

The intemalisation of censorship and authoritarian control by the 
educated strata of the Cameroon population has reached such a 
degree after the long night of the Ahidjo dictatorship that it is 
only in the most private and secure circumstances that any 
Cameroonian, whatever his situation, would dare voice opinions 
which vary in the slightest respect from the ruling orthodoxy.7 

The press was closely monitored to prevent the publication 
of any information considered subversive. The government 
justified these restrictions as a necessary step in preventing 
the spread of "dis information" that could threaten unified 
public opinion and jeopardize economic development.8 

When President Biya came to office, he promised to put 
an end to this and many other restrictions.9 For instance, by 
1985, he had introduced a series of measures allowing 
greater individual and political freedom. More than a dozen 
privately owned newspapers and magazines sprang up in the 
country, and some of them were highly critical of govern
ment policies. He also introduced measures that allowed 
challengers in presidential elections (although the conditions 
that potential challengers had to satisfy virtually ruled out all 
challenges)lD and multiple candidates in party elections. 

Unlike previous elections, where the government allowed 
only a single list of candidates on the ballot, the new system 
gave the electorate an opportunity to elect candidates they 
wanted to have represent them in the National Assembly or at 
various levels (cell, district or section) of the party. As a 
result of the new competitive elections, more than 50 per cent 
of all the former office holders within the party hierarchy and 
55,93 per cent of the parliamentarians were defeated in the 
1986 party and 1988 legislative elections, respectively. 11 
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These changes were well received by Cameroonians. 
Commenting on the changes in the electoral process, a 
senior party official in Fako division in South-West 
Province, confirmed that with the introduction of multiple 
candidates in elections, Cameroonians could for the first 
time since the creation of a single party in 1966, elect those 
whom they really wanted to have represent them: 

... there is meaning which lies in the democratization of munici
pal, parliamentary and party elections. This move gives a fair 
share of participation to every Cameroonian to test his/her popu
larity in any part of the country. Through democracy, people 
select the type of leader they want. The electorate is not an 
imposed on one as used to be the case. 12 

Change was not only restricted to the political arena. One of 
the goals of President Biya's New Deal was to improve the 
social and economic conditions of the Cameroonian people. 
With the sale of oil becoming an important source of reve
nue in the early 1980s (jumping from less than 5 per cent of 
the national revenue in 1980 to about 40 per cent in 1984),13 
the new President was able to finance many of his New Deal 
programmes, including road construction and subsidizing 
the prices farmers received for their export cropS.14 For 
example, the price for a kilogram of cocoa was increased 
from 330 francs CFA in the 1982/83 season to 440 francs 
CFA in the 1984/85 season. Similarly, the price of Arabica 
coffee rose from 370 Francs CFA per kilogram in 1982/83 
to 410 francs CFA in 1983/84. 

In order to encourage young Cameroonians to take up agri
culture and thereby curb the high rate of migration to the cities, 
efforts were also made to make the rural areas more attractive. 
Schools, clinics, rural electrification and pipe-borne water pro
jects were introduced in many villages. If rural areas could pro
vide many of the amenities available in urban areas, young men 
and women would be encouraged to remain in the countryside 
and ultimately become involved in agriculture. 

Meanwhile, in the business and industrial sectors, the 
government encouraged banks to adopt a more liberal lend
ing policy toward indigenous businessmen in order to boost 
investments. At the same time, an aggressive campaign was 
launched abroad - in Canada, the United States and many 
European capitals - to attract foreign companies and busi
nesses, especially in areas where indigenous investors pos
sessed neither sufficient capital nor the technological know
how. This campaign was successful. 

By 1983, Total and Shell had joined the French company, 
Elf-Aquitaine, and the Cameroon public corporation, 
Societe Nationale des Hydrocabures (SNH), in drilling oil 
along the Cameroon coast. 15 At the same time, an American 
company, Del Monte, and a French company, Compagnie 
Fruitiere, were involved in agricultural development. Also, 
because of Cameroon's strong economy resulting from oil 
production, a number of American financial institutions, 
including the Bank of America, Boston Bank, and Chase 
Manhattan Bank were attracted to open branches in Douala 
(the economic capital of Cameroon) and Yaounde. 

The government's commitment to the health and educa
tional development of Cameroonians was also evident under 
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the New Deal. In 1984/85, for example, the budget of the 
ministry of health was increased by 31,9 per cent over that of 
the previous year. The increase provided additional funds for 
the construction of new hospitals and clinics in many towns 
and villages. A similar increase in the budget of the ministry 
of education and the ministry of higher education and scien
tific research also led to the opening of more vocational and 
secondary grammar schools to serve the growing number of 
young Cameroonians graduating from primary schools. 

Despite these early successes, however, Cameroonians 
soon lost faith in the New Deal as the President increasingly 
restricted free speech and was reluctant to implement some 
of the promises he had made. Beginning in 1986, the eco
nomic situation in the country started deteriorating. The 
high rate of unemployment, especially among university 
graduates, forced many to pursue graduate studies as a 
short-term alternative to the unemployment line. Many gov
ernment projects proposed or started in the boom days of the 
New Deal were either suspended or abandoned because of 
the severe financial constraints. 

The deteriorating economic situation also forced many 
foreign companies that had invested in Cameroon to leave 
the country, further exacerbating the unemployment situa
tion. Perhaps this report in one of Cameroon's weekly news
papers may best describe the feeling of many Cameroonians 
vis-a-vis Paul Biya and the New Deal: 

The programme of action of the CPDM which was initially stated 
at the Bamenda congress and later developed fully in the book 
Communal Liberalism, won national and international acclaim 
upon its publication. It raised the hope that Cameroon would 
soon be, if not the first, then at least among the first African 
countries to join the club of liberal democratic states. Once this 
happened, Cameroonians, it was expected, would live in free
dom, dignity, justice; they would live with a sense of rigour in 
the management of resources, moral rectitude and rediscovered 
communal solidarity, all this in a permanent endeavour to 
develop our country. 

Since then the party's leadership has done little to implement 
such strategic watchwords as internal dialogue, the free exchange 
of ideas, tolerance of opinion, promotion of our national culture, 
of local economy and social justice .... The result of all this is well 
known: the CPDM is in the dock because the economy is 
grounded; because tribal hatred is rearing its ugly head again; 
because nepotism is reigning supreme, along with corruption, 
incompetence, inefficiency and disorder. 16 

In other words, the President had failed to deliver, at 
least on a sustained basis, the New Deal he had promised 
Cameroonians in 1982. 

Cameroonians had the first opportunity to demonstrate 
their disappointment in Paul Biya and his New Deal pro
gramme in the 1988 presidential elections. Although he was 
re-elected by 98,75 per cent of those who had cast their bal
lots, more blank votes were cast (usually an indication of 
voter disapproval) than in the previous election in 1984 
when they were still reaping the benefits of the New Deal, 
and when Biya's popularity was at its peak. In the latter 
election, he had received only 610 blank votes as opposed to 
42218 in the 1988 elections. 17 

His popularity continued to plummet after the 1988 elec
tions and as the economic situation in the country worsened. 
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On 1 March 1992, in the first multi-party parliamentary elec
tions in Cameroon since the formation of the single party in 
1966, President Biya and his Cameroon People's Democratic 
Movement (CPDM), which had replaced the Cameroon 
National Union in 1985 as the only party in the country, were 
able to win less than half (88 of the 180) of the seats in 
the National Assembly. Similarly, in the first multi-party 
presidential elections on 1 October 1992, President Biya was 
re-elected by only 39,9 per cent of those who had cast their 
votes. 

Why did the New Deal, which had started with such opti
mism, fail? Did the "Ahidjo factor" playa role in the demise 
of the New Deal or was the failure due to Biya's leadership? 
What role did the Cameroonian bureaucracy play in its fail
ure? Did the declining economy, seen in the low prices 
received for Cameroon's exports, play an important part in 
the demise? How did the political changes in Eastern Europe 
in the late 1980s affect the New Deal? Did Cameroonians 
simply expect too much from a president who had promised 
a new deal? We will now examine how each of these factors 
contributed to the demise of the New Deal. 

The" Ahidjo factor" 

For more than two decades as President, Ahidjo had created 
a system of government that served his vision of the 
Cameroon nation - a single party state with a strong presi
dential system that virtually gave him complete control of 
all the state's institutions. He had also built an extensive 
network of loyalists through a complex patronage system 
that gave him complete control over the appointment of top 
administrative and party officials. All the high-ranking civil 
servants, administrators, police and military officers, and 
directors of parastatal organizations were appointed by 
Ahidjo and were therefore accountable to him. The party 
bosses and all the members of the National Assembly owed 
their political fortunes to him. 

As head of state and chairman of the party, Ahidjo could 
dismiss and appoint officials to many of these positions at 
his discretion. Consequently, all of them owed their alle
giance to him. 18 Therefore, when Paul Biya became 
President, the administrative and political bureaucracy 
remained staffed by Ahidjo's appointees. In fact, apart from 
a few minor portfolio changes, Biya, in the first few months 
of his administration, retained the entire cabinet that he had 
inherited from Ahidjo in November 1982. 

With a nation already too used to Ahidjo's policies, and 
with many of his appointees still in Biya's administration, it 
was difficult at first for the new President to push through his 
New Deal policies without some resistance. For one thing, 
many in the government and the business community, espe
cially the Muslim Northerners were not only unwilling to 
accept the fact that Ahidjo had handed over power to a 
Southern Christian, but also perceived Biya's call for "rigour", 
"integrity" and "moralization" as an effort to deprive them of 
the rights and privileges they had long enjoyed under Ahidjo's 
administration. 19 Adding to the difficult situation Biya faced, 
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was the fact that the former president continued to playa highly 
visible role in national politics. 

Even though he had resigned as head of state, he had 
been urged by a delegation of the Central Committee of the 
CNU (which included the new president) to retain the chair
manship of the party. Although such action might have been 
a gesture of respect to the former president, Bayart points 
out that certain members of the committee hoped to use this 
duality in leadership to restrict Biya's powers and perhaps 
ultimately ease him out of the presidency. 

Beyond the emotional pathos behind which they camouflaged 
themselves, the 'barons' (of the party) who initiated this move 
were pursuing a specific objective: to limit the power of the new 
President, to deprive him of control of the party and thus 'open' the 
nomination of the candidate for the 1985 presidential elections.2o 

In fact, shortly after his resignation, it was Ahidjo rather 
than Paul Biya who sent Mousa Yaya, a member of the 
party's Central Committee and vice president of the Nation
al Assembly to the West Province, to calm fears of a radical 
departure from his policies by his successor. Ahidjo later 
orchestrated the dismissal of Mousa Yaya from the party 
and ultimately as vice president of the National Assembly 
when the latter became too critical of his resignation and the 
appointment of Biya as his successor. 

Later, in his capacity as chairman of the party, Ahidjo 
undertook, in January 1983, a tour of six of Cameroon's 
seven provinces in an effort to calm fears of an impending 
political collapse and to convince the population of his con
fidence in his successor. In each of the provinces, throngs of 
supporters enthusiastically welcomed him as if he was still 
the head of state. 

Whether intentionally or not, these actions clearly up
staged Biya and portrayed Ahidjo as the real power behind 
the President. In fact, some of Biya's supporters within the 
administration expressed the fear that Ahidjo's continued 
high-profile activities might undermine Biya's effectiveness 
as head of state and jeopardize his ability to implement his 
New Deal policies. 

Those fears became apparent early in 1983, when the 
Political Bureau and the Central Committee of the party, 
both of which were still under Ahidjo's control (as the party 
chairman) and dominated by his supporters, first rejected 
the new President's proposal to reform the electoral process 
by introducing multiple candidates in the upcoming 29 May 
1984 legislative elections. It was obvious that until Biya 
could take complete control of both the presidency and the 
party chairmanship, he could not implement the reforms he 
intended under the New Deal. 

The story of the power struggle between Ahidjo and Biya 
has already been discussed elsewhere.21 Suffice it to say 
here that by October 1983, about a month or so short of the 
first anniversary of the peaceful and constitutional transfer 
of power, President Biya had gained complete control of the 
party and state apparatus. 

Nevertheless, gaining control of both institutions did not 
eliminate the "Ahidjo factor" or guarantee the successful 
implementation of the New Deal policy. As indicated earlier, 
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Ahidjo had spent more than two decades as head of state, 
and, during that tenure he had filled most of the top party and 
government positions with loyalists or people who believed 
in his political philosophy. As Delancey argues: 

President Biya may sincerely wish to move toward a more open, 
democratic political process, yet he has discovered that such 
movement is difficult and dangerous within the political environ
ment inherited form Ahidjo and his colonial predecessors.22 

Therefore, in order to implement his New Deal pro
gramme, President Biya had to replace these men with peo
ple who believed in his New Deal programme. 

However, Biya was slow in replacing many of Ahidjo's 
men. For one thing, any immediate wholesale replacement 
of experienced, albeit reactionary officials in the upper 
echelon of the government might have seriously impeded 
the smooth running of the administration. Moreover, many 
of the men in these positions were colleagues with whom 
Biya had served in government or who like Biya owed their 
political fortunes to Ahidjo. 

Therefore, even though some of them did not believe in 
his New Deal, he did not immediately replace them. For 
instance, his July 1984 cabinet included 13 members who 
had served in Ahidjo's last cabinet of January 1982.23 To 
make matters worse, some Ahidjo associates whom Biya 
had earlier dismissed from his cabinet were later recalled 
and given important positions in the administration or the 
party. Samuel Eboua, the former Secretary General at the 
Presidency and Minister of Agriculture under Biya's first 
government until his dismissal in 1983, became Chairman 
of the Board of Governors of Cameroon Airlines. 

