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Abstract 

Since the 1980s, African countries have been undertaking reforms in the public sector to 

establish effective and efficient public sector management and capacity. This is founded on 

the need to thrust Africa into sustainable growth through improved public management 

structures and good governance. These initiatives fall under global drive on sustainable 

development spearheaded by national governments and international organizations to 

achieve national and millennium development goals and, address challenges such as 

poverty, high unemployment rates and quality access to public services and goods. This 

paper examines the evolution of the African public sector reforms and the challenges that 

have hindered African states in their attempt to restructure the public sector. It argues that 

there is need for comprehensive adoption and implementation of organizational mechanisms 

such as privatization, contractual performance and decentralization as restorative measures 

in improving public service delivery through enhanced accountability and integrity in the 

public sector.  

Keywords: Africa, Public Sector Reforms, Sustainable Development, Decentralization, 
Corruption, Accountability 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

The public sector is always the fundamental platform through which citizens 

assess the performance of their governments. However, it is noteworthy that before 

Africa was colonised, the public sector was not properly structured largely because 
of the socio-economic and political organization of the African societies. The pre-

colonial era in the continent was one that involved simple interactions based on 

personal relations. Goods and services were exchanged through a system of barter 

trade that made individuals dependent of their social relations with other 

members of the society. But, with the emergence of colonial powers in the 

continent, the African socio-economic and political structure was extensively 
transformed. Most societies lost their land to the new settlers and forced to live in 

concentrated centres where they could easily be exploited for their labour. 

Additionally, new forms of medicine, education, political organization and 

economic structures were introduced. These rapid changes in structure of the 

society all-together led to the emergence of the public sector which fundamentally 
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was to facilitate easier exploitation of the continent and societal conformity to the 

new colonial masters who were in-charge of public services and goods. By 

weakening self-reliance of the African masses, vast majority of citizens in the 

African continent became dependent on the public sector to access goods and 
services. 

As such, by the end of colonialism, the public sector became a key feature 

of the new independent African continent. With the African masses having 

suffered extensively from colonialization ranging from por access to public goods 

and services as well as discrimination in accessing these public goods and services 

by the colonial powers, the new independent African governments embarked on 
reforming the public sector to increase the quality and capacity of access of public 

goods and services. This article therefore attempts to trace the stages through 

which the African public sector has undergone reforms purposely to improve 

public sector access to goods and services. Secondly, the paper aims at examining 

the contemporary challenges to the African public sector that has undermined 
previous and contemporary attempts. This paper will contribute to the existing 

literature on public sector reforms in Africa by examining some of the 

contemporary issues that continue to undermine the efficiency and effectiveness 

of the public sector as the continent strives to achieve sustainable development 

goals. The paper also argues that for the public sector to benefit from these reform 

initiatives, African states need to strengthen the capacities off their political 
economies and adopt new system of governance in the form of decentralization 

both in her politics and public sector. 

2. Theoretical Framework  

This paper has adopted the open systems theory drawn from public 

administration as the underpinning theoretical framework through which African 
public sector reforms are advanced. The open systems theory provides a 

framework for understanding the conceptualization of the mechanisms that strive 

to improve the administrative actions or reforms necessary for the realization of 

policies and objectives of in public sectors. In the African context, Mokhothu 

(2006: 2) argues that the policy reforms in the public sector are purposely to 

improve access and quality of public services and goods. As such, this theory is 
in tandem with the efforts taken by African government to strengthen the public 

sector and enhance public development that meet public interests. According to 

Hood (1991), there are key indicators of an open system such as: the capacity of 

a given system to obtain inputs from the existing environment; ability to transform 

such inputs into outputs; and, discharge the outputs back into the environment. 
The interaction between input, output and the surrounding environment therefore 

forms the basic pillars of open systems. 

Dzimbiri (2009: 78) while contextualizing open systems within 

organizational paradigms, additionally identifies sub-systems such as managerial, 

production, adaptive, maintenance, and supportive sub-systems. These systems 

are responsible for the planning and control of the whole system; execution of 
basic tasks; adaptation to changes in the surrounding environment; ensuring 

organizational stability and, procurement of inputs and disposal of outputs 

respectively. As such, the open systems theory outlines the relevance of open 

interaction and flow of information between and among different sectors. The 

theory therefore provides a connection with this study by providing an 
understanding of the relevance on why institutions in the public sector should 

embrace open organizational systems to enhance public sector delivery of goods 

and services. This can be achieved because of the capacity of an open system to 
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minimise deterrents of effective public sector performance such as lack of 

transparency, accountability, integrity and centralization of power in public 

sector.  

