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27
Neoliberalism in Sub-Saharan Africa: From

Structural Adjustment to NEPAD
Patrick Bond

Distorted forms of capital accumulation and class formation associated with
neoliberalism continue to amplify Africa’s crisis of combined and uneven
development. A new, supposedly home-grown strategy, the New Partnership for
Africa’s Development (NEPAD), corresponds to neoliberalism and relies upon
compliant African politicians. There is little prospect that other mild-mannered
global-scale initiatives being promoted by ‘post-Washington consensus’
reformers – for example, lower US and European Union agricultural subsidies, a
little more debt relief, or slightly better access to brand-name anti-retroviral med-
icines to fight AIDS – will change matters, aside from increasing African elite 
acquiescence in the structures of power that keep the continent impoverished.
New strategies and tactics, summed up in the terms ‘deglobalisation’ and 
‘decommodification’, will be necessary for Africa to break from systemic under-
development. The continent’s leading popular movements are taking steps in these
directions.

Interlocking intellectual traditions of African political economy and radical
political science have long attributed the continent’s post-colonial crises to both
external (imperialist) features and internal dynamics of class formation. Amongst
the contributors are great organic intellectuals whose work was suffused with
political urgency, including Ake, Amin, Biko, Cabral, Fanon, First, Kadalie,
Lumumba, Machel, Mamdani, Mkandawire, Nabudere, Nkrumah, Nyerere,
Odinga, Onimode, Rodney, Sankara and Shivji (see Arrighi 2002 and Saul and
Leys 1999 for updated analyses).

There are many ways to demonstrate the two main points of this review: that
neoliberalism as the most recent stage of global capitalism does not offer the
scope for Africa to develop, and hence that reform strategies aimed at increasing
integration will be counterproductive. Consider the main trends in these primary
economic categories: financial accounts (including debt, portfolio finance, aid and
capital flight), trade and investment.

Africa’s debt crisis worsened during the era of globalisation. From 1980 to
2000, sub-Saharan Africa’s total foreign debt rose from US$60 billion to US$206
billion, and the ratio of debt to GDP rose from 23 per cent to 66 per cent. Hence,
Africa now repays more than it receives. In 1980, loan inflows of US$9.6 billion
were comfortably higher than the debt repayment outflow of US$3.2 billion. But
by 2000, only US$3.2 billion flowed in while US$9.8 billion was repaid, leaving
a net financial flows deficit of US$6.2 billion.
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African access to portfolio capital flows has mainly taken the form of ‘hot
money’ (speculative positions by private-sector investors) in and out of the
Johannesburg Stock Exchange (as well as those of Harare, Nairobi, Gaborone and
a few others on occasion). In 1995, for example, foreign purchases and sales were
responsible for half the share-trading in Johannesburg. But these flows have had
devastating effects upon South Africa’s currency, with crashes of over 30 per cent
over a period of weeks during runs in early 1996, mid-1998 and late 2001. In
Zimbabwe, the November 1997 outflow of hot money crashed the currency by
74 per cent in just four hours of trading.

Meanwhile, donor aid to Africa dropped 40 per cent in real terms during the
1990s, in the wake of the West’s cold war victory (see Chapter 13). Most such aid
is siphoned off beforehand by bureaucracies and home-country corporations, or is
used for ideological purposes instead of for meeting genuine popular needs. The
then director of the Harare-based African Network on Debt and Development,
Opa Kapijimpanga, remarked:

The donor creditor countries must keep all their aid and against it write off all
the debt owed by poor African countries … The bottom line would be elimi-
nation of both aid and debt because they reinforce the power relations that are
contributing to the imbalances in the world. (Kapijimpanga 2001)

An important source of financial-account outflows from Africa that must be
reversed is capital flight. James Boyce and Léonce Ndikumana argue that a core
group of sub-Saharan African countries whose foreign debt was US$178 billion
had suffered a quarter century of capital flight by elites that totalled more than
US$285 billion (including imputed interest earnings): ‘Taking capital flight as a
measure of private external assets, and calculating net external assets as private
external assets minus public external debts, sub-Saharan Africa thus appears to be
a net creditor vis-à-vis the rest of the world’ (Boyce and Ndikumana 2000).