Similarly, Ayissi Mvodo, the former Minister of Territorial 
Administration, who had also lost his cabinet position along 
with Samuel Eboua, became Chairman of the National 
Investment Society (SNI). Maikano Abdoulaye, former 
Minister of the Armed Forces, who was rumoured to have had 
prior knowledge of the failed 1984 military coup, later 
became the Director of the National Veterinary Laboratory 
(Lavanet). Jean Focheve who had earlier been dismissed as 
head of the feared secret police (the National Documentation 
Centre) following a failed military coup in 1984, got the same 
position a few years later under President Biya. 

Although President Biya tried earlier to balance the situa
tion by including some reform-minded technocrats like 
Professor George Ngango, Mohamad Labarang, Joseph 
Zambo and Laurent Esso to his cabinet, the move did not 
stop many Cameroonians and even some of his ardent sup
porters from questioning his commitment to the New Deal. 
Furthermore, the fact that Professor Ngango, considered by 
many to be a strong supporter of the President's New Deal 
and the leader of the progressive wing of the party and gov
ernment, ultimately lost his ministerial portfolio in an 
apparent power struggle with the reactionary wing of Biya's 
inner circle of advisers, was another indication that the latter 
had prevailed in winning the President's favour. As 
Professor Kofele-Kale correctly points out, President Biya 
relied heavily on Ahidjo's loyalists who had turned the first 
two decades of Cameroon's post-reunification history into a 
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painful nightmare instead of bringing into his administration 
fresh forces that shared his vision.24 

Was President Biya, as some have suggested, reluctant to 
carry out his New Deal, especially after the April 1984 
COUp25 or was he simply unable to provide the leadership 
necessary to carry out the radical reforms he had proposed? 
Whatever the case, one might argue that by surrounding 
himself, at least, in the first few years of his administration, 
with members of the ancien regime, Biya severely restricted 
his ability to proceed with his New Deal and convince many 
Cameroonians that he was sincerely willing to change the 
status quo. 

The President's leadership 

Cartwright defines leadership as the ability of an individual 
to draw his people to pursue the goals that he has already 
committed himself to.26 For instance, both Kwame 
Nkrumah of Ghana and Sekou Toure of Guinea, demon
strated effective leadership in convincing their people to fol
low the path to independence that they had charted for them; 
so too did President Julius Nyerere's tenacious pursuit of 
African socialism in Tanzania. 

Although we had earlier indicated that President Biya 
had succeeded in implementing some of his New Deal pro
grammes in the first few years of his administration, it 
became apparent, especially after the April 1984 coup 
attempt, that he was either unwilling or simply lacked the 
resolute, tough and uncompromising leadership of his pre
decessor to execute many of the promises he had made. He 
became too cautious, and in many instances very tentative 
when quick and decisive action was necessary. The frequent 
cabinet reshuffles (seven of them between November 1982 
and September 1985) and his inability to control the rivalry 
among his close advisers severely restricted his ability to 
put a team in place that could oversee the effective imple
mentation of his policies over an extended period: 

If he has proved incapable of getting the right Cameroonians with 
whom to serve Cameroon, if every Cameroonian he picks has 
proved to be a wrong person in the chosen post; then the time has 
come for Cameroonians to examine him if the shoes he has been 
wearing since November 1982 are not too large for his feet. 27 

One critic described President Biya's leadership as one of 
clumsy mistakes and contradictions: 

Biya's personal style of governing lies at the root of much uncer
tainty, particularly the yawning gap between his words and his 
actions. To date, Biya's history is one of clumsy mistakes and 
contradictions. This has been particularly evident as the economic 
downturn brought on by falling commodity prices accelerated. 
Biya consistently and publicly opposed turning to the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) for assistance ... Two years 
ago, Biya's lack of authority led to him being nicknamed 
'Paulette' in Douala.28 

Cardinal Tumi of Garoua Archdiocese compared Cameroon 
under Biya's leadership to "a ship without a captain, drifting 
in the sea being tossed about by waves".29 Another observer 
indicated that although President Biya had a good "game 
plan" he was either too reluctant or lacked the strong leader-
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ship qualities that former President Ahidjo possessed in exe
cuting those plans.3o 

Under the New Deal, for instance, Cameroonians were 
promised a free and open society where different opinions 
would be tolerated and where they would be able to express 
themselves without fear of being persecuted. Although the 
President in his first few years in office allowed a greater 
degree of freedom in the country than perhaps at any time 
under the previous administration, it fell short of what 
Cameroonians had expected. 

In fact, Cameroonians were still subjected to arrest and 
imprisonment for trying to exercise the right to free speech 
that had been promised under the New Deal. In 1985, for 
example, the editor of the Cameroon Times newspaper was 
arrested and detained for refusing to reveal a confidential 
source used to document a published story on fraud at the 
National Oil Refinery (Sonara). In the same year, 30 mem
bers belonging to the Jehovah's Witness religious group 
were arrested in Limbe under a 1967 law banning organiza
tions that threatened national unity. In another incident, a 
group of journalists was arrested in 1986 for "using bad lan
guage and attacking individuals and institutions in a manner 
not compatible with their status as journalists". 31 

Under his New Deal agenda, President Biya had also 
promised to eradicate "tribalism", favouritism and all forms 
of division likely to threaten national unity. Speaking to 
members of the National Assembly on 14 September 1983, 
the President noted that: 

... Cameroonians are first of all Cameroonians, before being 
Bamileke, Ewondos, Foulbes, Bassas, Boulous, Doualas, Bak
weris, Bayas, Massas, or Makas. This means that Cameroonians 
are first of all Cameroonians, before being English-speaking or 
French-speaking, Christians, Muslims or animists.32 

Such a declaration was welcomed by particularly Anglo
phone Cameroonians and many other groups in the country 
who felt that they had either not been fairly treated or left 
out under the previous administration. 

But while he preached national unity and fairness, many 
from the President's clan saw the transfer of power simply as 
an opportunity to, in Bayart's words, promote "ethnofas
cism".33 For instance, Basil Emah, one of the party bosses and 
an associate of the President argued that it was the turn of the 
Beti clan to enjoy the fruits and power which Northerners had 
monopolized during Ahidjo's administration.34 By implica
tion, therefore, if the President hailed from a specific area, 
that automatically gave the right to people from that part of 
the country to monopolize power. As one middle-level party 
official in Fako division (South-West Province) indicated, 
under President Biya's New Deal, the "Garoua barons" who 
were the power brokers during Ahidjo's administration had 
simply been replaced by the "Beti Mafia".35 

The President himself was accused of ethnic favouritism 
in the selection of high-ranking government appointees. A 
report in one of Cameroon's newspapers observed that as of 
August 1991, 37 of the 47 senior prefects (administrative 
heads of divisions), three-quarters of the directors and gen
eral managers of the parastatal corporations in the country 
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and 22 of the 38 high-ranking bureaucrats who had been 
appointed in the newly created office of the prime minister, 
were from the President's clan.36 

Therefore, instead of eradicating the ethnic and regional 
problems in Cameroon as he had promised under the New 
Deal, the situation perhaps became more acute. This was evi
dent in the March and October 1992 legislative and presi
dential elections respectively, where voting was very much 
based on ethnic loyalty. In the latter elections, for instance, 
Biya got over 90 per cent of the votes from the South Province 
(his province of origin) but did very poorly, especially in the 
Littoral, West, North-West and South-West, where there had 
been a strong opposition to his administration.37 

Although the results were a reflection of the worsening 
economic situation in the country, the poor showing by the 
President in the two English-speaking provinces (South
West and North-West, where he got only about 21,3 and 9,6 
per cent of the votes respectively) may also be attributed to 
the fact that they (the Anglophones) still felt left out of 
important government positions under the New Deal. 

Biya's lack of leadership became even more apparent fol
lowing the failed military coup in April 1984, and the highly 
visible role the military was allowed to play in the country's 
political life. A 1989 report, for instance, described the mili
tary in Cameroon as "Cameroon's new ruling class".38 In a 
desperate attempt to hold on to power, President Biya 
increasingly relied on the military to suppress opposition 
and demonstrations against his administration: 

... the Biya government has lost all his sense of purpose and direc
tion. In a frantic bid to stay in power, they opted for power-shar
ing with the military which explains why those supposed to main
tain laws and respect for the constitution have turned their 
weapons against the people.39 

Instead of the free and democratic society that Biya had 
promised under the New Deal, soldiers were used to enforce 
the will of the President. On 26 May 1990, six demonstra
tors were reported killed in Bamenda, North-West Provi
dence when soldiers tried to stop the launching of a new 
party - the Social Democratic Front (SDF). Similarly, in 
January 1991, three people were killed by police during a 
pro-democracy demonstration in the town of Garoua.40 

In April 1991, following further disturbances and public 
demonstrations in most of the country's ten provinces, 
seven were placed under the rule of three military comman
ders: General Jean-Rene Youmba was in charge of the 
South-West and Littoral Provinces; General Oumarou Djam 
was in charge of the North-West and West Provinces, while 
the North, Adamawa and Far North Provinces were placed 
under General Ngonso Sunji. 

Notwithstanding the fact that the military commanders 
were supposed to serve only as special advisers to the civil
ian governors of these provinces, the decree appointing 
them also gave them full rights to employ measures they 
thought appropriate to end civil disobedience in the 
provinces.41 In other words, the military commanders could 
take appropriate measures to control disturbances without 
the President's prior approval. 
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Although it should be pointed out that the use of the mili
tary to enforce government policy, especially in most 
authoritarian one-party states in post-independent Africa, 
was not a new phenomenon (Central African Republic 
under Emperor Bokassa, Equatorial Guinea under President 
Macias Nguema and Sekou Toure in Guinea, just to name a 
few), it was the fact that President Biya had promised a free 
and open society that perhaps made his situation different. 

The unusual authority and high profile they had appar
ently been given even allowed the military to defy the 
President. In 1988, for instance, senior military officers were 
outraged when the President, without informing them, 
promised local chiefs in the North Province that he would 
free some of the prisoners who had either served their term 
or had been detained arbitrarily following the April 1984 
coup. Although the President might have made the promise 
as a gesture of good faith and as an effort to maintain 
national unity, the joint army chiefs overruled him.42 There
fore, as a result of relying too much on the military, the 
President found himself in a position where he was unable, if 
he so desired, to make independent decisions. This had 
important repercussions for his New Deal programme. 

The President's lack of leadership was also evident in his 
inability to control bureaucratic corruption and ineffective
ness, which he had promised to eradicate under the New Deal. 

Bureaucratic corruption and ineffectiveness 

One of the problems that has plagued many African coun
tries since independence has been the corruption and laxity 
within the bureaucracy.43 As Gould points out "in a state
dominated society, the public bureaucracy is the prime ful
crum through which public policy is formulated and im
plemented".44 If the New Deal were to be successful in 
Cameroon (where the state was the single largest employer), 
it was imperative that the bureaucracy change its work 
habits which, in the past, had led to corruption and ineffec
tiveness in government. 

That may possibly explain why President Biya had 
placed part of the responsibility for the success of the New 
Deal in the hands of the bureaucracy by calling for "rigour", 
"integrity" and "moralization". Every Cameroonian, includ
ing ministers, top government officials, civil servants and 
even those in the private sector were to be conscientious and 
hard working. At the Bamenda New Deal Congress in 
March 1985, for instance, he criticized bureaucrats who 
were corrupt and ineffective. He also promised to stop the 
practice of "chasing files" in Yaounde, which often resulted 
in the loss of several days or weeks of work because govern
ment employees in the various provinces were forced to 
travel to Yaounde to ensure that their files received prompt 
attention or that the required amendments are actually made. 

However, nothing changed in this regard. According to 
one source, delaying files had become a very lucrative 
"business" for many bureaucrats in Yaounde, and was per
ceived by many as a way of making extra money needed to 
keep up with the high cost of living in the city. The cuts in 
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salaries and benefits in 1991, and the fact that civil servants 
had not received salary increases (a regular occurrence dur
ing the Ahidjo years) since 1985 were a few of the reasons 
given for the continuation of this practice. 

A contributing factor to the bureaucratic corruption and lax
ity, or what some observers have described as "Cameroon's 
worst man-made plague",45 was the centralized administrative 
structure that entailed all important decisions being made in 
Yaounde (the administrative capital of the country), and 
President Biya's unwillingness to change the system. The set
up had been devised by Ahidjo in the 1960s to enable him to 
stay in power and retain control over every decision made in 
Cameroon. Although it served him well (Biya quickly found 
out that it was also in his political interest to maintain the sys
tem) it also created an administrative nightmare that continued 
in spite of the New Deal. 

Since almost every final decision regarding appoint
ments, promotions, salary increases and transfers was made 
in Yaounde, civil servants often found themselves over
whelmed by the number of files they were required to han
dle in one day. Consequently, much work was either left 
undone, with workers dealing only with the files of those 
who could make the trip from the provinces to Yaounde. 
This 1986 case of a newly employed university graduate is 
typical of the ineffectiveness of this centralized administra
tive structure: 

... The centralized administrative system put in place by the 
Ahidjo administration has led to greater inefficiency. Civil ser
vants, some of whom had either resigned, retired or even died 
were still being paid. Workers have to leave the provinces in 
Yaounde in order to have their dossiers processed, in order to 
have their salary paid or receive money as a result of promotion. 
Sometimes these employees have to spend weeks or months just 
to do this. What happens is that they are not doing what they 
should do in their area of work since they are in Yaounde. 
Evidence of this is the case of a newly recruited graduate working 
in one of the provinces: 

After waiting for his salary for six "long" months, he finally made 
a trip to Yaounde, only to be told that his salary had not been paid 
because his dossier was 'incomplete'. They told him they could not 
find his birth certificate, nor the original copies of his degrees. Yet, 
he had submitted them, he said .... This employee believes that if the 
government gives the external services of the various ministries the 
power to make many of the decisions, which have so far been made 
only in Yaounde, 'the result will be miraculous'. 46 

Corruption and ineffectiveness went far beyond the lower 
and middle echelons of the bureaucracy. It was estimated 
that between November 1982 and September 1991, high
ranking government officials had deposited more than 2 000 
million francs CFA in their private bank accounts in 
Switzerland, France, the United States and the West Indies.47 

Most of the money was derived through the misappropriation 
of government funds.48 A report in the Cameroon Post news
paper also indicates that five high-ranking government and 
party officials took a total of about 196 million francs CF A 
from the national treasury in 1991 for the "sensitization" of 
party militants.49 Often, these and other government funds 
were dispensed without proper accountability. 

