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Guest editor’s note 

Recent youth led uprising and peaceful protests which began in Tunisia in late 2010 
and spread rapidly to engulf other countries in the Arab world such as Egypt, Libya, 
Yemen and Syria have since ignited scholarly interest and efforts to examine the role 
of youth in bringing about political and economic reforms in seemingly repressive, 
exclusive and autocratic political  regime  in Africa. Such efforts attempt  to generate 
fresh insights on mass mobilization and changing dynamics of Arab spring type of 
contestation, the quest to understand factors that lead to such uprising, their conta
gion effects and determinant of success in delivering desired political and economic 
transformation. The articles in this issue of the Africa Peace and Conflict Journal con
tain scholarly papers examining these sets of issues from diverse perspectives and 
country contexts. It alsoshed light on the role of the youth in orchestrating popular 
uprising and protests aimed at removingrepressive and dictatorial political leaders in 
power and bring about envisioned regime change and inevitably trigger development 
orientationscapable of producing inclusive and equitable policies and outcomes while 
securing freedom, peace and security for all citizens.
The paper by Fredrick Kisekka and Elijah Doro on Uganda which examines  the 

modes of democratic expression in the context of the youth and the politics of defi
ance provide useful insight on how young people can successfully engage through 
formal institutions and processes, like the Parliament, to oppose (lobby for) certain 
government policies or act to bring about positive institutional reforms. A clear ex
ample  on Uganda  is  given  to  illustrate  how  the  youth were  able  to  obtain  seats  in 
parliamentby contesting in an election as independent members of parliament and 
used their newly acquired positions to cause parliamentary reforms that resulted in 
greater separation between the executive and legislature, and also helped to strengthen 
parliamentary  oversight  functions  including  the  government  budget.  Such  analysis 
clearly shows that the youth can be mobilized to work within formal institutional ar
rangements to oppose and remove suboptimal polices and induce progressive politi
cal and economic reforms in Africa. 

However, this approach has been ineffective in efforts to unseat the current politi
cal regime in Uganda, which some observers and local opposition have described as 
unpopular and undemocratic, amidst fears that any attempts to organize mass move
ments and youth uprising to delegitimize government would be met with full military 
force. And where youth marginalization is high and therefore cannot influence policy 
and reforms through formal participation and where political inclusion eludes young 
people, who are simultaneously deprived of opportunities to establish and join social 
networks through which they can channel and resolve their grievances, the youth tend 
to quickly resort to informal networks and channels to voice their concerns and push 
for reform. A spontaneous uprising in this case can only be the most effective means 
of trying to bring about meaningful change and transformation. But Arabspring type 
uprising are not very often, and let alone successful in bringing about political transi
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tions  to  more  inclusive  and  participatory  democracies  in  Sub-Saharan  Africa— 
context and readiness for changes matters!
In some cases the pressure for political and economic change may originate from 

external sources. One of the under researched areas of external political participation 
is the unprecedented role of the African diaspora in advocating for meaningful 
change. The role of the diaspora has usually been confined to the importance of the 
remittances to the livelihood of their compatriots. This is the area explored by Amal 
Yusuf Jama as he explains the impact of the advocacy activities and strategies of the 
Somaliland diaspora  in London. In the same vein as  the Ugandan youth  in Kisseka 
and Doro’s  articles, Yusuf  argues  that  the  Somaliland  diaspora  in  London  play  an 
important  advocacy  role within  the political  opportunity  structure  in London  and 
elucidates the challenges inherent in working for change within these structures. He 
points out that the establishment of a unified leadership and the use of cultural events 
to promote collective goals will bring about effective change in Somaliland.
Some  of  the  articles  examine  the  role  of  developmental  frameworks  and  ap

proaches such as  the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP)  in either addressing 
postconflict peacebuilding and youth empowerment, using evidence from post 
conflict Liberia. The basic premises of the analyses is that marginalization, exclusion 
and entrenched inequality and inequities create conditions of deprivation and des
peration especially among the youth which fuels youth mobilization for violence and 
engagement in armed conflicts. 
PRSPs  in post-conflict environments have been designed to be conflict-sensitive, 

participatory and on the overall to deliver equitable development outcomes with 
greater targeting of the poor and the young people. The paper by Samuel Wai Johnson 
uses the case study of Liberia to examine whether these development frameworks have 
delivered desired development results and have helped to enhance public governance. 
Like in most conflict and non-conflict countries where these frameworks have been 
applied, they have been found toproduce mixed results and have largely been ineffec
tive in stimulating broadbased and equitable development. And in most African 
countries, poverty has not significantly declined due to implementation of PRSPs, and 
the benefits have largely been captured and consolidated by political and business 
elites and much less by those targeted—the youth and rural poor.
 In addition, overall inequality has increased in the case of Liberia, although PRSPs 