In the public sector reforms in Africa, the open system was conceived under 

the guise of New Public Management that emphasized on citizens and 
accountability from public institutions. This doctrine of public management was 

adopted in African public sector reforms having dominated public administration 

reforms in most of the OECD nations ((Hood, 1991; Pollitt, 1993; Ridley, 1996). 

The New Public Management pushed states towards open systems of public sector 

management in the form of market-based public service management unlike the 
traditional public management that stressed bureaucratic hierarchies, 

centralization and direct control of the public sector by the government. New 

Public Management therefore adopted open systems in public service sector to 

enhance efficiency through competition that is responsive to the needs of people 

and outcome-oriented. As such, the open system model of the New Public 

Management introduced competition in public sector to lower costs; empowered 
managers to conduct themselves according to ethos of professional management 

in the public sector; decentralized the public sector for efficient management; 

streamlined the labour in public sector to reduce costs; and, adopted private 

sector management techniques in public sector to increase flexibility in making 

decisions (Hood, 1991). 

3. Public Sector Reforms 

According to Farazmand (1999: 513), there is lack of consensus among 

scholars regarding the definition of reforms because it holds different 

understandings to politicians, academics and administrators. Nonetheless, 

Farazmand (1999) conceives reforms as targeted efforts aimed at modernizing and 

transforming the society using administrative systems as the instruments of social 
and economic change. Bayat et. al. (1994: 250) defines reforms as targeted 

attempts to trigger fundamental changes in the structure of public administration 

through expansive changes aimed at streamlining administrative systems. Zhang 

et. al. (2001: 4), argues that reform is a government adjustment process to 

restructure its internal and external environment ranging from its management 
styles, procedures, culture, structure and functions to improve the effectiveness 

of governance. 

Corkery et. al. (1998: 83), connotes public sector reforms as changes in the 

processes, procedures and policies in public administration with or without 

underlying political connotations. Omoyefa (2008: 18) adopts a radical stance by 

arguing that public sector reforms as the complete overhaul of the public 
administrative structure to establish real efficiency, financial discipline, 

effectiveness and competency in the management of public sector to address the 

needs of the public in a rapidly transforming socio-economic and political 

environment.  

Schacter (2000), defines public sector reforms as strengthening of 
management of public sector affairs. Among other key measures, these reforms 

involve limiting misuse of public resources, removing complex and unnecessary 

bureaucracies and, addressing the duplication of duties or responsibilities. 

Additionally, the African Development Bank (2005) connotes that public sector 

reforms are procedures, actions or practices that emphasize on boosting the 

capacity of public institutions in executing accountable, effective and efficient 
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public policies founded on legal frameworks of public policies. These policies touch 

on decentralization; reforms in the civil service; accountability; fiscal and financial 

reforms; and, reforms on law and the judiciary. Through this, the public sector 

reforms therefore, became the primary avenue through which African 
governments could address developmental needs of the society through better or 

enhanced access to public services as a crucial component of growth and 

development of African economies. Among other important tenets, good public 

services which is derived from reforms in the public sector, involve access to 

services such as healthcare, education, transport and infrastructure systems, 

security and the establishment of an atmosphere that advances economic growth 
and safeguards human rights and freedoms.  

3.1. Understanding Public Sector Reforms in Africa 

African governments often use the public sector as the baseline for adopting, 

advancing and implementing national development goals (Fatile, 2010). According 

to Haque (2002), public sector anchors economic development in African countries 
by establishing the appropriate conditions through which economic sectors can 

attain optimum performance. The public sector identifies the potential sectors that 

can steer growth through the provision of public goods and services that reflect 

public interests and needs. Prior to the attainment of political independence 

across the continent from the 1950s and onwards, the public sector existed but 

notably, it was one that did not strive to reflect the interests of the larger African 
public but rather, the interests of the minority colonial rulers. It is on this account 

that no studies on public sector reforms in Africa can be found during the colonial 

period. Olowu (1992: 229) notes that transforming the public sector therefore 

became necessary for post-colonial African states to accommodate new 

developmental needs. This would empower the new independent states to 
undertake key intensive social reforms that would improve the quality of lives for 

the African masses. It therefore fell upon the post-colonial African states to reform 

the public sector and address the challenges that faced African masses before and 

after political independence. 