Apart from the various domestic factors that contributed 
to the demise of the New Deal, there were also the external 
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forces - the fall in the prices of Cameroon's exports and the 
political changes in Eastern Europe. While the former crip
pled that administration's ability to implement many of the 
New Deal economic and social programmes, the end of the 
Cold War and the rise of democratic governments in many 
of the former communist countries of Eastern Europe forced 
President Biya (and many other African leaders) to acceler
ate the pace of political change beyond what he had planned 
under the New Deal. 

The impact of the decline in the prices 
obtained for Cameroon's exports 
When Cameroon became an oil-producing nation in 1977, 
former President Ahidjo made the conscious decision to 
place the bulk of the revenue derived from the sale of oil in 
separate accounts (extrabudgetary accounts) in foreign 
banks. This strategy was aimed at eliminating the boom 
mentality that had crippled agricultural production in other 
African countries following the discovery of oil.5o 

Although the actual amount in these accounts remained a 
state secret under Ahidjo's administration, the export figure for 
1982 was estimated at 154,8 billion francs CFA.51 It was on 
the basis of the earnings from Cameroon's oil and other 
exports, and, perhaps more importantly, from the extra
budgetary account, that President Biya had expected to con
tinue underwriting many of the New Deal programmes. Some 
of the money was used in road and rail construction and other 
development projects. In 1985, for instance, 180 billion francs 
CFA was withdrawn to supplement the national budget.52 

However, beginning in 1986, Cameroon, like many other 
African countries, began experiencing a reduction in its for
eign earnings owing to the decline in the price of its exports. 
The price of a barrel of crude oil fell from 29 dollars in 1984 
to 26 dollars in 1985 and 10 dollars in 1986. This drop in the 
price of oil alone represented a decline in revenue from 694 
billion in 1984/85 to 243 billion dollars in 1986/87.53 

Similarly, the price for cocoa, one of Cameroon's major 
export crops, fell from 940 francs CFA per kilogram in 1985 
to 700 francs CFA per kilogram in 1986. Cotton also fell 
from 780 francs CFA per kilogram in 1984 to 331 francs 
CFA in 1986.54 The total value of Cameroon's exports, 
which had exceeded 1 000 billion francs CFA in 1984/85, 
dropped to 575 billion francs CFA in 1986/87.55 

Not even the Cameroon Development Corporation (CDC), 
the largest agro-business in the country and the second largest 
employer in the nation (after the state), escaped the economic 
crisis. Its gross profit dropped from 5 billion francs CF A in 
1985/86 to 807 million francs CFA in 1986/87. Compounding 
the problem was the decline in the value of the dollar - from 
500 francs CFA to the dollar in 1983, to 300 francs CFA in 
1986. This in effect meant that Cameroon received less for its 
exports in 1986 than it did in 1983. 

As we mentioned earlier, bureaucratic corruption also 
placed a severe strain on state funds. In 1987, for instance, 
there was a discrepancy of about 1,57 billion francs CF A 
between the amount of tariff the customs department was 
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supposed to have collected from the importation of cham
pagne from France and the 214,66 francs CFA it actually 
tendered to the state's treasury.56 In other words, about 86,6 
per cent5? of the revenue that was supposed to have been 
collected could not be accounted for. 

This single loss, Nantang observes, was more than the 
entire budget of the Ministry of Women's Affairs and 
equivalent to that of the Ministry of Mines and Power for 
the 1987/88 fiscal year. 58 Taking this single example, one 
begins to understand the enormity of the problem and how 
development programmes were likely to suffer because of 
fraud by the bureaucracy. Simply put, while the administra
tion was experiencing a severe decline in its export earn
ings, it was also losing revenue from bureaucratic fraud. 

At the same time, the administration was unable to 
restrict its expenditure. Perhaps in an effort to reward his 
political allies and to create jobs for Cameroonians as he 
had promised, President Biya over-extended the govern
ment. For instance, a new Ministry of Women's Affairs was 
created while the former Ministry of Education was split 
into two - one in charge of primary and secondary educa
tion and the second to deal with higher education and scien
tific research. The number of cabinet positions were 
increased from 25, including the post of the prime minister 
in May 1982 to 28 in January 1987. 

Meanwhile, new embassies were opened in Brazil, Cote 
d'Ivoire and Senegal. Altogether, the number of civil ser
vants more than doubled from about 80000 in 1982 to about 
180000 in 1988.59 This meant that more money was needed 
for salaries and other expenses at a time when revenue was 
declining. In just four years, for instance, the ~udget of the 
Ministry of Agriculture increased from 9,5 billion in 
1983/84 to 17,2 billion francs CF A in 1987/88 fiscal year 
(most of it going for salaries and other perks).6o The fact 
that the decline in revenue was not immediately matched 
by a corresponding cut in government expenditure, placed 
further strain on the nation's resources. 

Although the President had earlier, in 1986, tried to allay 
any fears of an impending economic crisis by publicly 
announcing that "Ie Cameroun se porte bien", by the end of 
the year the optimism had dissipated. In fact, in his New 
Year's message to the nation, Biya called on all Came
roonians to be prepared to make some sacrifices as a neces
sary step towards solving the nation's economic problems.6l 

Earlier, in an effort to rid the administration of corrupt 
officers and to make the administration more efficient, the 
government in 1986, introduced a series of sweeping 
reforms. For example, a number of doctors and other medi
cal officers were either dismissed or suspended for corrup
tion and absenteeism. A new computerized system was 
introduced in the customs service in an effort to curb cor
ruption and improve the collection of tariffs. Instead of 
achieving its stated goal, the new system led to a severe 
shortage of imports.62 Also in 1986, a sweep of the civil ser
vice registry eliminated more than 20 000 absentee workers 
who were costing the government millions of francs CFA in 
salaries annually. 63 
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Furthermore, in an attempt to address the growing eco
nomic problem, the investment budget, which stood at 
340000 million francs CF A for the fiscal year 1986/87, was 
reduced to 250000 million francs CFA for 1987/88. The 
decrease meant greater unemployment and an end to many 
of the projects proposed under the New Deal. 

The unemployment situation was made worse by the exo
dus of many foreign businesses and financial institutions 
which had operated in the country during the boom period 
of the early 1980s. In 1989, Cameroon Bank, the only bank 
in the country that was owned entirely by the Cameroon 
government, was forced to close its doors. Local business
men lost confidence in the few banks that remained as many 
turned instead to "njangi" (contribution groups) as a means 
of saving and borrowing money. 

By 1987, Cameroon's financial situation had become so 
critical that the administration was forced to introduce a 
series of austerity measures that it hoped would relieve the 
problem. For the first time since independence, the budget 
for the ensuing year was actually reduced. For instance, the 
budget for the fiscal year 1987/88 was reduced by 18 per 
cent to 650 billion francs CFA as opposed to the 800 billion 
in the 1986/87 budget. Other measures that were introduced, 
included: 

Restructuring and streamlining parastatals and other 
government companies for greater efficiency. 
Reducing the number of embassy employees abroad, and 
eliminating or consolidating other sections. 
Eliminating misuse of government vehicles and strict 
controls over the use of telephones. 
In 1987 the Farmers' Bank, National Fund for Rural 
Development (Fonader), was dissolved because of inef
ficiency. It was replaced by a new organization, the 
Credit Agricol, which was supposed to facilitate loans to 
farmers by reducing bureaucratic red tape.64 

Despite earlier reluctance to seek financial support from 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, 
the Biya administration finally turned to both organizations 
for help. In 1988, the IMF proposed an aid package totalling 
$150 million to be given over an 18-month period. The 
World Bank also promised a loan of between $150-250 mil
lion. Additional funds were promised by the French Central 
Fund for Economic Co-operation, the African Development 
Bank, the West German government, the United Kingdom 
and the European Development Bank. 

However, this support was not enough. In 1991 the 
administration was forced to introduce further cuts in the 
salaries and benefits of government employees. For instance, 
there was a 50 per cent cut in out-of-station and other 
allowances that civil servants could receive and a 7 per cent 
pay cut for most government workers.65 It also eliminated 
free housing, except to very high-ranking government offi
cials such as ministers, directors and secretary generals.66 

In addition to the cuts, the government introduced a series 
of revenue generating measures that included raising import 
tariffs on such items as motor vehicles, meat, perfumes, 
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cigarettes and tobacco. In 1987, the government imposed a 
300 per cent tax on some local products including beer, soft 
drinks and petrol. It was estimated that the tax on petrol 
would raise 12,5 billion francs CFA in the 1987/88 fiscal 
year and 30 billion francs CFA the following year. At the 
same time it was projected that the tax on beer and soft 
drinks would bring in 8 billion and 20 billion francs CFA, 
respectively, during the same period.67 Additionally, the fee 
for obtaining driving licences was increased. 

Although these measures were necessary to prevent the 
country from sliding into a deeper economic crisis, they 
were very unpopular because they hardly affected the politi
cal elite and those in the upper echelons of government, 
whose privileges remained intact.68 In fact, by the late 
1980s many Cameroonians were blaming President Biya 
and his New Deal for the economic hard times they were 

. . 69 C expenencmg. onsequently, the demands for political 
change in Cameroon beginning in 1989, were not only moti
vated by the changes in Eastern Europe and other African 
states, but also by a need to change the economic status quo. 

The impact of the political changes in 
Eastern Europe 
Although President Biya was an advocate of greater politi
cal freedom and democratic reforms in Cameroon, he 
believed that both should occur, at least in the short term, 
under the auspices of a single party structure.70 In other 
words, the party was supposed to define the extent to which 
freedom and democracy were going to be allowed in the 
country. For that reason, President Biya was opposed to any 
suggestions or attempts to establish a multi-party democracy 
in the country. 

However, with the end of the Cold War and the move 
toward democratic governments in Eastern Europe, Came
roonians, like Africans elsewhere on the continent saw the 
changes as an added incentive to demand greater political 
reforms, including the introduction of multi-party democ
racy. At first Biya resisted giving in to these demands. For 
instance, in March 1990, ten prominent Cameroonians in 
Douala (later known as the Douala Ten) were arrested and 
charged with attempting to form an alternative party to the 
CPDM. But as pressure from France mounted and as 
demonstrations became almost a daily occurrence through
out the major towns and cities in Cameroon, the President 
was forced to change his mind. 

In December 1990, for the first time since the creation of 
a single party in 1966, other parties were allowed no func
tion in Cameroon. President Biya would later acknowledge 
on a visit to the United States, in May 1991, that the 
changes in Eastern Europe had indeed led to a challenge of 
the one party system in Cameroon and Africa in general. 
Even the usually cautious government-owned newspaper, 
Cameroon Tribune, acknowledged the political impact that 
the changes in Eastern Europe had on Cameroon: 

... then there was this strange wind of democratic change that 
originated with Perestroika in the Soviet Union, struck Eastern 
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Europe in 1989 and attained African in 1990. Dictatorial regimes 
- military and one-party on the continent - either moved along or 
were forced to move along. Cameroon was not left indifferent. 
Barrister Yondo Black and others lit the torchlight, Ni John Fru 
Ndi and others in the SDF raised the flames high, the church and 
the people chorused in, and by June 1990, the CPOM ruling party 
came along. And so the path to multipartism and democracy was 
opened, and is still to reach its destination: the establishment of a 
true democracy in Cameroon.'o7l 

Conclusion 

Perhaps it is more appropriate to conclude this article by 
attempting to answer one of the questions we had posed ear
lier: Did Cameroonians expect more from the President who 
had promised a new deal? 

When President Paul Biya proclaimed the New Deal in 
1982, he was perhaps genuinely interested in changing the 
status quo in Cameroon. He introduced new social pro
grammes and accelerated the development of old ones. In the 
area of economic development, he encouraged agricultural 
production and indigenous businesses through price incen
tives to farmers and by facilitating loan procurement for 
businesses. By the end of 1984 he had introduced a series of 
political reforms, including greater individual freedom and 
multiple candidates in elections. Despite these changes, how
ever, Cameroonians were not satisfied. They expected more 
from the President who had promised them a new deal. 

Although part of the reason for not providing more may 
be attributed to Biya's leadership, it is also clear from the 
above that there were other factors beyond the President's 
control that contributed to the demise of the Cameroonian 
New Deal. For instance, bureaucratic corruption and laxity 
persisted. In other words, Cameroonians had failed to seri
ously contribute to its success by not heeding to his call for 
"rigour", "integrity" and "moralization", which together 
were supposed to form the linchpin of an effective adminis
trative system. 

Additionally, the lower prices received for Cameroon's 
exports from the mid-1980s severely restricted President 
Biya's ability to finance many of the New Deal programmes. 
Meanwhile, the end of the Cold War and the political 
changes in Eastern Europe accelerated the pace of political 
change beyond what President Biya had initially intended. 

Cameroonians finally had the opportunity to demonstrate 
their disappointment in Paul Biya and the New Deal in the 
first multi-party legislative and presidential elections since 
the creation of a single party in 1966. On 1 March 1992, the 
President and his CPDM party won less than 50 per cent (88 
of the 180 seats) in the National Assembly. Later, in the 
presidential elections on 11 October 1992, Biya was re
elected with only 39,9 per cent of the votes cast. 