have helped to inculcate among citizens a desire for participation in the development 
process. However, access and participation in planning, allocation, implementation, 
and monitoring processes tend to be skewed against the poor and the youth, whoare 
the main target beneficiaries of PRSPs. Thus the evidence seems to suggest that PRSPs 
provided limited opportunities forconsolidating peace and freedoms, and was inade
quate in design, process and context to bring Liberia back on its sustainable conflict–
sensitive development trajectory.
Some scholars still argue that devolution and decentralization reforms can help to 

foster participation and promote efficient delivery of public services. They also sug
gest that such outcomes tend to be constrained by imbalances in power relations be
tween citizens and public officialsvested authority and responsibility to deliver basic 
social services to citizens. Tousse Djou Josiane in her article examines the impact of 
power relations between councilors and citizens on delivery of public services in 
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Cameroon. She shows that non-cordial and conflict-laden relations between council 
officials and citizens undermine effective participation and provision of public ser
vices by councils. This is attributed by poor institutional design and capacity of the 
councils and explains, to large extent, the failure of the decentralization programto 
promote broader citizen engagement and voice in the development process in 
Cameroon. 
The  paper  by  Julius Chama  analyses  the  decentralization  policy  in Uganda  and 

records  similar  results as  those documented by Tousse Djou  Josiane on Cameroon. 
The former attributes the dismal performance of the decentralization policy to inad
equate resources and frequent conflicts induced in part by political patronage, which 
adversely affected the quality decision-making and service delivery. Measures to ex
pand the resource base need to be identified and utilized to structure a more balanced 
fiscalsocial contract to promote tax compliance among citizen andfor them to proac
tively demand for greater transparency and accountable from public officials. This 
would inevitably reduce marginalization,exclusion and conflicts, and create a solid 
foundation for strengthening public governance and service delivery at the local level. 
While the two articles above address issues of local governance, Damaris Manyange 

examines the challenges of constructing a regional security infrastructure in Eastern 
Africa  within  a  regional  integration  framework.  She  argues  that,  the  East  African 
Community (EAC) has successfully taken giant strides at enhancing regional security 
governance, especially  through the  finalization of normative  frameworks. She how
ever points out the major challenge as related to the lethargy of member states to 
implement the agreed upon frameworks. She concludes that beyond the implementa
tion challenges, the region needs to also prioritize security governance coordination.

The articles contained in this issue are quite illuminating and would be valuable to 
academicians and researchers, but also to policymakers and development practitio
ners working on issues of peace, conflict, governance and development. The second 
set of papers—briefs and reviews, are largely focused on broader themes of develop
ment, decentralization, and regional security governance systems, providing greater 
coherence and insights that can help to shape more detailed and rigorous future re
search themes. 

Dr. Samuel Bwalya
UNDP Country Director

Ethiopia



Africa Peace and Conflict Journal, 7:2 (2014), viii–ix.  

© 2014 University for Peace Africa Programme. All rights reserved. ISSN 1659–3944.

from the Managing editor

The African state and society has been explicitly or implicitly designed to exclude the 
youth from its statebuilding and development process. This has relegated the African 
youth to the unenviable position of electoral tools for manipulation through promises 
during elections. It is clear that, a genuinely inclusive society is one which ensures that 
its youth are active participants in all affairs of the state.
In 2012, experts at an international conference on youth and democratization held 

in Addis Ababa,  Ethiopia  came  to  the  unmistakable  conclusion  that African  youth 
should be at the vanguard of political and governance changes in the continent. At the 
same conference the United Nations Under-Secretary and Executive Secretary of the 
Economic Commission for Africa Mr. Carlos Lopez while emphasizing the important 
role of the youth in Democracy and governance in Africa said:

“We have to give our youth a clear and uplifting vision of Africa; our youth have to 
be able to relate to our aspirations for African unity and economic integration. They 
also need proper engagement in order to appreciate Africa’s potential and what their 
own contribution can be,”
In  spite of  the above call  and  the existence of government ministries or depart

ments with the explicit mandate of addressing youth issues, in several African coun
tries,  the  voice  of  the African  youth  has  been  loudly  absent  in  key  facets  of  states’ 
policies and governance structures. In countries where mechanisms and policies exist 
for active youth participation the vested interests of established political elites has 
greatly marginalized the youth.
The 2012 Arab Spring was a wakeup call for African countries on the dangers of 

marginalizing the youth. The popular uprisings mostly engineered by youth success
fully brought down regimes in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya buoyed by youth discontent. 
The sources driving youth discontent in almost all African countries seem to be iden
tical. However, they range from frustration with economic conditions to opposition 
to the political status quo. There is no contrary argument that, Africa has seen the last 
of youth reaction to the current dispensation with especially youth population pres
sures on the rise.
According to the 2012 African Economic Outlook jointly published by the African 