However, at independence, the African public sector continued to remain 

weak as it failed to address the fundamental public development needs. Studies 
by Garnham (1990: 157) and Haque (2001: 69) linked the weakness of the public 

sectors in Africa to issues pertaining to lack of accountability, government 

irresponsiveness to public development needs, centralization of power, corruption 

and state secrecy on public matters such as resource allocation and use. Notably, 

African states at independence opted to adopt one-party political systems as a way 
of establishing national unity following centuries of chronic European colonization 

that divided African societies into ethnic cocoons. However, gradual political power 

competitions took centre-stage leading to emergence of deeply rooted systems of 

marginalization (Deng, 2001: 185). Different sections of African societies were 

marginalized based on their ethnic orientations and religious ideals.  Instead of 

the anticipated democratic regimes after independence, personal rule spread all 
over the continent. This led to emergence of fragile states characterized by military 

coups. As such, from the 1960s onwards, Africa was preoccupied with socio-

political and ethnic conflicts. 

The international structure in the 1980s presented a plethora of challenges 

to Africa fundamentally because of the increase in international prices for oil, 
extreme droughts in various parts of the continent, increase in rates of population 

growth, rising external debts and a steady decline in price of agricultural raw 

materials. As such, in exchange for foreign aid and investments, western powers 
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begun piling more pressures on African countries to adopt liberalization in both 

economy and politics. These demands from external actors to African states, 

marked the onset of reforms aimed at improving equity, efficiency and access to 

quality public services by the masses (Economic Commission for Africa, 2004). 

The introduction of structural adjustment programmes emphasized on 
establishing macro-economic stability, reducing government expenditure, cutting-

down on government deficit expenditure and lowering the rates of inflation. 

However, these adjustments also meant that government retreated from providing 

essential public services such as education, access to affordable housing and 

healthcare at the detriment of African masses. The 1980s therefore marked a 
turning point in Africa’s approach to her public sector management through 

debates concerning the role of good governance in improving the public sector and 

enhance sustainable and good public service delivery.  

By the 1990s, African governments came under sustained pressure from 

both domestic and international actors for the liberalization of economic and 

political space through the introduction of democratic systems (Gordon, 1996: 
1531). Democratic governance was advanced to transform the role of government 

in establishing favourable conditions that would enhance effective public service 

by promoting quality of public sector service, competence and efficiency. It was 

these sorts of concerns that advanced the debate surrounding public sector 

reforms as a means of addressing poor governance and the role it occupies in the 
development challenges facing the continent. The World Bank which was at the 

forefront of advancing new reforms in African public sectors, emphasized on better 

public management through accountability to the public as a means of instilling 

responsibility of the government to the needs of the public. Cognizant of this, the 

World Bank established a special Public Sector Board (PSB) constituted of 12 

members under the direction of the top directors at World Bank to steer African 
governments towards embracing more transparency, accountability and efficiency 

in all public sector institutions (Mukandala, 2000).  

3.2. Public Sector Reform Waves in Africa 

The efforts to align Africa into the global development agenda has seen 

several African countries become involved in public sector reforms through actions 
that are either theoretically and, or, practically aimed at enhancing practices of 

good governance practices such as; increased accountability, transparency, and, 

nurturing a meritocracy-based public service. Omoyefa (2008: 18) emphasizes the 

significance of the public sector reforms by arguing that the effectiveness and 

efficiency of the state can be measured through reforms in the public sector. It is 

therefore not a surprise that African governments were involved in formulation of 
policies to reform the public sector management and improve public service 

delivery. Mutahaba et. al. (2002), is cognizant that the developments witnessed in 

public reforms from the 1980s, were a part of a global transition phase, both in 

the developed and the developing worlds. 

Arguably, in most African countries, especially those that are considered to 
have been under the British sphere of influence, such as, South Africa, Nigeria 

and Kenya, the public sector was regarded as one of the key successes of the 

British colonial rule (Gboyega, 1989). Indeed, the earlier years of independence 

were characterised by better public service delivery and there was hope for greater 

socio-economic development because important steps were undertaken in the 

provision of social infrastructures and capital investments (Agagu, 2008: 247). 
However, few decades later, the state of public sector became far from what had 
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been envisioned at independence. But, there were later significant pioneer post-

colonial public sector reforms witnessed in the continent as consequences of the 

imposition of the Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) by the World Bank 

during the 1980s (Mutahaba et. al, 1989) that involved the restructuring of the 
central administration systems in order to facilitate the proper management of 

state affairs for the benefit of the public. 