Notes and references 
The two other major parties, the Social Democratic Front (SDF) under 
the leadership of John Fru Ndi, and the National Union for Progress 
and Democracy (UNDP) led by Biya's first prime minister, Bello 
Bouba Maigari, won 35,9 and 19,2 per cent of the votes respectively. 
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Strongmen on the Cape Flats 
Prof Pierre du Toit and Prof Jannie Gagiano of the Political Science Department 
at the University of Stellenbosch, explore the rise and fall of Mr Johnson 
N gxobongwana, strongman of the Crossroads community, in the context of town
ship and national politics. 

Politics in Africa is often depicted as a contest between the 
formally organized (and internationally recognized) institu
tion of state, and societally based formations. In this depic
tion the former tries, but often fails, to incorporate the latter 
into its jurisdiction, in an attempt to give substance to its 
own claims to sovereignty. The result is that such societally 
based political units in some cases do succeed in operating 
beyond the formal control of the state, which places them in 
a position to challenge the incumbents of state power. The 
literature on black urban politics in South Africa tends to 
conform with this pattern. Analyses that utilize a state ver
sus society perspective predominate, with both state and 
society prone to be treated as monolithic political units. The 
analyses for the contest of power are then accommodated 
into either a structuralist or a conspirationalist account of 
events. l 

The theoretical perspective developed by Joel S Migdal 
allows for different components within both the state and 
society to be conceptualized and for more intricate patterns 
of state/society relations to be analysed.2 This framework 
differentiates between strong states, which are defined as 
those who succeed in effectively penetrating the daily lives 
of its citizens; and weak states, which fail to do so. Strong 
states acquire domestic hegemony through a superior capac
ity for social control: to dictate to people the survival strate
gies with which they should confront daily life. Weak states 
are unable to impose state-sponsored survival strategies, and 
the networks of social control of societally based organiza
tions persist alongside, and in rivalry with that of the state. 
Strong societies exhibit a high level of social control, which 
mayor may not be congruent with that of the state. Weak 
societies contain few organizational structures able to exert 
social control, and are easily dominated by strong states. 

* This is a revised draft of a paper with the same title which was 
read at the Research Colloquium of the Political Science 
Association of South Africa, held at Broederstroom, South Africa, 
on 9 October 1992. 
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Moving beyond Migdal, we have argued that when states 
weaken, the potential for societally driven networks of 
social control to emerge or re-emerge is created, and 
depending on the structure of the society, may lead to the 
emergence of civil society or of civil war. 3 

In the contest for hegemony in South Africa the assault 
on the apartheid regime has led to a marked weakening of 
the South African state.4 The aim of this article is to explore 
one site of state weakness as it emerged from the late 1970s. 
The focus will be on the communities in the informal shanty 
towns on the periphery of the Cape Town metropolis, 
known as the Cape Flats, with special emphasis on the 
Crossroads community, and the political career of Mr 
Johnson Ngxobongwana. Three themes will be addressed. 
The first is a descriptive analysis of the informal political 
structure and rules that evolved within Crossroads and that 
provided effective government within Crossroads and other 
shanty town communities (and at the time of writing is still 
operative in some places) on the Cape Flats. The second 
theme explores the interaction between the state and the 
powerholders within these communities. The third theme 
consists of an assessment of the strategic options that have 
been used by rival shanty town leaders in their engagement 
with one another and the state after 1990, given the rapid 
changes in the wider political context that we characterize 
as a contest for hegemony between the incumbents of the 
state and their challengers. We conclude by pointing to the 
implications of our findings for the prospects of the emer
gence of a civil society in post-apartheid South Africa. 

The theory 

State-society relationships in the strong states in the West are 
characterized by the emergence and consolidation of so
called "civil societies". Civil societies, in our view, are soci
eties that have been domesticated and incorporated into the 
institutions, laws and customs that give expression to the 
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modalities of social control which 
serve to facilitate the survival strategies 
pursued by the dominant organizing 
units of action in the planetary system 
of inter-societal rivalry, the modem 
nation-state. An ethnic state like South 
Africa is not a nation-state and hence, 
in terms of our logic, its continuation 
subverts the emergence of a civil soci
ety.s Ethnic states are typically orga
nized in a fonnat designed to provide 
survival strategies for the dominant 
ethnic segment in the face of what is 
perceived as the hostility of subordi
nate groups and to tailor its systems of 
social control to contain this hostility . 
The survival strategies it offers its sub
jects are subordinate to this primary 
concern. From there it becomes subject 
to a vicious dialectic. The very contain
ment of subordinated segments of the 
population reproduces their hostil ity 
and subverts prospects of establishing 
the type of hegemony characteristic of 

An aerial view of Crossroads Photo: Cape Times 

strong states. 
Migdal's description of state-societal relations in the 

Third World - he talks of strong weblike societies - seems 
appropriate. Strong weblike societies have multiple centres 
of public authority that operate beyond the state; multiple 
status and material allocations set up by competing clusters 
of ethnic , racial and/or religious networks; a non-comple
mentary system of organized survival strategies emerging 
from these networks; and a state too weak to isolate and 
protect the individual from the uncivil forces that emerge in 
such an environment. Strongmen are pivotal local leaders 
who organize, co-ordinate and implement these survival 
strategies, against the influence of the state, and against 
rival strongmen. 

In civil societies membership of the social and political 
spheres of life constitutes a complementary continuum 
through the equal status of citizenship; and the autonomy of 
civil society is exercised through the honouring of the civil 
rights of citizens by the state . A unified system of law, a 
unified status of membership of the state and society, a uni
fied system of organized survival strategies under the uni
fied banner of the nation-state is necessary for the survival 
of civil society. Extending Migdal's framework into this 
conceptual field, we argue that civil societies can be seen as 
very specific kinds of strong societies - those in which 
social control is asserted through a pyramidal structure of 
social organization, where the state occupies the apex of this 
pyramid and where society and state strategies for survival 
coincide rather than conflict. A civil society can emerge 
only when the state has succeeded in drawing the entire 
population into a single common jurisdiction under a shared 
status of citizenship and a legal system that applies to al1.6 

Because the Afrikaner ethnic state in South Africa pre-

Africa Insight , vol 23 , no 2, 1993 

vented a civil society from emerging, conditions where the 
type of weakness that allows society strongmen to occupy 
some of the social space the state failed to penetrate, arose. 
This space has increased significantly since the early 1980s 
and has become an area of contestation between the state, 
nationally organized liberation movements and strongmen 
(each intent on enhancing their power by establishing de 
fa cto regimes of social control) . This is exemplified by an 
increasing failure on the part of the state to exercise social 
control through forcing or persuading compliance with its 
laws; failing to elicit repeated voluntary participation within 
institutions run or authorized by the state and failing to 
legitimize itself through the voluntary acceptance of the 
myths and symbolic imagery with which it can justify its 
rules of behaviour. Some commentators have seen this as 
corresponding to the re-emergence of civil society from the 
stifling embrace of a retreating apartheid state.7 We reject 
this view . Something cannot re-emerge if it has never been . 

In line with our thinking, Claude Ake, a prominent 
Nigerian political scientist, warns against the dangers of 
making the assumption that the proliferation of grassroots 
organizations and independent community groups in Africa 
is a sign of the growth of integrative pluralism. 

I would like to caution against making too much of Ihis because it 
seems to me that 10 some extent whal is in fact happening is the dis
solution of sociely. It is often a sign of malady. It is very easy to pre
sent this as a form of health and vitality al the grassroots. In so far as 
they are not connecled at more ecumenical levels these groups pose a 
serious problem for the survival of the sociely al large8 

It would be an exaggeration to present the strongmen in 
the cases we are studying as constituting a problem for "the 
survival of the society at large". We are merely warning 
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against the type of romanticizing which might see them as 
primitive rebels, forces for the emergence of democracy at 
the grassroots or harbingers of a vibrant civil society in 
South Africa.9 

Migdal suggests an analytical model within which the pat
terns of accommodation that includes strongmen can be 
located. He presents the model as a triangle that includes 
firstly the actual implementor of the state policies that 
impinge upon the sphere of influence of strongmen, secondly 
politicians operating in the national political arena and high 
level state administrators, and thirdly strongmen. The level of 
mutual determinacy between the agents on the three points of 
the triangle vary in different institutional settings but it can be 
taken as a general rule that the weaker the central control of 
the state administration in its sphere of jurisdiction, the less 
predictable the outcomes of the interaction between the sets 
of actors. This yields a larger space for implementors and 
strongmen to manoeuvre in and a greater freedom to come to 
mutually beneficial agreements beyond the application of 
those public policies that central authorities design for them. 

For our purposes strongmen can be seen as leaders in 
urban shanty town communities who exercise social control 
over their followers by offering them strategies of survival 
in conflict with or parallel to those organized by agencies of 
public authority in the state. Where co-operation between 
the state and strongmen occurs, it tends to be contingent (in 
the sense that it is subject to ad hoc and shifting "deals" 
between administrative officials, politicians and strongmen) 
and informal (in the sense that it is not validated by the for
mal requirements of public law). When the relationship is 
formalized, strongmen run the risk of becoming domesti
cated and transformed into co-opted extensions of local 
government administrations. 

The context 

The urban context within which prospective strongmen in 
South Africa operate has been shaped by three major sets of 
strongly interrelated, yet distinct, forces. These are the pro
cess of industrial modernization, with its distinctive pattern 
of urbanization; the policies of successive governments since 
1910, which tried to structure this urbanization in a specific 
way; and the contest for power between the state and its 
extra-constitutional challengers. The impact of each of these 
forces will be discussed briefly in tum. 

In 1911 South Africa's population stood at 5,9 million (1,27 
million whites; 4,01 million Africans; 0,52 million coloureds; 
0,15 million Indians), of which 24,7 per cent were urbanized. 10 

By 1991 the total population had risen to 38,5 million (29,06 
million Africans; 0,99 million Indians; 3,29 million coloureds; 
5,09 million whites), and the urbanized portion thereof had 
increased to 59 per cent. I I 

Numerous factors, such as the differential fluctuation in 
population growth rates within each of these racial categories 
throughout this century, can partially account for South 
Africa's pattern of urbanization. 12 The overwhelming causal 
factor, however, appears to be official policy measures on 
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urbanization by every governing party since 1910. According 
to Harrison, official urban policy can be seen to have moved 
through eight distinct phases, starting with unco-ordinated 
segregationist policies, through to hard-line, rigid apartheid 
measures, and back to an official acceptance of the inevitabil
ity of large-scale urbanization by all South Africans. 13 

The overall effect of trying to control the movement of so 
many people into and within urban centres can be summa
rized into four categories. First, vast numbers of people were 
apprehended as law-breakers. Between 1916 (when records 
were first held) and 1986, 17 million people were prosecuted 
for being somewhere in contradiction of the prescriptions of 
the law. 14 Second, many people were subjected to forced 
relocation within urban areas, or to removal from the cities to 
the rural homelands. One estimate is that up to 3,5 million 
people were forcibly relocated between 1960 and 1983 in 
terms of official policy.J5 Third, the spatial distributional 
effect within the towns and cities was to produce residential 
patterns demarcated strictly along racial lines. 16 Fourth, in 
comparative African terms, South African cities contained, 
by the early 1980s, a relatively small percentage of people in 
informal settlementsY Finally, despite the strenuous 
attempts at comprehensive social control by all the succes
sive governments since 1910, all South Africa's major cities 
contained permanent informal settlements on their outskirts 
by the 1990s. Estimates of the total number of such informal 
settlers range from as low as 3,5 million up to a high of 7 
million. IS In this respect, South Africa's cities, despite the 
history of apartheid, are becoming more and more like those 
in other parts of Africa. 19 This trend is likely to accelerate in 
the future. 2o 

This enormous project of social control by the state, first 
known as segregation, and later as apartheid, did not go 
unchallenged. From the enactment of the Act of Union of 
1910, which denied equal franchise to all citizens, these 
forms of state social control met with organized resistance. 
The confrontation between the state and anti-apartheid orga
nizations escalated into a full-scale insurrectionary challenge 
by the 1980s, with the challengers increasingly converging 
into the alliance led by the African National Congress (ANC) 
and South African Communist Party (SACP). While these 
organizations led the challenge at the national level, the 
urban context of the anti-apartheid movement became in
creasingly focused on the so-called "civic" organizations.21 

This contest for hegemony between the state and its radical 
challengers serves as the third factor shaping the urban con
text within which prospective strongmen in South Africa's 
cities operate. Both the state and the "rival state" serve as 
contending units of social control, which impacts powerfully 
on urban communities. 

The Cape Town metropolitan area mirrors all three contex
tual factors outlined above. As the oldest city in South Africa it 
led the process of industrial modernization and urbanization. 
From the start it evolved as a multi-racial city, with informal 
black settlements being established inside the urban centre by 
freed slaves, following their emancipation in 1834.22 After the 
bubonic plague of 1902 the rust peripheral township of 
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Ndabeni was established, but up to 
1948 it remained South Africa's , and 
possibly sub-Saharan Africa ' s, least 
segregated city. As late as 1936 up to 37 
per cent of its residential areas were still 
racially integrated. 23 During the 1950s 
the inner city was reorganized along 
racial lines with the destruction of areas 
like District Six, and the construction 
of Nyanga and Gugulethu as African 
townships on the Cape Flats. After the 
housing freeze started in 1967, informal 
shanty towns were established at the 
perimeters of these outlying town
ships.24 Crossroads became the most 
celebrated of them, as it became a piv
otal site, not only in the contest between 
pro- and anti-apartheid forces , but also 
in the broader contest for hegemony 
between the state and its challengers. 
For more than 15 years, from 1975 
to 1991, the major political figure in 
the politics of Crossroads was Johnson 
Ngxobongwana. 