Development  Bank,  the  United  Nations  Development  programme  and  the  OECD 
Development Centre, there are more than 200 million young people in Africa between 
the ages of 15-24 and rapidly growing. Mckinsey Global Institute computes that, the 
number  of  young  people  in  Africa  will  double  by  2045.  Between  2000  and  2008, 
Africa’s working age population (15-64 years) grew from 443 million to 550 million; 
an increase of 25%. In annual terms this is a growth of 13 million, or 2.7% per year 
(World Bank 2011a). If this trend continues, the continent’s labour force will be 1 bil
lion strong by 2040, making it the largest in the world, surpassing both China and 
India.
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The beauty of this growing youthful population is that, its not only growing but 
getting better educated. Based on current trends, 59% of 20-24 year olds will have had 
secondary  education  in  2030,  compared  to  42%  today. This will  translate  into  137 
million 2024 year olds with secondary education and 12 million with tertiary educa
tion in 2030. Although significant quality gaps remain, these trends offer an unrivalled 
opportunity for economic and social development if the talents of this swiftly increas
ing reservoir of human capital are harnessed and channelled towards the productive 
sectors of the economy. However, they could also present a significant risk and threat 
to social cohesion and political stability if Africa fails to create sufficient economic and 
employment opportunities to support decent living conditions for this group.

Therefore this issue of Africa Peace and Conflict Journal focusing on Youth, 
Democracy  and  Governance,  brings  to  the  fore  the  multiple  challenges  faced  by 
African countries in channeling the youth and its inherent energies towards building 
viable states in Africa. It is without a shadow of doubt that, in the decades to come, 
the youth will be a force to reckon with as Africa embraces its vision 2063.

Samuel Kale Ewusi
Managing Editor
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This paper seeks to locate acts of political defiance by the Ugandan youth within a specific trajec-
tory in the debate about youth as agents of political change in repressed communities. It will 
locate the forces of youth defiance within the Ugandan body politic and examine whether this 
political intransigence has broader national implications and relevance in the survival and perpe-
tuity of the National Resistance Movement (NRM). This paper will also scrutinise the economic 
vulnerabilities of youth and how these pose challenges regarding their co-option into the infra-
structure of regime survival because youth have been recruited by the regime in Uganda into 
quasi-militia groups deployed largely to beat up public protesters particularly in Kampala but also 
elsewhere in the country. This issue will be examined in the context of their political defiance. 

In the twenty fIrst century most famous regIme change movements and political 
reform agitations in Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe and South America have seen youth 
movements playing a role both in political mobilisation, and also fighting in the 
streets and in rebel armies. The role of youth movements in politics is so well estab
lished that young people have come to be seen as the shapers of global politics, po
litical change and the democratisation process.1 Youth participation in traditional 
political institutions and conventional systems of political participation such as elec
toral processes, membership of political parties and trade unions, has been noticeably 
waning and scholars have conceptualised this development in various ways. Adsett 
argues that youth have been ‘disenfranchised’; Putnam describes the ‘decline of social 
capital’;  Vrcan  observes  ‘young  people’s  de-politicisation’;  Tivadar  and Mrvar  talk 

 1. Azra Hromdzic, ‘Bathroom mixing: youth negotiating democratisation in post conflict Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’, PoLAR 34:2 (2011), 268-289. 

Modes of Democratic 
Expressions Revisited: The 
Youth and the Politics of 
Defiance in Uganda.
Fredrick Kisekka-Ntale and Elijah Doro 
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about  ‘social  vulnerability’  and  Syvnarenko  observes  their  ‘marginalisation’.2 

Paradoxically, youth have been able to navigate the existing social and economic bar
riers to political participation by inventing their own arenas, platforms and crafting 
political responses in youth centric modes and systems.