Pollitt (2004: 883), argues that reforms in public sector are not necessarily 

new inventive ideas but rather, innovation that improves the already existing 

systems or at minimum, maintaining the structure but in a new environment of 

application. Additionally, this paper argues that the effectiveness of public sector 
reforms also depends to a very large extent, on how well it can integrate with the 

existing structure of power distribution and the economy. But, while Africa is still 

grappling with public service delivery due to the weak public sector, it is 

imperative to review what has been in existence in terms of public service delivery, 

the nature of the politics and economy. This provides a comprehensive 
understanding and allows development of sustainable solutions to the challenges 

facing the African public sector.  

Foremostly, there is cognizance that, the general trend witnessed in Africa 

in public sector reforms has always been modelled to resemble the structure of 

public sector reforms undertaken in Europe (Kickert, 1997) as part of a bigger 

agenda of European governments to respond to changes in the society and address 
new challenges and rising needs of the public across the European continent. 

Foremostly, there is cognizance that, the general trend witnessed in Africa in 

public sector reforms has always been modelled to resemble the structure of 

public sector reforms undertaken in Europe especially in Britain during the 1970s 

under Margret Thatcher (Kickert, 1997) as part of a bigger agenda of European 
governments to respond to changes in the society and address new challenges and 

rising needs of the public across the European continent. Notably, these reforms 

were not only confined within Europe. Developing countries in Asia at the time, 

such as South Korea, Singapore and Malaysia, adopted extensive reforms in the 

public sector through approaches such as the New Public Management (NPM) that 

emphasized on re-organization and downsizing of the public sector, deregulation, 
nurturing performance management and increasing customer satisfaction as the 

key component of public sector management (Kim, 2000).   

In Africa, the first comprehensive agenda for the establishment of public 

sector reforms were articulated by an economic World Bank report (Accelerated 

Development in Sub-Saharan Africa, 1981). According to Stockholm (2005), these 
reforms as demonstrated using the empirical studies on Zambia, Kenya, Uganda, 

Ghana and Tanzania, adopted the South Korean public sector restructuring model 

of the New Public Management.  

Figure 1: Public Sector Reform Waves in Africa  

 

Source: Mutahaba and Kiragu (2002) 

1980s
•Structural Reforms Wave

1990s
•Capacity Building Wave

2000s
•Service Improvement Wave



 

Uluslararası Ekonomi, İşletme ve Politika Dergisi 

 International Journal of Economics, Business and Politics 

    2019, 3 (2), 271-288 

 
 

277 

 
 
 

The Structural Reform Wave in the 1980s, was adopted in the form of 

Structural Adjustment Programmes to address the macroeconomic and fiscal 

components of the African states that were undergoing through economic crisis. 

These reforms were sponsored by international institutions such as the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank and were meant to reduce the 
exorbitant government expenditures arising from the existence of a bloated work 

force that was chocking under corruption and low productivity.. Areas that had 

duplication of roles within the administrative structures were identified and a 

clear division of roles between the national governments, other local municipalities 

or federal states, private and humanitarian sectors were outlined. Primarily, the 
most important roles of the state were identified to be the provision of conducive 

environment that could support the growth of private sector; ensuring successful 

decentralization of public services; and, privatization, commercialization, or 

liquidation of non-functioning and loss-making public entities (Mutahaba and 

Kiragu, 2002). 

The Capacity Building Wave from the 1990s, was developed as a response 
to the weaknesses and challenges observed from the structural adjustment 

programmes. The period that is also considered as the “lost decade” for Africa was 

characterized by a biting economic crisis following a bust in the prices of primary 

products that formed the backbone of African economies. Additionally, there were 

increasing public debts, high rates of unemployment, a rapidly expanding 
population, droughts and ethno-political conflicts. Ayee (2005) argues that these 

challenges were further compounded by politicization of the public sector through 

biased recruitment, bloated labour force, embedded corruption and 

unaccountability. These extensively impacted public sector delivery of goods and 

services. It therefore became necessary that reforms be instituted in the public 

sector to enhance efficiency and productivity through measures such as 
privatization of public companies, training of staffs to enhance their skills, 

improving the work environment to motivate staffs, enhancing the structures of 

management and, restoring work incentives through better pay or terms of service 

((Stockholm, 2005).).  