The showdown between the Witdoeke and the UDF left 70 dead Photo: Cape Times 

Crossroads was established in February 1975 when offi
cials from the Cape Divisional Council, who administered 
the land east of the Nyanga township instructed dispossessed 
African families to move onto the land .25 The intention was 
to establish a transit camp for resettling illegal Africans from 
all over the Cape Peninsula prior to relocating them in the 
homelands, primarily Ciskei and Transkei. In 1976, however, 
in a landmark ruling by the Supreme Court the area was 
declared a legal emergency camp in terms of section 6 of the 
Amendment to the Prevention of Illegal Squatting Act, 
instead of granting the Divisional Council the right to demol
ish the settlement. With this legal foothold providing some 
measure of permanency a community soon developed from 
the by then 10 000 settlers . Informal political structures in 
the form of two "committee systems" (the format and rules 
of which are discussed in the next section), the Sizamile and 
Noxolo committees, took control over the area . In 1978 after 
the death of the chairman of the Sizamile committee, they 
were merged into a single system under the chairmanship of 
Johnson Ngxobongwana. 

Ngxobongwana manoeuvred astutely to retain and con
solidate the legal status of Crossroads and to retain his own 
powerbase within a rapidly growing community . In 1982 he 
became the first chairman of the newly formed Western 
Cape Civic Association (WCCA), while maintaining contact 
with the then Minister, Dr Piet Koornhof, to secure conces
sions for the upgrading of the area. In 1983 the establish
ment of Khayelitsha, a huge new township beyond Cross
roads was announced. This was where the state wanted to 
relocate the African population henceforth. In the same year 
the United Democratic Front (UDF) was established; and 
1983 also saw the first emergence of the "witdoeke", a 
paramilitary formation, that used coercive methods to oust 
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Mr Oliver Memani, one of Ngxobongwana's most persistent 
opponents , from Crossroads. 

This volatile mix of forces erupted in 1985 . The Cape 
Youth Congress (Cayco), a UDF affiliate, began asserting 
themselves in Crossroads, independently from Ngxobong
wana ' s system. The state put pressure on the population to 
relocate to Khayelitsha. Ngxobongwana faced internal power 
struggles as well as threats from Cayco. In the showdown, 
which left up to 70 people dead , the witdoeke succeeded in 
driving the UDF from Crossroads and from KTC, the adjoin
ing shanty town, with close to 70000 fleeing the area, many 
to Khayelitsha. (Cole argues convincingly that the state secu
rity forces provided the witdoeke with tacit support.?6 

By I 987 Crossroads became an official Black Local 
Authority and Ngxobongwana the first duly elected mayor. 
In 1989 a new challenge emerged from within the informal 
Crossroads power structure, led by Mr Jeffrey Nongwe, 
chairman of the headmen committee. Points of dispute cen
tred on reputed misappropriation of funds levied from resi
dents, the allocation of newly completed houses in the 
upgraded areas of Crossroads, and on control of the Sebenza 
High School. 

Violent shoot-outs between gunmen left casualties on 
both sides . February 1990 saw the national political land
scape change dramatically with the unbanning of the ANC, 
SACP and the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC). In May 1990 
Nongwe reportedly pronounced himself leader of the Cross
roads branch of the ANC, while Ngxobongwana was re
ported to be a member of the local branch of the PAC. 
During this time the PAC (through official spokespeople) 
complained to the police that the ANC was sponsoring vio
lence in Crossroads. By October 1990 Ngxobongwana's sup
porters were fleeing Crossroads and resettling in Driftsands, 
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The Informal Power Structure 
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a provincial nature reserve beyond Khayelitsha. In February 
1991 Sebenza High School was renamed Dr Nelson Mandela 
High School. In September 1991 the PAC Youth League 
leader in Crossroads was assassinated, and Mr Chris Hani 
visited Crossroads, promising Umkhonto we Sizwe support 
for the establishment of local defence units. By early 1992 
Ngxobongwana had also relocated to Driftsands, where he 
once again established a committee system of control. 

Analysis 
The power structure 
The informal power structure which had evolved in Cross
roads by the late 1970s, in Khayelitsha by the 1980s, and 
which was still operative in the community of Driftsands in 
1992, and the dynamics of the power relations within these 
structures, has yet to be accurately described.27 

The original system that operated in Crossroads from 
1976 was constructed as follows. 28 The "general" (assem
bly/meeting) consists of all adults with shacks in the commu
nity. Only those with fully paid up "dues" can vote. Those in 
arrears forfeit the right to vote but can still attend meetings. 
The general meets every Sunday morning and can also be 
convened on special request. The general elects a youth com
mittee (who have to deal with matters such as sport and 
recreation), a women's committee (who have to look after 
welfare and educational matters), a committee of elders, the 
amadala, a headman committee and an executive committee. 

The amadala (usually 10 to 12 members) act as the con
flict resolvers, equivalent to a community court of appeal, 
who have to settle disputes on matters such as theft, child 
maintenance fees, and the like. The headmen committee 
(comprising of 17 to 20 members), serve as the disciplinari
ans. They collect the dues from each shack, enforce local 
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rules, (such as the 21 :00 Sunday evening closing time for 
shebeens), and act as a policing force for the community. 
Every headman is assigned five assistants, and they patrol 
specific areas by night. Each headman is elected per section 
(equivalent to a ward constituency), and is responsible for 
that section. All newcomers to the community must first be 
cleared by a headman. The headmen therefore control 
access to the community. All new arrivals to the community 
must furthermore accept the three basic rules: dues must be 
paid; the system itself must be accepted; and all problems 
must be referred to the relevant headman. 

The executive committee ("exco") of 15 members is 
elected by the general, which also elects the chairman. The 
chairman appoints a vice-chairman from the ranks of the 
executive committee. A sub-committee of the exco adminis
ters the finances raised through the dues of each shackholder. 

The triangle of accommodation 
Strongmen ply their trade in the mean streets of society and 
their style of operation typically reflects the precarious 
nature of the dangerous and sometimes desperate measures 
necessary for survival in these environments. 

In the first place, they build their domains among the 
socially and economically marginalized elements of society -
in our case among the urban poor, the largely under- or un
employed and those desperately holding on to the urban 
periphery in shanty town communities after giving up hope of 
finding a livelihood in the rural areas from which they 
escaped. This means that the volume of resources they can 
draw from their communities to bolster their autonomy in 
their dealings with public authorities is meagre and narrows 
the range of their strategic manoeuvring. The Crossroads 
leader Ngxobongwana is a good example. Ngxobongwana 
sees himself as a servant of "my people", but at the same time 
entitled to be rewarded for his efforts on their behalf by 
extracting (his enemies would say extorting) compulsory 
monetary contributions from them. The margin of error in 
judging how far he can go with this is very small in a commu
nity living below the bread line. A seemingly innocuous trans
gression can quickly sour his reputation as a credible leader. 

In the second place, it is rare for them to extend the field 
of their operations beyond this confined base. Their style of 
operation and the apparatus of control they erect to consoli
date their leadership appears to be subject to inherent limit
ing factors whereby the critical mass of their clientele 
reaches a maximum at 12000 to 15000 followers. If it does, 
their positions become tenuous and the pattern of their dom
ination unstable. The case of Mr Mali Hosa in Khayelitsha 
serves as an example. The very rapid influx of people from 
the Eastern Cape settling in the area over which Hosa's 
informal apparatus of community control held sway quickly 
led to a situation where rival shanty town leaders could 
establish themselves despite initial efforts to subject them to 
the operating principles of the Hosa regime (a replica of the 
system employed by Ngxobongwana in Crossroads). 

The realization that their position of power in their com
munities is subject to the operation of the factor we called 
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"critical mass", becomes a disincentive to enter into combi
nations with other community organizations (for example 
the "civics") to build a larger front to structure their bar
gaining relationship with public authorities. After a brief 
flirtation with WCCA in the early 1980s Ngxobongwana 
quickly withdrew to his home base in Crossroads and struc
tured his dealings with Crossroads local government offi
cials on a particularistic agenda. He found his justification 
in the realization that he could meet the immediate needs of 
his people for land, housing and community services more 
efficiently if he co-operated with public authorities rather 
than confronting them within the fold of a regionally based 
coalition of forces with a wide-spectrum political agenda 
and practically no material means to reward solidarity. 

The case of Ngxobongwana presents one way in which 
the interaction between strongmen and the state can be 
accommodated. It is not the only way and possibly not even 
the typical way. It can, however, be illustrative of a pattern 
of accommodation that emerges in a society arena where a 
relatively weakened state challenged by nationally orga
nized liberation movements sets out to engage strongmen. 

In the case of Crossroads the major implementor of gov
ernment policy was Ulrich Schelhase and the local strong
man, of course, Ngxobongwana. We interviewed both 
extensively on the nature of their evolving working relation
ship and present it as a case to illustrate some of the general 
observations we made earlier. 

After the turmoil that boiled across the country in 1984 
and beyond, the state responded by, inter alia, devising and 
deploying the so-called Joint Management Centres (JMC) 
system in an attempt to stabilize the situation and reassert 
control in the urban townships.29 Schelhase was appointed to 
oversee the Crossroads area with a wide brief to deploy some 
of the policies adopted by the state as part of its anti-revolu
tionary or so-called "oil spot" strategy. In Schelhase's case it 
entailed the idea of stabilizing the shanty town settlements 
on the Cape Flats by building up Crossroads as a model com
munity through the provision of services, housing and other 
forms of material aid, and, if this worked, to multiply the 
effect by extending it to other communities (like an oil spot 
spreading on water and thereby reducing its turbulence). 

Schelhase reports that one of the first steps he took was 
to identify "good leaders" in the communities which were 
prepared to co-operate with him and could bring "a 
groundswell of support with them".3o The second move was 
to try and strengthen their position vis-a-vis other leaders 
through extending the scope of their already existing patron
age by bolstering their capacity to "deliver the goods" ("we 
improve their roads, we put sewage in, we give money, we 
install electricity,,).31 

A third step was to start establishing a network of rule 
and practices that could lay the basis for the eventual insti
tutionalization of the pattern of co-operation and thereby 
extend the scope of formal state leverage of what was then 
seen as the revolutionary adversaries of the state, the libera
tion movements. 32 "It was my job to put these people in the 
pound seats and then to keep them there." 
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Johnson Ngxobongwana Photo: Cape Times 

From his record as a political activist, champion of squat
ter rights and indefatigable "struggler" against every con
ceivable state-erected obstacle to the settlement of "his 
people" on his Crossroads turf, Ngxobongwana would at 
first appear to be an unlikely candidate to be targeted by 
Schelhase. ("Ngxobongwana has had a tough time with the 
cops. He has been manhandled, the left side of his face 
sunken with a stone, forced to drink water ... .'>33) It would 
appear that what was the essential element constituting his 
strength was (from where Schelhase was looking) also his 
weakness. This is his overriding concern to maintain an 
autonomous role in his community. "The basic driving 
motive in Ngxobongwana is that he wants to be his own 
man.,,34 He heeds Machiavelli's advice for princes: Avoid 
alliances with princes stronger than yourself - you are not 
their partner. You are their captive. 

This formed the basis of a complementarity of interest. 
Schelhase wanted a co-optee. Ngxobongwana allowed him
self to be co-opted but only in exchange for being allowed 
to stay the boss on his own turf. The other big player in the 
game at the time (the UDF) could not outbid Schelhase. 
Ngxobongwana's need for autonomy conflicted with his 
value for the UDF as an element in a wider anti-state popu
lar front. His need for material aid to consolidate his leader
ship position (supplied by Schelhase) went unmatched by 
the UDF. 

From having the shanties on his turf bulldozed at regular 
intervals, his people removed to the Transkei and Ciskei at 
regular intervals (only to return, sometimes within the same 
week), hounded by the security police and subjected to their 
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Jeffrey Nongwe Photo: Cape Times 

familiar techniques of intimidation, Ngxobongwana was 
transmuted into an instrument of state administration -
without any formal status or the type of locus standi that 
obtains for others performing similar functions in the formal 
political sector. He was operating in the informal political 
sector. It is the only habitat in which strongmen can survive. 

Schelhase and Ngxobongwana built up a strikingly suc
cessful working relationship in this period. Schelhase, by 
temperament a bit of a loose canon on the ship of state, was of 
course operating under the auspices of a general strategic 
directive from his superiors - but he was a bureaucrat on a 
long rope. He was allowed considerable discretion in his deal
ings with Ngxobongwana. This was required by the nature of 
the situation. The "tough guy" top-down style of his prede
cessors had failed and he knew that he could only keep Ngxo
bongwana on board if he recognized the autonomy of his 
domain. After all, as we pointed out earlier, he was represent
ing a weakening state in search of new sources of strength. 

The first obvious result of their interaction was the way in 
which they were drawn into one another's worlds. Ngxobo
ngwana's apparatus of social control is embedded in the tra
ditional tribal codes of the Xhosa and Schelhase realized that 
he would have to adapt if he wanted to function effectively in 
his role. He was initiated into Xhosa manhood, which meant 
that he was accepted as a tribal member and proceeded to the 
status of sangoma (a traditional diviner). This allowed him 
to move between two different systems of rules, which 
strengthened his authority and the decisions that emanated 
from his office. Ngxobongwana, for his part, became some
thing of a bureaucrat - influencing and taking decisions 
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about the size and the siting of schools, creches, community 
halls and allowed discretion in the disposal of administrative 
largesse. In this way they each grafted their own strategic 
designs onto one another's motives. 

When strongmen like Ngxobongwana allow themselves 
to be drawn into formal positions within the network of the 
state administration they become subject to a calculus of 
compromises that diminishes their autonomy - the insis
tence on doing things their own way in their own domains. 
The demise of Ngxobongwana as a strongman started with 
his becoming the mayor of Crossroads (and Schelhase the 
acting town clerk) after the implementation of the new sys
tem of local government in 1987. 