Africa’s underdevelopment through unbalanced trade is also a major problem.
The continent’s share of world trade declined over the past quarter-century, but
the volume of exports increased. ‘Marginalisation’ of Africa occurred, therefore,
not because of insufficient integration, but because other areas of the world –
especially east Asia – moved to the export of manufactured goods, while Africa
rapidly deindustrialised, thanks to excessive deregulation associated with
structural adjustment. In the process, rapid trade-related integration caused social
inequality, as World Bank economist Branko Milanovic (2003) concedes. The
‘terms of trade’ between Africa and the rest of the world deteriorated steadily,
thanks in part to the artificially low prices of crops subsidised by G8 countries.
The UN Conference on Trade and Development argues that if the terms of trade
had instead been constant since 1980, Africa would have had twice the share
of global trade than it actually did in the year 2000; per capita GDP would
have been 50 per cent higher; and annual GDP increases would have been 
1.4 per cent higher.

Foreign direct investment in sub-Saharan Africa fell from 25 per cent of the
world’s total at its peak during the 1970s to less than 5 per cent by the late 1990s,
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232 NEOLIBERALISM

and those small amounts were devoted mainly to extracting minerals and oil,
usually from extremely corrupt regimes in Nigeria and Angola, with transnational
corporate bribery playing a major role. The only other substantive foreign
investment flows were to South Africa, for the partial privatisation of telecommu-
nications and for the expansion of automotive-sector branch-plant activity within
global assembly lines. This was abundantly offset by South Africa’s own outflows
of foreign direct investment, in the forms of delisting and relocation of the largest
corporations’ financial headquarters to London, not to mention the repatriation of
profits and payments of patent and royalty fees to transnational corporations.
Moreover, official statistics ignore the long-standing problem of transfer pricing,
whereby foreign investors underpay taxes in Africa by misinvoicing inputs drawn
from abroad.

STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENT AND DEBT

Neoliberalism was initially codified in Africa in the World Bank’s 1981 Berg
Report (written by consultant Elliot Berg). Very few countries resisted, and the
effects were quite consistent. Budget cuts depressed economies’ effective demand,
leading to declining growth (see Chapters 11 and 12). Often, the alleged ‘crowd-
ing out’ of productive investment by government spending was not actually the
reason for lack of investment, so the budget cuts were not compensated for by pri-
vate sector growth. Privatisation often did not distinguish which state enterprises
may have been strategic in nature, was too often accompanied by corruption and
often suffered from foreign takeover of domestic industry; it gave scant regard to
maintaining local employment or production levels (the incentive was sometimes
simply gaining access to markets).

There is convincing documentation that the most vulnerable – women and
children, the elderly and disabled people – are the primary victims, as they are
expected to survive with less social subsidy, with more pressure on the fabric of
the family during economic crisis, and with damage done by HIV/AIDS closely
correlated to the tearing of safety nets by structural adjustment policies (Tskikata
and Kerr 2002). Moreover, there were no attempts by World Bank and the IMF
economists to determine how state agencies could supply services that enhanced
‘public goods’ (and merit goods).

Notwithstanding their failures, the Bank and the IMF demanded even more
latitude to design the nature of reformed neoliberalism during the late 1990s, in
areas such as debt relief, structural adjustment and institutional governance. Their
success is witnessed by the fact that neoliberalism remains the dominant policy
paradigm in Africa, notwithstanding systemic failure. The Highly Indebted Poor
Countries Initiative (HIPC, initiated in 1996) was accompanied by a mere renam-
ing of the structural adjustment philosophy in 1999 as Poverty Reduction Strategy
Papers (PRSPs). These have proved inadequate in Africa, and are regularly
condemned by civil society groups (see Chapters 15 and 19).