Political participation is a prerequisite in the development of democracy both in 
shaping its institutions as well as embedding and socially legitimising them. The quest 
for democratic involvement by all social groups has been the essential catalyst behind 
the expansion and development of democratic politics globally. Political theory has 
offered  various  forms  of  political  participation.  Minimalists,  such  as  Joseph 
Schumpeter, limit the extent of participation to voting, for example, but other schol
ars have argued that participation should be linked to a broader involvement of citi
zens in politics.3 While institutional participation is confined to established political 
institutions, postmaterialists have identified accelerated protest politics or defiance 
movements as a changing and novel dimension of post-modernity. Inglehart, for ex
ample, argues that social trends in postindustrial society have brought about the re
placement of old materialistic values in politics associated with security and authority 
by a higher concern for the environment, human rights and gender equality among 
others.4

Defining youth presents a myriad of problems because it can be used in different 
contexts to imply a number of things. Youth is usually socially constructed. While the 
United Nations Programme on Youth defines youth as a person who is between the 
ages of 15-24,  the African Union Youth Charter defines youth as a person aged be
tween 15 and 35. The Uganda National Youth Policy (2001) defines youth as all young 
persons, female and male aged 12-30 years. Rather than merely looking at youth as an 
age category, it must also be seen as a construction defined by social expectations and 
norms. While this definition captures the essence of the use of the word, in this paper 
we must add that in the realm of African politics the term youth traverses the bio
logical age category and the social cultural construction to mean physically active and 
able bodied individuals who are seen as distinct from the octogenarians and very old 
individuals who control the party and executive power in almost all cases. 
A  World  Bank  Report,  African  Development  Index  2008/2009,  revealed  that 

Uganda had  the youngest population  in  the world with  the highest unemployment 

  2.  Margaret Adsett, ‘Change in political era and demographic weight as explanations of youth ‘disen
franchisement’  in  federal  elections  in Canada,  1965-2000’,  Journal of Youth Studies 6:3  (2003),  247-264; 
Robert  Putnam, Bowling alone: the collapse and revival of American community,  (New York,  Simon  and 
Schuster, 2000); Srdjan Vrcan, ‘Youth: politics, sub-politics and anti-politics: the case of Croatia since the 
mid-eighties’,  in Blanka Tivadar and Polona Mrvar (eds.), Flying over or falling through the cracks? Young 
people in the risk society (Ljubljana, Office for Youth of the Republic of Slovenia. 2002); Blanka Tivadar and 
Polona Mrvar, Flying over or falling through the cracks? Young people in the risk society (Ljubljana, Office for 
Youth of the Republic of Slovenia, 2002); Arseniy Svynarenko, ‘National, political and cultural identities of 
youth: tendencies in post-soviet Ukraine’, in Helena Helve and Claire Wallace (eds.), Youth, citizenship and 
empowerment (Aldershot, Ashgate, 2001).

  3.  Joseph Schumpeter, Ten great economists - from Marx to Keynes, (London, Allen & Unwin, 1952); 
Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan, Problems of democratic transition and consolidation: Southern Europe, South 
America, and Post-Communist Europe, (Baltimore, MD, The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996).

  4.  Ronald Inglehart, Modernization and post-modernization: cultural, economic, and political change in 
43 societies, (Princeton, NJ, Princeton University Press, 1997), 290.
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rate in Africa of 83 per cent ahead of Zimbabwe (68 per cent) and Burkina Faso (54 
per cent).5 The same report also noted that Uganda had the highest dependency ratio 
on the continent of 1:1. The Uganda National Youth Policy of 2004 notes that youth 
constitute 6575 per cent of the population with most of the youth living in rural 
areas. Recent figures estimate that there may be as many as 6.5 million youth in the 
country and with an annual growth rate of 3.2 per cent this figure is projected to rise 
to 7.7 million in 2015.6 Economic statistics referring to this group reflect a picture of 
ineptitude, lost hopes, grim futures and vicious cycles of lost opportunities and dire 
misery. A study in 2013 conducted by Action Aid International Uganda, entitled ‘Lost 
Opportunity’, found that 62 per cent of Ugandan youth are jobless and 12 per cent of 
all youth in Uganda, aged between 12 and 30, are chronically poor.7 As noted earlier 
the youth constitute 65-75 per cent of Uganda’s population and more than two mil
lion are out of school. The majority of these have no regular work or income making 
them vulnerable to recruitment into illegal activities.8 The study found that:

a scrutiny of the state of youth with regards to employment, careers and livelihoods, 
access to adequate livelihood opportunities further reveal that the youth are at a 
disadvantage. With the majority of youth lacking the requisite skills the informal 
sector has become the major alternative source of employment opportunity for job 
creation.9

It further notes that ‘not only do youth lack self worth as individuals, but they are also 
affected in the access to services provided by government. Youth perceive that they 
lack a voice in society, while they also distrust authority’.10 According to the 2010/11 
Uganda National Household Survey (UNHS) and the Labour Ministry, 400,000 youth 
are released into the job market to compete for 9,000 jobs annually. 