Ngxobongwana became subject to a shift of position 
which Lemarchand describes as a movement from patrimo
nial to repressive clientelism.35 N gxobongwana' s apparatus 
of social control in Crossroads showed many of the features 
of a system of patrimonial clientelism. It was built on a 
"normative script" that was embedded in traditional Xhosa 
values; it was animated by invoking these values to serve 
the ends of social control; and the crude physical coercion 
frequently involved in the process of making it work was 
mitigated by Ngxobongwana's paternalism. "He is not 
afraid to swing a kierie (club) to a man's head if discipline 
requires it, but if that same man's child is sick he would be 
the first to offer assistance. 36 When N gxobongwana took the 
job as mayor in Crossroads he became subject to the obliga
tions required and rewards offered by instances external to 
the clientelist network. This tended to free him from the 
client support he needed to maintain his patrimony and 
allowed him scope to unilaterally change the character of 
the authority relationships that operated in his clientelist 
network. "He did not ask us anymore about anything. He 
just did it. The people were not satisfied, my son," said 
Mama Luke, one of the members of the Crossroads 
Women's Committee he appointed on the Crossroads town 
council and who refused to take her position "because I 
could see which way things were going".37 

The legal requirements of the new system (in terms of the 
Black Local Authorities Act 102 of 1982) specified a seven
member executive council for Crossroads. Ngxobongwana's 
own system comprised an exco of 15 members. He had to 
adapt his own to that of the other. He expelled eight and 
made actual or potential enemies of them. The seeds of inter
nal discord, which matured some two years later, were sown 
from the outside. He received a salary and perks as a mayor 
representing Crossroads in the local government structure. 
This reduced the validity of claiming contributions from the 
community to reward his political leadership and efforts on 
their behalf. He continued to extract these contributions. 
What was earlier sacrificed in the spirit of enlightened self
interest started producing murmurings in the ranks. 

The Crossroads experiment was (at least as far as Schelhase 
was concerned) a success. This success was consummated by 
Crossroads' ascension to the status of a full-blown municipal
ity. It also meant that the pampering Crossroads received under 
the "oil spot strategy" became redundant. 
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Politics 

Strategic options after 1990 

Then came the unbanning of the ANC 
and with it a shift in the strategic 
behaviour of the state. The directives 
Schelhase received from his superiors 
started conveying a different message. 
Rather than working towards the sup
pression and containment of the ANC 
and its community allies in the town
ships, these were to be encouraged to 
surface and stabilize their position of 
leadership. "Let them organize, let 
them mobilize , let them march, let 
them demonstrate. Talk to them, con
sult with them, give them political 

A scene of destruction during the violent conflict in Crossroads Photo: Cape Times 

space to take shape in, even give them 
inspraak (a say) in the planning and execution of local poli
cies."38 The state needed stable and reliable adversaries to 
cut a deal with. 

For Ngxobongwana these developments spelt trouble. The 
accumulated resentments now found an avenue of expres
sion. The ANC tackled him (up to 1992) in the same way that 
they tackled all public figures whom they had wooed and lost 
to the state - the damned creature of apartheid had to go. The 
enemies he made in Crossroads in the process of changing 
from a patrimonial to a repressive patron seized upon the 
new opportunities that transformed circumstances presented 
to them - they turned on him and set a process in motion that 
led to his physical expulsion from Crossroads within a year. 

He did not leave without a battle. Two of the aspects of 
that battle, which illustrate our central theme (weakening 
states and what they beget), are the emergence of the latter
day de faCIO leader of the Crossroads community, Mr 
Jeffrey Nongwe and the interesting case of the so-called 
"Blue Lines". Nongwe, the chairman of the headmen com
mittee, was at the cutting edge of the alienation that was set
ting in between a growing proportion of the Crossroads 
community and Ngxobongwana. He was the shoulder on 
which the discontented came to cry. "What is Johnson doing 
with the money we contribute to the this fund of to that 
fund? Why is Johnson allowing housing companies to build 
houses that we cannot afford and then allowing them to be 
sold to outsiders?"39 According to Nongwe, his attempts to 
forewarn Ngxobongwana of his declining popularity fell on 
deaf ears. His own authority as a headman was suffering as 
a consequence and he decided to represent a public stance 
against Ngxobongwana. Under the rule of Ngxobongwana 's 
system of social control there could be only one leader and 
underlings who articulate community opinion against the 
patron are driven off. A rough justice is set into motion. It 
does not shirk from methods like pumping a hail of bullets 
through the culprit'S shack or simply bringing a torch to it. 
"Paraffin braaivleis (barbecue) fire-lighters do the job well. 
A Blitz Krieg, so to speak."4o Soon the two veterans of the 
witdoek war against the UDF were locked into a tit for tat 
battle using the familiar methods - guns and arson. 
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Although Nongwe had enough community support to sus
tain his effort (he took most of the headmen with him and 
even Ngxobongwana's wife for a while defected to his side of 
the trenches), he needed wider support if he was not going to 
be brought to heel by an astute adversary who had the added 
advantage of being the mayor of Crossroads. He found it by 
embracing the ANC: "( needed help and they gave it to me.,,4t 

He unilaterally founded a ANC branch in Crossroads. The 
ANC, realizing the symbolic value of bringing Schelhase's 
"oilspot" success into their fold , accepted despite the fact 
that their newly found comrade was a witdoek commander in 
the episode which saw the UDF stronghold, KTC camp, 
burnt to a cinder by the witdoeke barely four years earlier. In 
our view this is not a case of a witdoek that underwent a 
Damascussian conversion - it is par for the course in the 
essentially opportunistic and self-serving manoeuvring 
repertoire of an (in this case, emerging) strongman. We think 
that if Schelhase had turned on his friend Ngxobongwana 
and offered Nongwe the protection of his office, he would 
have accepted it. It was merely the convolutions of circum
stances that prevented that sort of outcome. 

The violent nature of the conflict between Ngxobongwana 
and Nongwe inevitably brought the police into the fray - but 
in a somewhat unexpected manner. The aftermath of the 
township turmoil of the mid-1980s saw a poor police pres
ence in the townships . Conventional policing procedure 
could only be maintained at high risk and, as a concomitant, 
at high cost to the force. One of the responses to this 
dilemma was to introduce police units into the townships that 
were drawn from the township populations themselves - to 
root the force in the people - in the hope of trying to over
come widespread resentment against the police. Given the 
urgency of the times, the time spent on training and equip
ping these units for their task was brief and earned them the 
name kits konstabels (instant constables) or "Blue Lines" in 
shanty town parlance.42 

When the battle between Ngxobongwana and Nongwe 
erupted, Blue Lines (representing the neutral role of the 
state as protectors of the violated and keeper of public 
peace) were posted at both their houses. Our interpretation 
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of events is that the two strongmen quickly manoeuvred the 
Blue Lines into partisan combatants helping them to fight 
their battles. (They quickly discovered that the recruitment 
procedures for the Blue Lines allowed them to offer their 
own sympathisers as trainees.) Rather than reduce conflict, 
the Blue Lines tended to enhance it - not least because the 
police put shotguns and ammunition at their disposal. A typ
ical symptom of a weak state appeared - elements in a state 
agency losing their autonomy and becoming subject to 
encroachment by community-based partisan interests. "We 
all had our Blue Lines," recalled Nongwe "sometimes Hosa 
would send some of his Blue Lines to help Ngxobongwana 
to fight the Blue Lines that were protecting me. Sometimes 
there were mix-ups and Blue Lines on the same side shot on 
another.,,43 

Ngxobongwana lost the war, relocated to Driftsands, still 
officially the mayor of Crossroads, and aligned himself with 
the PAC (without becoming a card-carrying member). In 
Driftsands (with 300 families in 1992) the critical mass 
problem is not operative, and the original committee system 
has been replicated almost entirely, with Ngxobongwana as 
the chainnan. Nongwe took control as the infonnalleader of 
Crossroads, and also reintroduced the committee system, 
this time adapted to the critical mass problem of Crossroads, 
and to the populist idiom of the ANC. 

Conclusion 

The analysis and interpretation of urban politics in 
Crossroads presented above falls neither into the conven
tional structuralist of conspirational categories, which char
acterize the South African literature. It pays more attention 
to organizational features within the Crossroads community, 
and treats neither the state, nor the urban communities as 
monolithic units with singular political objectives, methods 
and motivations. Our case study shows that politics on the 
Cape Flats is far more complex than a clear-cut dichoto
mous depiction of a state versus society configuration is 
able to reveal. The triangle of accommodation in Crossroads 
displayed the definitive characteristics of both weak states 
and of strongmen - the latter being able to capture parts of 
the fonner on their own terms. The case study also demon
strates that society fonnations located between the family 
and the state, and which are typically identified as compo
nents of civil society, confronted one another and the state 
on the Cape Flats in a violent manner which reveals uncivil 
conduct of an extreme nature. The scrapping of the final 
apartheid laws is in itself unlikely to affect conditions which 
will foster greater civility in the conduct between power
holders in the shanty towns we have studied. Finally, the 
study illuminates the complexity of the task of effective 
state-building after apartheid. Strongmen on the Cape Flats, 
and their counterparts such as the warlords in the Durban 
metropolis,44 will have to be drawn back into a single juris
diction, which is non-discriminatory, compulsive and com
prehensive in order to enhance the emergence of a civil 
society in post-apartheid South Africa. 
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Housing policy in South Africa: 
A view from below 
Prof Frik de Beer is a lecturer in Development Administration at Unisa. He makes 
some recommendations regarding the provision of affordable housing in the light 
of the experience of the Community of our Elephant project in Mamelodi near 
Pretoria.1 

Many people in South Africa, from spokespersons for private 
enterprise to representatives of political movements, express 
their alarm at the "housing crisis" facing South Africa. 
Blame for the crisis is apportioned and solutions proposed at 
regular intervals. In the meantime the urban poor, those suf
fering as a result of the crisis, continue to make ends meet as 
best they can by erecting shelters (commonly known as 
mekhukhu or zozos) in the back yards of formal houses and in 
so-called squatter settlements. The circumstances that force 
them to adopt what seems to be an extreme solution seem to 
be ignored by (or at best escape the attention of) many influ
ential people participating in the debate. 

This article looks at the housing situation in the 
Mamelodi township on the outskirts of Pretoria and evalu
ates the expectations that a group of people in the township 
have concerning housing. They are poor, with very few 
resources at their disposal. Looking at the housing issue 
from their position provides a view from below. People 
trapped in poverty have a very limited capacity for risk
taking. In the townships most of the poor stay in backyard 
shacks where they are subject to the whims of landlords. 
Those who risk illegally putting up a shack on government 
or privately held land face eviction and destruction of their 
shelters. Where land is made available for "orderly squat
ting" it is often a matter of too little too late. Low-cost hous
ing as an option is invariably still too expensive and often 
fails to meet the expectations of those who are to benefit 
from it. It is suggested here that a housing policy attempting 
to address South Africa's housing crisis should take note of 
the circumstances and expectations of the poor as well as of 
the scope of poverty within urban areas. 

In 1990 there were almost 210 000 "squatter" structures 
on the Witwatersrand, housing 1,2 million people with a 
monthly household income of R650 or less.2 The official 
estimate is that 3,3 million people live in informal shelters: 
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1,6 million are settled on land not belonging to them in 
informal (squatter) structures and 1,7 million in backyard 
shacks. As indicated below, this figure is possibly a gross 
underestimate. 

The study on which this article is based set out to deter
mine the present circumstances of, as well as the expecta
tions held by, a group of people (mostly shack dwellers) 
who organized themselves into a "self-help" group. Their 
material circumstances are very poor and their expectations 
may be described as unrealistic, however modest they may 
seem. The expectations held by the group may in part be 
attributed to ignorance about the cost of housing; it may 
also be the result of false expectations created by the almost 
abusive use of the concept "low-cost housing". In their cir
cumstances even "low-cost housing" is too expensive. 

During 1991 empirical research on the Community of our 
Elephant project was undertaken in Mamelodi on behalf of 
Church Aid in Need (Can), a community-oriented develop
ment facilitator within the Dutch Reformed Church in Africa 
(Northern Transvaal). In early 1989 Can, at the request of in
dividuals within Mamelodi, became involved in the Com
munity of our Elephant project. A substantial amount of work 
has been put into it and considerable progress has been made. 
To Church Action in Need the facilitation of a community
based housing process in an urban setting was a new experi
ence. A point was reached where it became necessary to "take 
stock", as it were, to see where the project was heading. Since 
it is a community-based project it was regarded as important 
to determine to what extent the community was involved, 
what their expectations were and, finally, what further steps 
needed to be taken to eventually achieve the end goal. 

During the period of research the Community of our 
Elephant consisted of 45 households, the vast majority of 
which were living in backyard shacks. An important part of 
the study was to determine a community profile. In order to 
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do this a survey was conducted in which 71 per cent of the 
"community" responded. Relevant data regarding the house
hold composition, structure, income and living conditions 
was gathered . After analysis of the survey results an inter
view schedule, with open ended questions, was devised with 
which qualitative research was undertaken. With this sched
ule it was aimed to determine from the community's point 
of view the issues involved and the probable impact the pro
ject might have on them. In total 27 per cent of the project 
partic ipants were interviewed . 

In order to demonstrate the magnitude of the issue the 
case study is preceded by a brief introduction to the urban
ization question in South Africa. Conclusions reached, impli
cations of the findings and some recommendations for hous
ing policy in South Africa are discussed in a final section. 

Urbanization, population and housing in 
South Africa 
The fact that the process of urbanization in South Africa is 
in full swing is accentuated by almost daily newspaper 
reports on squatting and housing issues . Since the early 
1980s the stream of people migrating from rural to urban 
areas has increased dramatically. The increasing rate of 
migration is due to various factors, among them the lack of 
economic opportunities in the homelands and in the so
called white rural areas; the severe drought experienced dur
ing the past decade contributed towards insolvency of many 
white farmers and a concomitant reduction in employment 
opportunities for blacks in agriculture; mechanization of 
agriculture has also reduced employment opportunities; to 
some extent the political situation in the homelands has 
encouraged people to move to bigger towns and cities; a 
deliberate policy, implemented during the 1970s and early 
1980s by the government to "urbanize the homelands" acted 
furthermore as stimulus for urbanization . 