The Service Improvement Wave that is ongoing since 2000, represents the 
contemporary wave in sustained attempts to reform Africa’s public sector and 

improve access and quality of public service delivery through administrative and 

political reforms. According to Karyeija (2012: 111), this wave focuses on the 

management techniques, budgetary and performance-based management to 

improve service delivery to the public. It is during this phase that the New Public 

Management has been adopted and does not fall short of demanding measures of 
transparency and accountability through a hands-on professional management 

that bestows responsibility on managers; emphasizes on public participation and 

engagement in decision making processes; demanding for timely results on 

delegated mandates from respective levels of leadership; and, the integration and 

adoption of a multi-sectoral approach to public service delivery. Moreover, this 
wave is connected to initiatives of poverty reduction measures through 

incorporation of various stakeholders in government strategic short-term and 

long-term development plans. According to Ayee (2008), the service improvement 

wave stresses on disciplined, effective and efficient use of public resources that 

maximises output of the public sector systems. 
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4. Discussion 

An analysis of World Poverty report (2019), indicates that 33.5% 

(422,264,015) of the total population in Africa live in extreme poverty, indicating 

that Africa, more than half a century after attaining independence, continues to 
host several of the World’s poorest countries. Moreover, Africa registers an average 

real income per capita of about $ 1,573.61, which is at least 8 times lesser than 

the world average GDP income per capita (OECD, 2017). These statistics reflect 

the performances of African governments in improving the socio-economic 

development of African countries that formed the fundamental goal of public 

sector reforms. Despite the huge potential that the continent has in terms of 
natural and human resources, it is evident that the anticipated benefits of the 

public sector reforms are yet to be comprehensively effective so as to realise the 

real development needs of the African masses. Some scholars in analysing 

empirical findings of case studies within the continent, (Hope, 2001; 2000) hold 

that the public sector reforms have significantly improved service delivery in Africa 
while others (Schacter, 2000; Ayee, 2005) emphasize that the result have been 

largely unsuccessful if not negative. 

In Ghana, the reform agenda under the Programme for Economic Recovery 

and Structural Adjustment initiated in 1983 saw government conduct a 

retrenchment in the civil service labour force that reduced government employees 

from 301,000 in 1986 to 260,000 by 1990 leading to an overall government wage 
bill decline of 4.5% to the GDP (Antwi et. al., 2008: 255). Uganda also conducted 

radical reforms that reduced the government labour force by approximately more 

than 50% (from 320,000 to 147,000) (Mwenda et. al., 2005: 453). Kenya and 

Zambia notably had different experiences from that of Ghana and Uganda. The 

retrenchment in Kenya was conducted on a voluntary early retirement programme 
while at the same time, the government embarked on recruitment of teachers 

thereby doing little in reducing the government wage bill (Rono, 2002: 84). In 

Zambia, implementation of the structural adjustment programmes begun much 

later in 1997 with the government retrenching approximately 37,000 workers in 

3 years (Loxley, 1990: 15). According to Mutahaba et. al. (2002: 54) the structural 

adjustment wave had very little impact in improving service delivery in the public 
sector. Contrary to the expectations, the structural wave brought about 

incapacitation of the state in providing effective and efficient service delivery in 

the public sector because of the drastic reduction in the number of staff and 

absence of employment of new labour force to meet the demands of public 

development through skilled professional and technical labour in key sectors such 
as agriculture, health and education. 

During the capacity building wave, the World Bank played a central role in 

providing assistance to African countries in both monetary and technical aid. The 

World Bank provided monetary credits for public sector reforms in countries such 

as Kenya (1994), Uganda (1995), Ghana (1995) and Tanzania in 1999 (Moussa, 

1992: 1737-42). Additionally, other international institutions such as the United 
Nations Development Programme, United Kingdom and the Swedish Development 

Agency offered support in different capacities to African countries to enhance 

capacity-building in the public sector. However, the capacity building wave did 

little to incentivise the already demoralized public sector work force due to the 

lack of better pay reforms that is critical in sustaining the progress of capacity 
building. The resources obtained from the retrenchment of workers during the 

structural adjustment programmes were limited to adequately improve the low 

salaries of public servants. Consequently, despite the reforms intending to 

increase capacity in the public sector, corruption and other unethical conducts 
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became embedded in the public thereby leading to further deterioration of public 

services.  

The service improvement wave which has been on-going since 2000 has 

focused on public service performance by among other indicators emphasizing on 

achievement of yearly organizational goals of the public sector. Managers have 
become increasingly accountable to the public and government through annual 

audits on performance and use of public resources. Notably, this phase despite 

maintaining consistency, the progress remains relatively slow because of the low 

implementation capacities that still face African countries and the low wages of 

public employees. Nonetheless, this phase is presenting a unique opportunity to 
bring into account all public employees and embed more transparency in the 

public sector. 

In light of these dynamics, this paper argues that in as much as there have 

been significant public sector reform gains in the continent, the attainment of 

sustainable development in the public sector demands more efforts and 

collaboration within the African continent. By examining the trends in public 
sector reforms, this paper identifies key issues that emerge from the African 

experience. These include: public sector reform outcomes are gradual and take 

time to transform into real experiences that can improve public service delivery; 

that the success of public sector reforms depends on unreserved political-will and 

public support; and, that corruption has a big impact in public sector reforms in 
Africa. 