This group, despite the heavy burden of poverty and vulnerability, has been at the 
forefront of Ugandan politics since independence in1962 and has participated in fos
tering political change. In the turbulent post-independence times, youth participated 
in the political violence that saw four regimes change power between 1962 and 1986.11 
During the National Resistance Army’s war of 1981-1985, 80 per cent of the fighting 
force comprised of young people most of whom had left school and college to join the 

 5. World Bank, African development indicators 2008/2009: youth unemployment in Africa, the potential, 
the problem, the promise.  Available  online:  http://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/book/10.1596/978-0-8213-
7787-1 [accessed 28 October 2014].

  6.  Parliament of  the Republic of Uganda, ‘Parliament approves Sh 265 billion Youth Fund’. Online: 
www.parliament.go.ug [accessed 20 September 2013].

  7.  Action Aid, ‘Lost opportunity: gaps in youth policy and programming in Uganda’, National NGO 
Forum  and  Development  Research  and  Training.  Available  online:  http://www.actionaid.org/sites/files/ 
actionaid/youthrepot-final_0.pdf [accessed 28 December 2013].

  8.  Ibid.
  9.  Ibid, 13.
10.  Ibid, 13-14.
11.  At independence in 1962 Milton Obote took control as Executive Prime Minister. In 1996, he be

came Executive President before he was overthrown in a military coup by Idi Amin, who was removed in 
1971 by a military takeover that brought Milton Obote back into power. In 1981 after a heavily disputed 
election  (December  1980)  civil  war  broke  out  which  lasted  until  1986  when  the  National  Resistance 
Movement came to power.
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bush war in protest over the tyranny.12 In 1986, young women were identified by the 
NRM’s ‘Ten Point Programme’ as a special interest group needing affirmative action 
in parliament. 
In 1993, parliament enacted a National Youth Council (NYC) statute to organise 

youths into a single unified national body to participate in development and national 
governance. The statute provides for five youths to be elected at district level. The 
same statue also created district youth councils, sub county youth councils and village 
youth councils. This intricate web of youth administration was intended to increase 
youth participation in politics and in policy and decisionmaking and consequently 
to empower them socially and politically. Despite the creation of this new infrastruc
ture for youth involvement and integration into the broader national political system, 
there was still low participation by youth in decision making due to ‘lack of leadership 
and management skills, organisational and regulatory barriers and low resource al
location to youth programmes’.13 A study carried out by Ebert Friedrich Stiftung in 
2001 revealed that, despite youth representation at different levels of the administra
tive structure, this was not transforming into meaningful gains and there was still a lot 
that had to be done.

Youth, especially in the north, have borne the brunt of decades of protracted con
flict, which has denied them opportunities for education and sustainable livelihoods. 
Most  of  them  have  experienced  broken  lives,  fear,  chronic  poverty,  and  economic 
marginalisation, and they are deeply scarred by the memories of war and violence. In 
other  rural  parts  of Uganda  the  same picture  of  a  deeply  impoverished,  desperate, 
economically and politically disempowered and disconnected youth population is 
evident and creates challenges around how to integrate them into the national eco
nomic fibre and give them a meaningful life.

Youth defiance and protest in formal political institutions:  
Young mps, dissident politicians and regime change politics.

The introductory section of this paper made reference to the general political apathy 
of youth to forms of traditional political organisations such as political parties, elec
toral processes and membership to trade union organisations. This has been explained 
by  scholars  in  a  number  of  ways,  such  as  the  ‘de-politicisation  of  youth’,14 ‘youth 
marginalisation’,15 and the ‘decline of social capital’.16 Consequently, alternative fora 
for youth engagement outside the orthodox political structures of state political 

12.  Omar Kalinge-Nnyango, ‘Uganda: violence and youth participation in politics’, Modern Ghana, 6 
May  2010.  Available  online:  http://www.modernghana.com/news/274433/1/uganda-violence-and-youth-
participation-in-politic.html [accessed 19 December 2013] 

13.  Arthur Larok, Helena Okiring and Justice Mayambala, ‘At the crossroads: the youth, politics of in
terest groups and influencing national policy processes in Uganda’, paper prepared for the youth and devel
opment symposium at MS TCDC, Arusha, Tanzania, 2010. Available online: http://www.actionaid.org/sites/
files/actionaid/at_crossroads_youth_rngagement_in_policy_in_uganda.pdf [accessed 29 October 2014] 