In spite of a strict policy of influx control, cityward 
migration continued unabated; the irreversibility of migra
tion was acknowledged in 1986 by government with its 
acceptance of the White paper on urbanization and , soon 
afterwards the abolition of influx control within South 
Africa . While influx control failed in its original aim, it did 
create in urban areas a situation of overcrowding and pre
vented the proper planning for "orderly urbanization". 
Overcrowding is primarily manifested in the large number 
of backyard dwellers found in every township. Only now 
that the political climate in South Africa is somewhat more 
relaxed, do people venture to "find a place of their own" and 
is squatting manifesting itself in and around townships. 

The population of South Africa (as in boundaries at 
Union) was 33,1 million in 19853 and is projected to rise to 
47,7 million by the year 2000.4 Figures obtained from the 
Central Statistical Service (CSS) for the 1991 census 
exclude the TBVC areas and can therefore not be used. 
Some projections on the compilation and growth of the 
South African population are indicated in table 1 (figures in 
millions followed by percentage of total population). 
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A formal house with a typical zozo in the back yard 
Photo: Frik de Beer 

TABLE 1 

1985 2000 2010 
million % million % million % 

Blacks 24,5 73 37,3 79 48,5 81 

Whites 4,9 15 5,4 II 5,8 10 

Coloureds 3,0 9 3,8 8 4,2 7 

Asians 0,9 3 1,1 2 1,2 2 

TOTAL: 33,3 100 47,6 LOO 59,7 100 

(Compiled from Urban FoundGlion 1990:13) 

Whereas 13 million (or 53 per cent) of the black population 
were urbanized by 1985, round about 33,2 million (69 per 
cent) are expected to have been urbanized by 2010.5 

The youthfulness of the black population (two-thirds are 
27 or younger) is a factor which will impact seriously on the 
development needs of the country : employment, education 
and housing may be expected to dominate government as 
well as non-government spending on development efforts 
for the foreseeable future. 

As indicated earlier, government policies of the past have 
left the country with a legacy of overcrowded and unhealthy 
urban conditions. Housing, in particular, poses a challenge 
to the ingenuity of all people involved in addressing the 
poverty (or development) problem. Some of the biggest 
problems to overcome include finding a generally accept
able definition of "housing" and making a valid estimation 
of housing needs (as opposed to demand). In South Africa, 
self-built houses in informal and squatter settlements are , 
irrespective of their quality, virtually all excluded as proper 
housing by definition.6 A "standard" house, ie built with 
bricks, corrugated iron roof and with acceptable amenities, 
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A proliferation of zozos in the back yard of a formal house 
Photo: Frik de Beer 

is, along with some types of prefabricated houses, usually 
taken as representing the norm. In terms of this norm South 
Africa does indeed have an overwhelming housing backlog. 
Projections vary, but at present the Development Bank of 
Southern Africa estimates that there are between five and 
seven million squatters in South Africa.7 This figure is 
almost double the official estimate and is probably closer to 
the real number of squatters in South Africa. 

Housing in Mamelodi 

In Mamelodi conditions of overcrowding and of inadequate 
housing are as typical as in any other township in South 
Africa. The 1991 population of Mamelodi was, according to 
the Central Statistical Service, 154446. The Mamelodi Town 
Council (MTC), however, estimated in 1990 that the popula
tion of Mamelodi was 260000, with an average household 
size of 7,2. According to them there were approximately 
18500 "formal" houses and an estimated 15000 backyard 
structures. More or less 2500 structures had at that stage been 
erected in an "orderly" informal settlement. Monthly income 
per household was estimated to be in the region of R 1 000. 

These estimates may, however, be questioned. The actual 
number of backyard shacks is undoubtedly much higher. 
According to respondents interviewed, and verified by per
sonal observation, between four and six individual struc
tures exist on each stand along with a formal house; in one 
instance there are 36 structures on a single stand! If a very 
conservative figure of three is multiplied with 10 000 (the 
number of houses in "old" Mamelodi erected prior to 1980), 
30000 backyard shacks exist in Mamelodi. This figure, 
arbitrary but definitely closer to the truth, puts the housing 
question in Mamelodi in a much more serious light. 
Recently the existence of "Mandela village", a squatter 
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settlement in Mamelodi with 9000 structures, made head
lines in the news. Officially these structures are not counted 
as representing housing. 

The most severe feature of housing in Mamelodi is that 
two-thirds of the Mamelodi households live in inadequate 
housing, mostly one- or two-roomed zozos - prefabricated 
or improvised shacks made of wood and/or corrugated iron. 

Our Elephant Project: Philosophy, aims, 
organization and background 
The Community of our Elephant is a community-based hous
ing project assisted by Church Aid in Need (Can). Can assists 
local communities who take the initiative to address their own 
problems of poverty and development. The programmes that 
had previously been initiated, such as community gardens, 
pre-primary schools and informal education, were well estab
lished. While Can initially focused on rural areas, attention 
gradually moved towards urban communities. It was, how
ever, only during 1989 that Can became involved in an urban 
housing project - the Community of our Elephant. 

The philosophy behind the project is clearly that of com
munity development. As the people concerned were to be 
the primary actors, the objective was to facilitate a learning 
process during which goals could evolve and approaches for 
tackling problems be developed. Because of the fact that the 
project was approached as a process, Can refrained from 
determining in a top-down fashion the needs and aims of 
those to be involved. With the benefit of hindsight it is, 
however, now possible to distinguish the main aims of the 
project as: fulfilling a need for housing; creating a healthy 
community; providing basic community facilities and train
ing people in some crafts. 

The organization of the project has evolved and is still in 
a process of adaptation. Presently Can, in the persons of its 
director and the community worker, acts as facilitator. They 
provide the secretariat and the venue for meetings. As far as 
possible the community, headed by an "executive commit
tee", acts autonomously in the sense that they have a final 
say where decisions concerning the project are to be made. 

The Elephant came into existence when two women liv
ing in Mamelodi separately approached the Can community 
worker in early 1989 with requests for assistance in finding 
accommodation. They were told that Can did not have the 
resources needed for housing people but, if a group of 20 
people with the same need could be gathered, possible 
means of tackling the problem would be discussed. On the 
agreed date (towards the middle of 1989) representatives of 
about two hundred households arrived for the meeting. 
Owing to a lack of experience and a total absence of 
resources, Can decided beforehand that they would allow a 
maximum of fifty families to take part in the pilot project. 

At the meeting those attending were given the opportu
nity to express their needs and to describe their housing sit
uation. The most eloquent speakers were invited by the 
community worker to join him in front of the audience. 
When the time came to select an "executive committee" an 
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unanimous decision was taken to 
select the eight people already seated 
in front with the community worker. 

The meeting decided that the exec
utive's first task would be to selec.t 
the 50 neediest families to form part 
of the first Elephant. It was agreed 
and accepted that the rest of the group 
would be put on a waiting list to be 
accommodated in any future projects. 
In carrying out its asignment the exe
cutive visited each of the 200 families 
to ascertain the material living condi
tions of the prospective participants. 
In a series of meetings of the execu
tive committee, all cases were consid
ered and a list finalized. 

Politics 

During November 1989 the select
ed group gathered and decided to pay 
a R500 deposit as proof of their com
mitment. The money was paid in dur
ing February 1990 and deposited into 

A combination of formal housing and zozos, with communal tap in the foreground 

a trust fund. It took almost a year for 
the Community of our Elephant to come into being. The time 
and effort put into it proved worthwhile, since the community 
was still resolutely pursuing their goal of obtaining houses, 
despite very little tangible proof of progress. By 1993 about 
five families had withdrawn from the project: some because 
they had found alternative housing and others because they 
had become disheartened with the slow progress . 

During 1990 the acquisition of land was the main item on 
the agenda. Another important task was to find sponsors to 
contribute towards a development revolving fund. The MTC 
identified land within Mamelodi and the community visited 
the proposed site. Sporadic negotiations with the MTC took 
place up to 1993. The aim was to determine the price of land 
and to get permission to start building-operations. 

In order to finance this and future projects, the manage
ment of Can is attempting to create a development revolving 
fund. Various ecumenical bodies, locally as well as overseas , 
and development aid agencies are presently being consulted 
in this regard. A formal application has also been put to the 
Independent Development Fund. This application proved 
unsuccessful but a number of large business concerns have 
shown an interest in making funds available to the project. 
The intention is to use funds contributed as "venture capital" 
with which to create replicating (housing) projects. 

Profile of the Community of our Elephant, 
Mamelodi 
The people participating in the project are poor, low-skilled 
and have , apart from their labour, virtually no resources at 
their disposal. 

Of the participants in the project 78 per cent are female, 
of whom 27 per cent are married; 80 per cent of the men 
active in the project are married. The average age is 44,5 
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years but it is notable that 70 per cent of the men are under 
42 years of age. Households average 5, I persons while the 
number of children are 3,6 per household. The biggest fam
ily consists of eight children. In a substantial number of 
households (34 per cent) adult children (over 21) share the 
meagre accommodation of their parents . They represent 15 
per cent of the number of people directly affected by the 
project. They represent a factor that is usually not taken into 
account when the need for housing is determined. 

Three-quarters of the respondents are employed, many as 
domestic servants. Those not employed as domestics are 
mainly labourers employed by industries in the vicinity. Nine 
per cent are self-employed while a little more than 12 per 
cent are unemployed. While the average household income is 
R488 ,8 the sex of the head of the household has a marked 
influence: households with a male head average R629 per 
month while households with female heads earn on average 
R348 . The Bureau of Market Research (BMR) at Unisa cal
culated in August 1990 the "minimum living level" (MLL)9 
of a black family of five living in Pretoria to be R628,67 per 
month . Only 20 per cent of the participants, ie those with 
male heads of household. earn this income. The approximate 
R350 earned by households headed by females and the R488 
average of the group falls far short of the income required for 
a " minimum level of living" in Pretoria. 

One-room lOlOs are home for 84,4 per cent of the respon
dents . In 75 per cent of the cases the lOlOs are made of 
either wood , corrugated iron or a combination of both. With 
the exception of 3 per cent, who stay in council houses , the 
rest live either in two-roomed lOzos or in a garage of a 
formal house. Rental for these dwellings varies between 
R20 to R 140 per month, with an average of R64,50. 

A substantial 72 per cent of the respondents do not know 
the amount paid monthly for municipal rates by occupants/ 
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Mushrooming zozos 

owners of municipal houses . Asked about the removal of 
refuse by the municipality, 67 per cent indicated that it 
occurred regularly. 

The community can be characterized as follows: it is female
dominated; consists of single-parent families with a relatively 
large number of children. Families are poor and living in over
crowded conditions. An outstanding feature is the ] 5 per cent 
adult children who stay with their parents in the zozos. 

Community needs and policy issues 

The study of the Community of our Elephant project empha
sizes the need for pro-active land identification and devel
opment. More importantly, it emphasizes the need to make 
land accessible to communities who are willing to accept 
the challenge of self-development. The quest for an own 
home and, specifically an affordable home, is once again 
stressed . The number of adult children staying with their 
parents in backyard shacks brings to light a new dimension 
in the estimation of housing needs . It is argued here that 
they are often unaccounted for, which contributes to an 
underestimation of housing needs. Community involvement 
is highlighted by this case study where a clear commitment 
to the project and a concern for the elderly are expressed. 

Land 

The most pressing issue identified is that of land. While the 
participants are eager to have the building process started, 
they realize that land needs to be obtained from the Mamelodi 
Town Council (MTC). At a meeting between the Town 
Council and the Executive Committee of the Elephant in late 
1990 the MTC indicated that they were planning to make land 
available for site-and-service schemes. The bureaucratic pro
cess of preparing land and having services installed was, 
however, delaying the release of the land. The MTC expected 
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the land to be released towards the end 
of 1991, but it was only during the first 
semester of 1993 that appropriate land 
was finally identified and a price deter
mined. 

Participants in the Community of 
our Elephant project have been plan
ning their project since about the mid
dle of ] 989: the people have con
tributed money and expectations have 
been building up. The expeditious 
release of affordable, serviced land is 
of crucial importance, not only for 
people of the "Elephant" but for the 
whole of Mamelodi. 

Having to wait indefinitely for land 
has a demoralizing effect on the peo
ple. Their present living conditions 
are marked by overcrowding, lack of 

Photo: FrikdeBeer privacy and vulnerability to expulsion 
by their landlords. To the participants 
the Elephant presents a god-given 

opportunity to become active in solving their own housing 
needs. 

However, obtaining land is only part of the solution. The 
economic circumstances of the participants dictate that afford
able land must be found. A "capital subsidy" policy, which 
should benefit communities such as Our Elephant, will greatly 
benefit people's efforts at meeting their housing needs. 

Housing 
The need for housing is obvious from the figures on backyard 
dwellings quoted earlier and from the initial response of the 
200 prospective participants recorded above. This need is 
echoed in the remarks of all the respondents interviewed. 
According to them there is a constant interest within the wider 
community in the progress of the project. There is an expecta
tion (based on the initial meeting of the Elephant) that more 
people will be accommodated in future projects once the first 
Elephant is completed . The origin of "Mandel a village" and 
other informal settlements is quoted by most respondents as a 
direct result of the housing need in Mamelodi . 

Community development can be achieved only by 
addressing real, and, most often, tangible needs, such as 
housing. It must, however, be stressed that the provision of 
housing is not simply the delivery of finished products. 
Housing is a process in which individuals mould, often over 
a long period, their dwellings to fit their pockets and 
lifestyles. People's expectations regarding housing must be 
based on proper knowledge of the alternatives available as 
well as their costs. At present it seems that the community's 
expectations regarding housing greatly exceed what they 
can afford and is feasible in a project of this nature. 