One reason for this is the maldistribution of power within the multilateral
agencies, including the US veto (with just over 15 per cent of the institutions’ own-
ership). There is just one African member on the 24-member board of the Bretton
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Woods Institutions. But internal reform proposals to raise developing-country 
voting power from 39 per cent to 44 per cent and add one new African director were
rebuffed by the United States in mid-2003. The same month, Ethiopian president
Miles Zenawi poignantly implored an Economic Commission on Africa meeting,
‘While we will not be at the high table of the IMF, we should be at least in the room
where decisions are made.’

NEPAD TO NEOLIBERALISM’S RESCUE?

Because of such problems, as reflected in consistent ‘IMF Riots’ by angry
survivors across Africa, neoliberalism began suffering a legitimacy crisis during
the late 1990s. A home-grown variant was required. South Africa’s president
Thabo Mbeki introduced the core outline of what would be the 67-page document,
NEPAD, in early 2001 at a telling site: the Davos World Economic Forum. By
November 2001, NEPAD was formally released, in Abuja, Nigeria.1 During 2002
the plan was endorsed by African rulers, the G8 summit in Canada, the World
Summit on Sustainable Development and the United Nations heads-of-state
summit (Bond 2002, 2004).

In areas of economic reform, such as financial flows and foreign investment,
NEPAD offers only the status quo. Instead of promoting debt cancellation, the
NEPAD strategy is to ‘support existing poverty reduction initiatives at the multi-
lateral level’ including HIPC and PRSPs. In mid 2003, Institutional Investor
magazine quoted the US government’s chief Africa bureaucrat, Walter Kansteiner:
‘NEPAD is philosophically spot-on.’

What, in contrast, was African civil society’s input? In late 2001 and
early 2002, virtually every major African civil-society organisation, network and
progressive personality attacked NEPAD’s process, form and content (Bond
2002). Until April 2002, no trade-union, civil-society, church, women’s, youth,
political-party, parliamentary, or other potentially democratic, progressive forces
in Africa were consulted by the politicians or technocrats about NEPAD. Tough
critiques emerged in mid 2002 from intellectuals (e.g. Adesina 2002), especially
those associated with the Council for Development and Social Research in Africa
(CODESRIA) (cited in Bond 2002). First, the neoliberal economic-policy frame-
work lies at the heart of the plan, which repeats the structural-adjustment-policy
packages of the preceding two decades and overlooks the disastrous effects of
those policies. Second, in spite of its proclaimed recognition of the central role of
the African people to the plan, the African people have not played any part in the
conception, design and formulation of NEPAD. Third, notwithstanding its stated
concerns for social and gender equity, it adopts the social and economic measures
that have contributed to the marginalisation of women. Fourth, in spite of claims
of African origins, its main targets are foreign donors, particularly in the G8. In
addition, its vision of democracy is defined by the need for creating a functional
market. It also underemphasises the external conditions fundamental to Africa’s
developmental crisis, and thereby fails to promote any meaningful measure to
manage and restrict the effects of this environment on Africa development efforts.
On the contrary, the engagement that it seeks with institutions and processes such
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as the World Bank, the IMF, the WTO, the United States Africa Growth and
Opportunity Act and the Cotonou Agreement will further lock Africa’s economies
disadvantageously into this environment. Finally, the means for mobilisation of
resources will further the disintegration of African economies that we have
witnessed at the hands of structural adjustment and WTO rules.

CONCLUSION: AFRICAN RESISTANCE

It is because of such experiences that CODESRIA intellectuals, Jubilee activists
and allied groups within the Africa Social Forum have become as radical as any
activists across the world, when it comes to strategies addressing international
economic relationships (see Bond and Ngwane 2004, Ngwane 2003 and Zeilig
2002). For example, not only do they try to kick the Bank and the IMF out of their
countries and persuade their finance ministers to default on the illegitimate foreign
debt; they are also intent, strategically, on abolition of the Bretton Woods
Institutions and have developed at least one potentially devastating tactic: the
World Bank Bonds Boycott.2 US-based solidarity organisations such as Centre for
Economic Justice and Global Exchange worked with Jubilee South Africa and
Brazil’s Movement of the Landless, amongst others, to ask of their Northern
allies: is it ethical for socially conscious people to invest in the World Bank by
buying its bonds (responsible for 80 per cent of the institution’s resources), hence
drawing out dividends which represent the fruits of enormous suffering?