14.  Marshall McLuhan, Understanding media: the extension of man, (New York, McGraw-Hill, 1964).
15.  Amanda Dissel, ‘Youth, street gangs and violence in South Africa’, in Youth, street culture and urban 

violence in Africa, proceedings of the International Symposium held in Abidjan, 5-7 May, 1997.
16.  Dietlind Stolle and Marc Hooghe, ‘The roots of social capital: attitudinal and network mechanism 

in relations between youth and adults indicators of social capital, Acta Politica, 39:4 (2004), 422-441.
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power have been generated. While this scenario holds in certain case studies especially 
in the developed world where youth have at their disposal various social networks, in 
Africa and the developing world, the dearth of organised social networks for young 
people’s interest groups—such as environment, human rights, community activities, 
sport, and leisure—has meant that young people’s political participation has largely 
been restricted to formal political institutions.
In Uganda, the youth have historically either campaigned for political parties, en

gaged in mobilisation of communities or directly participated in the elections when 
they have  sometimes been elected  to public office. Since 2011, a group of youth  in 
formal political institutions has made more enduring contributions with regard to 
protest and defiance as well as engagement with the incumbent regime. While other 
youth civic bodies have also carved a niche within the political discourse of protest 
they have largely been advocacy bodies rather than activist organisations. Within the 
Sixth Parliament were a number of young independent MPs who confronted the ex
ecutive on a number of issues and helped to establish the independence of parlia
ment.17 These MPs emerged to replace the weak political opposition that existed  in 
parliament at the time and to challenge the hegemonic tendencies that were gradually 
manifesting within the movement system. 
This  was  a  powerful  entity  that  entrenched  the  independence  of  the  Sixth 

Parliament over the executive. Most notably there was the passage of the Administration 
of Parliament Act (2005) that granted autonomy to parliament, and the Budget Act 
(2001) that created more space for the engagement of the legislature in shaping the 
national budget. These young MPs were able to censure cabinet ministers, for example 
Sam Kutesa  (censured),  Jim Muhwezi  (censured), Kirunda Kivejinja  (who  resigned 
before censure), Matthew Rukikaire (who resigned before censure), and were able to 
defy the executive and presidential orders on a number of occasions. These challenges 
resulted in very strained relations that forced the government to campaign against 
most of them during the elections to the Seventh Parliament. 
This group of reformist and liberal minded young MPs were later to emerge during 

the Seventh Parliament and metamorphosed into the Parliamentary Advocacy Forum 
(PAFO), a group that was interested in seeing the preservation of the independence of 
parliament and real debate at a time when parliament was being severely threatened 
by the hegemonic and patronising tendencies of the executive. PAFO members sup
ported the return to multiparty democracy and were opposed to attempts by the 
incumbent, President Yoweri Museveni, to remove the term limits for the presidency 
and seek reelection in 2006. Although their antithird term agitation failed to yield 
results, this parliamentary movement stood as a strong unit of recalcitrant, obstinate 
and highly defiant individuals calling for constitutionalism and a return to the rule of 
law that the government was slowly circumventing. As a result they became targets of 
state repression, harassment and intimidation. PAFO meetings were routinely broken 
up by the police; members were incarcerated and beaten up by NRM supporters, but 
they continued to resolutely defy the government. The PAFO later merged with the 
main  political  opposition  members  from  within  the  NRM  party  led  by  Dr  Kizza 
Besigye—a  veteran  of  the NRM/A war  and  President Museveni’s  bush  doctor—to 

17.  Sixth Parliament of Uganda, 1996-2001.
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form the Forum for Democratic Change (FDC). This became a formidable opposition 
that consistently engaged the ruling party in all elections and became the official voice 
of dissent to misgovernance, corruption, and mishandling of the economy and the 
various abuses of human rights perpetrated by the Museveni regime.
In April 2011 and working with the civil society organisation Activist for Change 

(A4C), Kizza Besigye mobilised a group of youth to join him in the ‘Walk to Work’ 
demonstrations. The protest was motivated by the high cost of living, rising cost of 
fuel, high transport costs, unaffordable food prices and frustration over poor service 
delivery and lack of fiscal discipline in government.18 This sparked intense riots in 
Kampala  and brought  the  country  to  a  standstill.  Besigye was  characteristically  ar
rested, igniting widespread protests from his supporters, starting from Kisekka mar
ket.19 Deadly clashes ensued in which two people were killed, 120 taken to hospital and 
360 arrested.20 Consequently, the authorities outlawed A4C for its alleged role in in
stigating the ‘Walk to Work’ riots. A4C later mutated into another opposition pressure 
group called For God and my Country (4GC), which holds the same views and po
litical philosophies as A4C. 4GC was also banned as an illegal association.
Since 2005, Besigye has built a strong charismatic personality and large following 