According to Hayden (200: 133), political support is crucial to the success 

of public sector reforms. This is because structural reforms that may for instance, 

require reduction of labour in the public service through entrenchment may be 

subjected to intense politicization. It is therefore imperative that the political elites 

provide strong leadership to enable the full implementation of public sector 
reforms. Moreover, the civil society need to be included in the processes involved 

in public sector reforms. This sis because the civil society have the capacity to 

influence the implementation of such reforms either as proponents or opponents 

through judicial systems (Robinson, 2004: 34). Additionally, Schacter (2000: 3) 

argues that the reforms in the public sector should be advanced by local 
stakeholders both within and outside the confines of the public sector. As such, 

the success of public sector reforms is dependent on the cooperation of the 

political elites and the bureaucrats in the sector. 

The contemporary reforms in the public sector are influenced by the public 

sector management challenges such as: inability of many African governments to 

meet annual budgetary needs and incapacity of governments to adequately 
respond to rising public service needs due to the rapidly changing dynamics of the 

continent (ECA, 2010; UNECA, 2004; AFDB, 2005). Addressing these issues is 

fundamental to the efforts of long-term development and reduction of poverty rates 

in the society (Ayee, 2008) through provision of better public service. However, 

these reforms are not immune to challenges. The public sector management 
continue to face challenges that significantly reduce the quality of service delivery, 

scope and speed of reforms. Among these are issues of rapidly declining ethics in 

public service provision, depleting social value and civil service morale, weak 

institutional capacities and duplication of roles which only leads to 

unaccountability due to blame games and corruption. 
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5. Public Sector Reform Challenges: Corruption and Weak Governance  

This paper identifies corruption and weak governance as the key challenges 

that continue to face the effectiveness of the public sector reforms in the continent. 

This is because of their overreaching negative influences on the previous gains 
made in the public sector reform waves and contemporarily on the political 

stability and economies of African states. According to McCormack (1997), 

corruption in the public sector allows for deviation from sanctioned ethical 

behaviours by public officers because of their status and therefore, increases the 

costs of the public services needed by the citizens. Whereas service delivery. 

Nonetheless, this paper recognizes the efforts of African governments have taken 
measures to address the issues of corruption through legislation of Anti-

Corruption bills, establishing offices such as the Ombudsman office and other 

institutions of ethics and anti-corruption. The concern about the negative impact 

of corruption was reaffirmed for instance in 2018, when the African Union in its 
wisdom, declared the year’s theme to be, “Winning the Fight against Corruption: A 
Sustainable Path to Africa’s Transformation (AU, 2018)” 

Despite the corruption scandals that have been rocking the continent 

through the years, the corruption index report for the year 2018, establishes an 

array of hope in parts of the continent. This is because model African countries 

such as Rwanda (55%) and Cape Verde (55%), have illustrated that with proper 

motivation and commitment, corruption can be tamed and managed with 

sustained efforts. Other countries such as Botswana (60%), Seychelles (61%) and 
Namibia have shown great efforts in anti-corruption war that sees them rank 

higher in the corruption perception index than some of the developed countries in 

the OECD zone such as Spain (57%) (Transparency International, 2018). 

 

Figure 3: Global Corruption Perception Index 

 

 

Source: Transparency International, 2018 
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Rwanda for instance have taken deliberate measures to enforce compliance 

of leadership codes, Cape Verde have adopted open promotion of institutional 

transparency while Botswana have taken the path of innovative approach on 

mainstream anti-corruption campaigns. In all these improved African countries, 

the public has witnessed better public service provision and as such, confirming 
the hypothesis that the absence of corruption enhances better public service 

provision. 

Figure 4: Africa: Rule of Law Indicators and Average Trends (2013-2017) 

 

Source: Ibrahim Index of African Governance (2018) 

Additionally, a report by Ibrahim Index of African Governance between 

2013-2017 on transparency and accountability, emphasizes on the need to 
consolidate these small gains made towards improving the overall governance on 

the continent. The report also established that eight of the top ten scoring 

countries in better governance in Africa featured in the leading countries in terms 

of the rule of law, transparency and accountability. 