As another example of what is being termed ‘deglobalisation’, the African Trade
Network and the Gender and Trade Network in Africa put intense pressure on the
continent’s delegates to reject the World Trade Organisation’s 2003 Cancun propos-
als. This proved successful when the Africa–Caribbean–Pacific group led the walk-
out that ended the Cancun meeting. Although a ‘G20’ group of middle-income
agricultural exporters emerged to promote trade deregulation, there was only one
African country (South Africa) amongst them. The United States and the EU offered
no concessions on matters of great importance to Africa (such as the decimation of
west African cotton exports due to subsidies, or the halting of grain dumping), and
instead rigidly insisted on moving the corporate agenda forward with other so-called
‘Singapore’ issues. Bilateral or regional trade deals – such as with the European
Union and the US Africa Growth and Opportunity Act – may also be resisted from
both civil society and African countries which are manifestly losing out.

On a more localised level, inspiring anti-neoliberal struggles for what might be
termed ‘decommodification’ are underway in Africa, especially South Africa.
There, independent left movements have partially succeeded in translating
demands for basic needs into genuine human rights: free anti-retroviral medicines
to fight AIDS and other health services; free lifeline water (at least 50 litres/-
person/day); free lifeline electricity (at least one kilowatt hour/person/day);
thoroughgoing land reform; prohibition on services disconnections and evictions;
free education; and even a ‘Basic Income Grant’, as advocated by churches and
trade unions. Because the commodification of everything is still underway in
South Africa, this is the sort of potentially unifying agenda that can serve as the
programmatic basis for a wide-scale movement for dramatic social change.

234 NEOLIBERALISM
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Foremost amongst the problems that must be addressed, simultaneously, is the
rescaling of many political–economic responsibilities. These are now handled by
embryonic world-state institutions overly influenced by the aggressive, neoliberal
US administrations. The decommodification principle is an enormous threat to
their interests, whether in the forms of borrowed intellectual property (such as
AIDS medicines), African agricultural systems protected against genetic modifi-
cation, nationalised industries and utilities, or less pliant and desperate labour
markets. To make any progress, deglobalisation from the most destructive circuits
of global capital will also be necessary. Those circuits – finance, direct investment
and commerce – rely most upon the three multilateral agencies, and hence a 
strategy and tactics are urgently required to close the World Bank, the IMF and
the WTO.

Beyond that, the challenge for Africa’s progressive forces, as ever, is to
establish the difference between ‘reformist reforms’ and more radical strategies.
Some struggles have more obvious possibilities to advance a ‘non-reformist’
agenda, such as for generous social policies stressing decommodification, and for
capital controls and inward-oriented industrial strategies allowing democratic
control of finance and ultimately of production itself. These sorts of non-neolib-
eral reform would strengthen the democratic movements, directly empower the
producers and perhaps, over time, open the door to the contestation of capitalism,
of which neoliberalism is only a contemporary symptom.

NOTES

1. New Partnership for Africa’s Development, 23 October 2001 �http://www.nepad.org�.
2. By 2003, institutions which have either sold World Bank bonds under pressure or committed never

to buy them again in future include the world’s largest pension fund (TIAA-CREF); major reli-
gious orders (the Conference of Major Superiors of Men, Pax Christi USA, the Unitarian
Universalist General Assembly and dozens of others); the most important social responsibility
funds (Calvert Group, Global Greengrants Fund, Ben and Jerry’s Foundation and Trillium Assets
Management); the University of New Mexico endowment fund; US cities (including San
Francisco, Milwaukee, Boulder and Cambridge); and major trade union pension/investment funds
(e.g. Teamsters, Postal Workers, Service Employees International, American Federation of
Government Employees, Longshoremen, Communication Workers of America, United Electrical
Workers). See �http://www.worldbankboycott.org�.
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