in the capital city, which has resulted in frequent arrests and incarceration, police 
harassment and brutality. His major supporters in the riots have been market vendors, 
unemployed youths, some boda boda riders, students and other civic bodies opposed 
to the regime.21 In 2011, Besigye called for an Egyptian style revolution in Uganda if 
the elections were rigged. The momentum for protest built by Besigye, and the culture 
of defiance he has instituted in the citizenry, may act as the greatest influence for im
proving the civic competence of youth in Kampala and the role they play in confront
ing government and demanding accountability. This partly explains the paranoia the 
regime has developed which has led to Besigye being barred from crowded places, 
such as the market, and sometimes kept under a de facto house arrest. It was the ap

18.  Musaazi Namiti, ‘Uganda walk to work protest kicks dust’, AlJazeera, 28 April 2011. Available online: 
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2011/04/201142831330647345.html [accessed on 15 December 
2013].

19.  It is interesting to point out that Uganda remains one of those sub-Saharan countries that has been 
inspired by the Arab Spring revolts that began in Tunisia and spread to Egypt and Libya. In the ensuing 
protests long-serving dictatorial governments were overthrown by the people. It is therefore logical to point 
out that those in search of political change sought to take advantage of similar conditions of discontent in 
the country as well as the growing youth population to demand for regime change. It is in this regard the 
Kisekka-Market in Kampala has turned out to be the strategic planning area of the protests and has thus 
been code-named Uganda’s Benghazi, the city that was taken over by Gaddafi opponents, who founded the 
National Transitional Council in February 2011. In many ways therefore, the Arab Spring revolt represents 
a new form of youth inspiration and mobilisation especially through the use of social media and exporting 
this form of mobilisation to the rest of the world, which remains one of the modern day political and social 
exports of the region.

20.  ‘Kizza Besigye arrest sparks riots: at least two killed’, Huffington Post, 29 April 2011. Available online: 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/04/29/kizza-besigye-arrest-uganda-riots_n_855655.html  [accessed 
28 October 2014].

21.  In  2012, Besigye  announced his  resignation  from  the presidency of  the FDC and  stated  that he 
would not participate in any future elections if there were no electoral reforms. 
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prehension  caused  by  the Kampala  riots  that  prompted  the  government  to  craft  a 
Public Order Management Act in 2013.22

The protest movement led by Besigye in Kampala does not constitute a critically 
powerful force driven by a homogenous ideology, however, or a strong sense of pur
pose  to  effect  regime  change.  In  reality  the  protests  are  limited  to  localised  issues 
around urban concerns and grievances, with limited political and economic objec
tives, which concern daytoday market vendors and boda boda riders. While it is 
possible that these localised concerns may transform into higher political ambitions, 
there is no attempt to link the urban protest movement of Kizza Besigye to a national 
based movement, and there are a many hurdles in generating such a movement. 
The  current  (Ninth) Parliament witnessed  an  intake of  youthful MPs who have 

been unexpectedly quick spirited and combative. These young MPs have agitated with 
their own party on the deteriorating state of service delivery and corruption, have 
stalled the passage of important bills in the house, and have used motions in parlia
ment to frustrate their own party. They have even gone as far as creating coalitions 
with opposition MPs on a number of  issues. As a consequence this group has been 
given  the  sobriquet  ‘rebel MPs’.  The  group  consists  of Wilfred Niwagaba  (Ndorwa 
East),  Theodore  Ssekikubo  (Lwamiyaga  County),  Barnabas  Tinkansiimire  (Buyaga 
County), and Muhammad Nsereko (Kampala Central).23 Among the litany of direct 
confrontations  they  have  had with  their  party  are  opposing Museveni’s ministerial 
appointments  of  Nasser  Ntege  Sebbaggala  and  James  Kakooza,  and  opposing  the 
AntiBail Bill which targeted protesters and government opponents. They also defied 
the party’s  line to vote for Museveni’s choice for the Chair of the Ugandan Women 
Parliamentary Association (UWOPA) voting instead for Betty Amongi of the opposi
tion Uganda People’s Congress (UPC).
In 2011, the group conspired with the opposition to vote against the passage of the 

Petroleum Bill in protest over the excessive powers in granting and revocation of oil 
exploration licences it conferred to the Minister of Energy. Later in the same year, they 
joined hands with an independent young MP, Gerald Karuhanga (Youth Western), to 
move a censure motion against three government ministers accused of corruption in 
the allocation of oil exploration contracts.24 The motion implicated the Prime 
Minister  Amama  Mbabazi,  Foreign  Affairs  Minister  Sam  Kutesa  and  Energy  and 
Mineral Development Minister, Hilary Onek. The motion further sought to halt the 
award of further mining contracts until a legal framework had been established. The 
president called for an NRM retreat at the National Leadership Institute in Kyankwanzi 
where he sought to influence the MPs to go back to parliament and withdraw the mo

22. The Bill outlaws public gatherings without prior consent and authorisation from the police and 
authorities.  It has  largely been used  selectively  and  specifically  against public  gatherings by  the political 
opposition and civil society groups agitating for regime change.