6. Recommendations: Strengthening Africa’s Political Economy 

The effectiveness of a stronger and efficient public service cannot be 

conceived outside the precincts of the wider political economy. This is because 

elements of land, capital, labour, commodity, value, utility and wealth with which 

political economy is concerned with, are the basis of public service delivery 

mechanisms and approaches. More comprehensively, political economy entails 

the conditions of production structure in states through establishing a link 
between politics and economics, which are constitutive of development or 

underdevelopment. 

Extensive documented literature and debates have constantly tagged Africa 

as being marginalised in the global economic system and more often than not, the 

poverty experienced in several parts of the continent have been extensively 
attached to this concept of marginalization (Mlambo, 2006; Lawal, 2006; 

Nwankwo, 2000). This paper is critical to these this view and instead, argues that 

Africa is very much integrated into the global economic system than any other 

developed or developing region. Indeed, it is not contestable that through 

consideration of economic indicators such as the gross domestic product, Africa 

holds the mantle of the poorest continent. However, the quantity of imports and 
exports of the African market are illustrative that the global market system is one 

that does not strive to maximise productivity but rather, it is a system that prefers 

emphasizes on conditions of production that maximizes the rates of profitability. 

As such, instead of assuming the position of a marginalised continent, Africa 

remains at the centre of global economic system but as an actor that is 
continuously exposed to extreme exploitation in an exploitative international 
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political economy environment. These dynamics therefore deprives Africa the 

much-needed resources required to sustain public sector development. 

Figure 6: Average Annual Percentage Growth Rate Of GDP Per Capita In Sub-Saharan Africa 
(1970- 2019) 

 

Source: World Bank (2019) national accounts data, and OECD National Accounts 

data files. 

With Africa posting negative annual average GDP per capita growth in 2017, 

the question that lingers is how the continent can escape from exploitation and 
harness the true potentiality of its political economy. From ancient civilizations 

that dominated and shaped world history, to the modern day developed states, 

the commonality is that they were all founded and sustained on auto-centred 

economies. More comprehensively, these economies were open and therefore, 

Africa’s political economy needs to embrace this attribute. More importantly, 

contemporary debate on Africa must not only emphasize on marginalization which 
only tends to discuss the question of ‘in which ways’ and not ‘to what extent’, 

is the continent integrated in the global capitalist system. 

According to Pierre et. al. (2000: 41), the means by which governments 

choose to govern not only affect policy outcomes, but also has significant real 

effects on the society and economy. For instance, there is significant amount of 
evidence within the Sub-Saharan African region that, governments prefer to spend 

on targeted programmes such as government jobs to reward political cronies or 

infrastructural investments that provide avenues for the embezzlement of public 

resources rather than improve public service delivery. Feyzioglu, et. al. (1998: 33), 

argues that for instance, foreign aid meant for the education sector may result in 

decreased budgetary allocation by the government for the provision of this service. 
On the contrary, when aid is used to support public infrastructure investment 

such as in the sectors of transportation and communications, African 

governments are more likely to maintain their own fiscal allocations because 

infrastructural developments have become the new avenues for grand corruption 

schemes in the continent through secretive tender deals that are shrouded in 
secrecy between a few high-ranking individuals in the government and the private 

sector. 

Moreover, improved public service delivery requires significant financial 

resources which is not easily accessible to several African countries. A majority of 

African governments are either frozen out of the global financial system or been 

granted limited access to financial resources. This is partly because of reckless 
borrowing and mismanagement of funds through corruption by the political elites, 

high-government officials and their co-conspirators in the private sector. Certain 

countries like Cape Verde (129.7%), The Gambia (120.2%), Republic of Congo 

(117.7%) and Mozambique (112%) having very high public debts relative to their 
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GDP (The Economist, 2018), continue to struggle to properly service existing 

loans. Therefore, unable to borrow, investments in public sector through 

construction of roads, ports, schools and provision of healthcare services have 

become untenable. Zambia for instance, has a higher expenditure on debt 

servicing than on education (The Economist, 2018). 

Figure 7: Sub-Saharan Africa Public Debt (1976-2016) 

 

Source: IMF, World Economic Outlook database (2018) 

In 2013-16 the ratio of public debt to GDP in sub-Saharan Africa, as defined 

by the IMF, increased by an average of five percentage points a year for countries 

that do not produce oil, and eight for those that do. It is now above 50% in half of 

the countries in the region. 