Affordability 

While affordability is usually viewed as an economic factor, 
it definitely has serious social implications. The dependency 
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and vulnerability of the people must 
be thoroughly understood to compre
hend the need for affordable housing. 
Employment conditions are precari
ous. The majority are either employed 
as domestic servants or as labourers. 
As such they are prone to arbitrary 
dismissal. With an average age of 
44,5, participants do not have a full 
working life ahead of them. A bond 
repayment term of 20 years means 
that they will have to be in full 
employment until the age of retire
ment is reached. The level of job-inse
curity experienced by people with a 
low level of education makes it very 
probable that periods of unemploy
ment will be experienced. 

Politics 

Respondents are willing to pay up 
to one-third (R 161) of their monthly 
income (taken as R488) on housing 

Three zozos in the back yard of a formal house Photo: Frik de Beer 

and municipal rents. This figure does 
not reflect what they can afford for housing, but rather what 
they are willing to sacrifice just to be able to have their own 
homes. The average of R64 per month presently paid for 
backyard shacks probably represents the maximum they can 
afford for shelter. In the calculations of MLL, the Unisa 
Bureau of Economic Research aUows 14 per cent or R90 of 
a "minimum living level budget" (for a family of five) for 
housing and municipal fees. Even if 30 per cent of the 
monthly income is taken as a norm (as used by building 
societies) Rl46 leaves little space for fulfilling the housing 
expectations that exist amongst respondents. It also leaves 
very little from a budget of R488 to survive on. 

Questions of affordability, cost of money, municipal 
taxes and levies and building costs seem to be beyond the 
knowledge and/or comprehension of the majority of respon
dents. The fact that blacks were until very recently excluded 
from home-ownership has contributed towards the low level 
of understanding of costs involved. The general issue of 
affordability is one that is posing a serious challenge to the 
planners and leaders, not only in this project, but generally 
throughout South Africa. 

Adult children 
The number of adult children who stay with their parents in 
actual fact represents a hidden need for housing. They are 
the people unaccounted for when estimates of housing needs 
are made. In time, some of them may want to move out and 
find homes for their own families. In such a case the com
bined household income (on which calculations of afford
ability in this project are made) may decrease with the 
amount contributed by the individual child. The ability of 
the household to pay for a house will then be weaker. 

The improved quality of the houses may, on the other 
hand, have the effect of expanding the household. Instead of 
moving out, adult children may prefer to bring their spouses 
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and, eventually, children to stay with them in the parents' 
house. In such an eventuality, overcrowding will reoccur. 
On the positive side it must be stated that the sharing of a 
common living area by the extended family is not foreign to 
blacks (though decreasing in popularity in urban areas). It 
also presents a way of caring for the aged, since the elderly 
parent can be taken care of by a child. 

Both of these scenarios need to be taken into account in 
the planning process. If adult children intend to move out 
Can can expect to be approached for assistance as in the 
Elephant project. If they intend to stay, ample provision 
should be made for expansion of houses. This means that 
enough land must be available and that houses be pegged 
out in such a way that expansion remains possible. In most 
low-cost housing projects the common problem experienced 
by participants is that the houses are too small and that it is 
virtually impossible to expand them. 

Community involvement 

A definite sense of community is discernible amongst mem
bers of the group. At present the primary reason for their 
cohesion is the shared, and strongly felt need for housing. 
To prove their commitment the participants decided at an 
early stage of the project to make a deposit of R500 each. 
Within a period of two months all the participants had paid 
the amount. In one or two instances, where persons were 
unable to pay their share, the community collected the 
required sum of money between them. The beneficiaries, it 
was explained, would pay back the money at an appropriate 
time in an appropriate way. 

Asked whether they considered moving to Mandela 
Village the unanimous answer was negative. The respon
dents expressed their commitment to the Elephant by declar
ing their resolve to stay with the project, despite the fact that 
they do not know when land will become available. 
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Politics -------------------------------------------

A typical one-roomed zozo 

Initiative by individuals led to the establishment of a 
"society" towards which each member of the group con
tributes RIO per month. All the respondents were in agree
ment that the society is needed and that it collects money for 
the good of the project. Receipts are issued and consequently 
each person knows how much he has contributed. While the 
need for the society seems to be agreed upon , its aims and the 
use to which the money will be put are unclear to members . 
Various goals have been identified by different people: a 
fund to assist in paying for houses; for buying furniture or 
other household goods; to help people in need; and as a type 
of fund for burials of members and their dependents. 

Age of participants 
Under the heading "affordabiJity" mention was made of the 
limitations age puts on the ability of people to repay long
term loans. Another concern expressed by some respondents 
is the question of care for the aged participating in the pro
ject. It was suggested that provision be made for their care 
once they get too old to run a household of their own. Only 
a handful of the participants are presently near or past the 
age of retirement, but in a few years time the "aged" might 
pose special challenges regarding their care. It is advisable 
that this concern be shared at some stage with the commu
nity in order to find a commonly agreed upon solution. 

Summary 

In short it may be said that a convivial spirit seems to exist 
amongst members of the Community of our Elephant: 
expectations are high in spite of impatience with the appar
ent lack of progress in finding land; the faith that they 
will succeed is strong and acts as a driving force in their 
attempts to find a solution. 
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Expected impact of the 
Community of our Elephant 
project 
The proposed project has a probable 
impact in three areas: improvement of 
quality of life ; increased expenditure 
and employer involvement. 

Quality of life 

The most important impact expected 
by the respondents is that their quality 
of life will improve. This is, however, 
to be expected since housing was the 
need that brought these people to
gether and its fulfilment the aim of the 
project. The terms in which they ex
pressed the expected improvement of 
the quality of their lives were re
vealing, however. 

Pho1o: Frik de Beer 
The need for security of tenure was 

expressed by most of the respondents; 
they want to be free from fear of 

expulsion (by landlords) and/or of resettlement by the gov
ernment. Closely related to the desire for security of tenure 
is the expressed belief that the proposed project would offer 
them proper houses. One respondent became quite ecstatic 
at the idea of having a bathroom with a bath in which to 
re lax . A major expectation amongst respondents is that 
houses in the project would afford them privacy - some
thing that is almost totally absent in their present living 
quarters. An intangible , and perhaps the most descriptive, 
aspect of the expected impact of the project is the dignity 
associated by the respondents with owning a house. 

The expected impact of the project on the quality of life 
is, to the respondents, overwhelmingly positive. 

Increased expenditure 
The impact of the project on the household economies of 
participants is as yet an unquantified variable as far as re
spondents are concerned. The expectation amongst partici
pants in the project is for "standard" housing with full 
amenities - hence the yearning for a house with a bath
room. The fact of the matter is that these expectations might 
be unaffordable in terms of the mean income of households. 

At an interest rate of 16 per cent (the rate charged by 
banks early in 1993), a housing loan of R 10 000 requires a 
monthly instalment of about R 140. This is clearly far 
removed from what is affordable to participants in the 
Elephant project. A subsidy halving the monthly instalment 
is necessary to make housing affordable . In Orange Farm 
near Vereeniging the government makes loans of under 
RI0000 available with which basic houses of approxi
mately 40 m2 are provided. These loans have a very low 
interest rate and are paid back over a period of up to 30 
years. However, they are not freely available to everyone. 

While all the respondents are willing to pay monthly instal-
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ments for their houses, the majority do 
have no conception of what it will cost 
to realize their housing expectations. 

Employer involvement 

Politics 

A most promising potential impact of 
the project might be increased employer 
involvement and a commitment to 
meeting the housing needs of their 
employees. Here it is especially those 
people employed as domestic servants 
whose employers, in many instances, be
came involved at an early stage. Some 
of the employers made grants available, 
while others provided interest-free 
loans for the initial R500 deposit on 
which the participants decided. These 
employers show a continual interest by 

A unique, hand-made two-roomed zozo, which is home for a large family Photo: Frik de Beer 

enquiring about the progress of the pro-
ject. Some have suggested a type of housing subsidy for their 
employees. 

Employer involvement is not only economically signifi
cant; it indicates involvement that goes beyond the normal 
employer/employee relationship. In a country divided in 
many respects, opportunities of contact, where mutual 
understanding can be developed, must be nurtured. 

Implications for housing policy 

This case study points out a number of implications that 
need to be considered in formulating a housing policy for 
South Africa . There is consensus in South Africa that 
affordable land situated near employment opportunities is 
pivotal for solving the housing crisis. The question of how 
much land is needed must still to be answered. Estimates of 
the number of people living in mekhukhu (shacks) range 
between 3,3 to 7 million. 

In Mamelodi it was found that the number of people liv
ing in backyard shacks is grossly underestimated. Since cal
culations of the amount of land needed are based on esti
mates of the number of shacks. incorrect estimates will 
result in too little land being released . This issue is further 
complicated by the failure of authorities at various levels to 
pro-actively make adequate land available. The situation in 
Mamelodi is, in a sense, explosive: conditions are over
crowded and people have little privacy in backyard shacks; 
and landlords either exploit tenants financially or treat them 
badly. In desperation some of these shack dwellers have left 
for the squatter settlement of Mandela Village. The response 
of the local authority to the critical need for land towards 
the end of 1991 was to announce the pending release of an 
inadequate number of serviced sites . 

Aggravating the underestimation of housing need is the 
"disguised demand" for housing represented by the rela
tively high number of adult children sharing their parents' 
meagre accommodation in Mamelodi. While more research 
is needed to verify this conclusion it is clear that this hidden 
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demand is real and needs to be considered in a housing 
policy that addresses the land question. 

A second conclusion drawn from the study is that land 
needs to be priced in accordance with what people can 
afford . Providing in the need for land is not only a question 
of pro-actively making adequate land available but also of 
making affordable land available . This calls for the provi
sion of serviced sites at a scale never attempted before in 
South Africa. Only 20 per cent of the participants in the 
Elephant project earn enough money to maintain what is 
regarded as a minimum level of living; even they cannot 
afford present land prices . 

The third conclusion drawn from the study is that a seri
ous needs exists among shack dwellers for information on 
the total housing process. Information is needed inter alia 
on how to acquire land and financing as well as regards the 
cost (including hidden costs!) of being a home-owner. 
Furthermore, if "self-help" is seriously regarded as part of 
the solution to the housing question technical advice is 
needed on an easily acquired basis. The high expectations 
held by members of the Community of our Elephant may be 
largely attributed to ignorance. They are not isolated in their 
ignorance as testified by the recent newspaper reports in 
South Africa on, for example. bond boycotts by black home
owners . On another level, policy-makers need to be in
formed about the circumstances and the expectations held 
by the urban poor - the majority of our population. 

A final conclusion drawn from the case study is that 
opportunities exist for empowering communities to find 
their own solutions to the housing needs experienced. The 
overwhelming majority of the members of the Elephant are 
uneducated and unskilled with a low level of job security . 
With the support of an empathic facilitator they are, how
ever, slowly making headway in solving their primary need. 
Properly supported by enabling legislation and by officials 
who make themselves institutionally vulnerable, as Goulet 
calls it, these people hold the key to sustainable develop
ment in South Africa. 
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Politics -------------------------------------------

In the light of the above conclusions some specific re
commendations may be presented. First and foremost, what 
is needed is a proper calculation of the number of "shacks" 
in the urban areas. It is also necessary to calculate the num
ber of adult children living with their parents. Random sam
ples from the entire country may partly solve the problem. 
Once a fair estimate has been arrived at an all-out effort will 
be needed to make enough affordable land available on a 
pro-active basis. 

It goes without saying that "normal market forces" would 
not easily facilitate the release of land for low-income housing. 
The private sector aims to make a profit and cannot be ex
pected to finance something that is the government's social 
responsibility. To a large extent it is up to the government to 
create conditions that are favourable for development. Making 
land subsidies available to the poor, as presently considered by 
the authorities, is one important enabling mechanism. Such 
subsidies must, however, be carefully administered in order to 
ensure that those in need are benefitted firstly and not some 
private developers who may be tempted to see it as an opportu
nity to make a quick profit. If properly run, the subsidies would 
in any case "filter through" via the primary beneficiary to pri
vate sector entrepreneurs; in this way both the individual and 
entrepreneurs in society at large may benefit from the subsidy. 

If the land and subsidy issues can be solved within rea
son, individuals and communities must be put in a position 
where access to these resources is made possible. Here, 
information is an important tool. Serious consideration 
should be given to the creation of resource centres within 
communities where relevant information and know-how, as 
indicated above, can be made available to people. The White 
Paper on Urbanization lO makes provision for the crt:ation of 
such centres in urban areas, primarily to assist rural 
migrants in adapting to urban conditions. The centres pro
posed in the White Paper may well be adapted to provide in 
the needs indicated here. 

The need to provide policy-makers with relevant infor
mation will have to be dealt with at a different level. One 
way of gathering appropriate information is by promoting 
problem-orientated research at grassroots level. Such re
search may eventually facilitate bottom-up policy formula
tion instead of the top-down approach currently practised. 

A final recommendation is that community-based organi
zations be acknowledged and made partners in the process of 
housing provision. Such organizations often have the rele
vant expertise (or have access to it); they usually enjoy grass
roots support; and they are in a position to act much more 
quickly than any bureaucracy. Of course this would mean a 
totally different attitude and modus operandi for officials; 
they would be required to become facilitators of develop
ment rather than administrators of people, as is presently the 
case to a large extent. In South Africa this would, for the 
majority of officials, mean a total reorientation in work ethic 
and approach - something not possible without a decision 
to this effect (and coercion where necessary) from central 
government. It would, of course, entail the retraining of offi
cials on a massive scale in development-related fields. 
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In housing, as in many other fields, South Africa is at a 
threshold. What is called for now is common-sense deci
sions and a cool headed approach. 
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