 

7. Political Decentralization 

This paper focuses on the role of administrative decentralization because of 

its capacity to address challenges in decision-making processes, ineffectiveness 

and accountability which impact the capacity and quality of the public sector. It 

also addresses the questions of marginalization as remote areas become 

represented and included in the development of the public sector. Genuine efforts 
of decentralization also encourage participation of the public and extensively 

minimises the imbalance of power. Girinshankar et. al (2000), argues that this 

reduced imbalance of power encourages the contribution of the ordinary public to 

shape their institutions of public service delivery. Thus, enabling them to include 

their preferences in public policy. Alternatively, this understanding is reflective of 
the ability of decentralization to complement the continuing democratic reforms 

in Africa. Administrative decentralization establishes division of labour such that 

the high-ranking public employees can concentrate in the facilitation of facilitating 

local government services, establishing standards and local regulations, offering 

capacity building through training of employees in the devolved levels, and, 

providing rewards and penalties to improve local government perform.  

The local devolved units become entrusted with the tasks of hiring, paying, 

and sanctioning all those who are mandated with provision of public goods and 

services at the lowest devolved levels (World Bank, 2000b). The consequence of 

such realignments is that administrative decentralization enhances the quality 

and quantity of productivity of both the local and central administration due to 
specialization. Additionally, by distorting the face-to-face encounter between the 

top political executive and bureaucrats, the basis of the rent-seeking culture and 

exclusion which hampers the provision of public services will be significantly 

weakened. 
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In the long-term, administrative decentralization may be the solution that 

addresses the challenges that threaten democracy such as ethnicity which is rife 

within the continent. Several scholars (Dasgupta et. al, 2000; Colletta et. al, 2000) 

identify other challenges in the African public sector such as nepotism, 
corporatism and regionalism that stem from the appropriation of social capital for 

inappropriate purposes. Employment in post-colonial Africa has been so much 

attached to ethnicity to the extent that sound competition and meritocracy are 

conspicuously absent in the public sector. Therefore, decentralizing the public 

sector service provision may transform these trends not because competition 

would be drawn from the same region or ethnic group, but rather because the 
competition would occur in an environment where actors would be exposed to 

more scrutiny and accountability by the local public regarding their 

responsibilities. Decentralization of public service delivery therefore instead of 

nurturing ethnicity, it brings the different stakeholders to interact on a platform 

founded on familiarity and trust thereby improving the stock of social capital.  

8. Conclusion 

Africa has been under pressure since the closure of the 1980s from OECD 

member states and the World Bank who continue to emphasize the essence of 

good governance as the prerequisite for sustainable development. This version of 

good governance is tantamount to improve public sector institutional reforms 

using models that have been tested and proved in the developed countries. 
However, analysis of the subsequent success in growth spurred by reforms in the 

public sectors in the East (China and Vietnam) and South East Asia (South Korea, 

Singapore and Malaysia) which were attained without strict adherence to the 

Western ‘best practices’ (Samaratunge et. al., 2008), demonstrates that majority 

of these regions sustained growth that was oriented towards empowering the 
public unlike the structural adjustment programmes and capacity reforms that 

focused only on public sector management and not productivity of the masses. 

Unlike in the African experience, Indonesia, Malaysia and Vietnam invested 

heavily in rural development guided by urgency, outreach and expediency for 

improved public service provision (Henley et. al., 2010). A report by Africa Power 

and Politics (2012), criticised the African approach to public sector reforms by 
arguing that the success of these reforms is not question of countries complying 

with the ideals of good governance, but rather, how the political elites and other 

stakeholders respond to the choices about policies and policy implementation. 

These two important issues are concerned with governance and institutions but 

not ‘good governance’. It is even less concerned about the formal structures of 
governments, parties and elections, and more about informal aspects of the way 

decisions are made and actions taken at all levels of the political system and 

society. In as much as economic transformation may not mandatorily require good 

governance, this paper asserts that it is an important requirement that 

governments make substantive commitments to good governance practices.  

From the analysis provided herein, it is therefore deduced that reducing 
poverty rates in Africa require effective service delivery foremostly within the 

framework of the available resources. This means that issues that relate to 

corruption or bad governance must be addressed. Secondly, political 

decentralization is key because it promotes the integration of territories that are 

otherwise alienated from the central government and which undermine the efforts 
of central government to deliver public services effectively in the remote areas. 

Additionally, African institutions must be strengthened because they form part of 

the public service delivery systems. The absence of accountability has for the 

longest time hampered any good governance of public resources that ought to 
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enhance the access and, or quality of public services delivery through the system 

of rents that accounts for the distortions in service delivery processes. Addressing 

these issues will be key in the efforts to reduce the widespread cases of poverty. 

But even more importantly, based on the nature of the required reforms, adequate 

preparations through stipulated frameworks ought to be done as there is always 
a tendency of rebellion from politically powerful classes who may be at risk of 

losing their interests.  
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