23.  The other member of the rebel MPs camp Cerina Nebanda died under mysterious circumstances 
in December 2012 and the government has been implicated in her death.

24.  Gerald Karuhanga a young independent MP has also been at the forefront, directly defying govern
ment in Parliament. Karuhanga, a brilliant Makerere educated lawyer, rose to political prominence during 
his  student  leadership days at Makerere University where he had  led a  strike against  the re-arrest of  the 
Redemption Army suspects. With the coordination of Kizza Besigye and Major General Mugisha Muntu he 
led over 1000 students to the city centre. Tyres were burnt, shops destroyed. Karuhanga also moved a mo
tion that sought to restore term limits in the constitution.
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tion. The ‘rebel MPs’ defied  the presidential  and party directive  and,  at  the  retreat, 
Tinkansiime and Ssekikubo refused to wear the green fatigues which were given to all 
the  NRM members  as  a  symbol  of  party  unity.25  Midway  during  the  presidential 
speech, the rebel MPs walked out in protest. Cerina Nebanda said they had walked out 
because they felt offended that the president would order them to withdraw a resolu
tion they had made in parliament as if they did not know what they were doing.26 ‘The 
president thinks he can undermine parliament anytime he wants, I have a conscience 
and can’t be part of that scam.’27

In April 2013, the National Resistance Movement Central Executive Council (CEC) 
expelled  the  rebel MPs  from  the  party  on  the  grounds  of  non-compliance  to  the 
party’s rule 4, which prohibits campaigning against official party flag bearers in elec
tions. The party wrote to parliament calling for their expulsion from the house but the 
speaker ruled that the constitution did not have a provision on the expulsion of MPs 
and that they would retain their seats.28 The party appealed to the Constitutional 
Court which ruled that the MPs be barred from accessing parliament.29 Upon appeal, 
the Supreme Court overturned  the  judgement of  the Constitutional Court and  the 
rebel MPs won a landmark legal battle against the government.30 The rebel MPs, in 
one  of  their  rallies,  predicted  that  President Yoweri Museveni’s  government would 
collapse before 2016 if no major reforms were instituted by then.31

Another front concerns the battle for the control of Kampala city between the rul
ing party and the Lord Mayor Elias Lukwago that has led to street protests and con
frontations of a colossal nature. He was elected to the mayoral seat in 2011 following 
heavily contested elections. Upon Lukwago’s electoral victory, Museveni attempted to 
stall the political influence of the Lord Mayor by appointing a Chief Executive Officer 
of Kampala and a Minister for the city to dilute the mayoral powers. The attempts to 
frustrate the Lord Mayor at the helm of the city culminated in a move to censure him, 
orchestrated by the state and ruling party. This sparked off riots from traders at 
Kisekka market and a deadly clash with the police which resulted in the death of two 

25.  Mary Karugaba, Moses Walubiri and Charles Etukuri, ‘Work with me; Museveni asks NRM MPs’, 
New Vision, 13 January 2013. Available online: http://www.newvision.co.ug/mobile/Detail.aspx?NewsID= 
638839&CatID=1 [accessed 28 October 2014].

26.  Former  Butaleja Woman Member  of  Parliament  who  died  under  mysterious  circumstances  in 
December 2012.

27.  Agather Atyhaire, ‘NRM rebels: might they be the key to a new reform politics?’, The Independent, 
1 November 2011. Available online: http://www.independent.co.ug/cover-story/4828-nrms-rebels [accessed 
28 October 2014].

28.  The Speaker of the Parliament on Uganda’s Ruling on the Case of the former National Resistance 
Movement (NRM) MPs, Uganda Radio Network (URN), on the 2 May 2013. Available online: www.ugan 
daradionetwork.com [accessed 3 May 2013].

29.  On 21 February 2014 the Constitutional Court finally ruled that the ‘rebel MPs’ be thrown out of 
parliament with immediate effect.

30.  On the 6 March 2014 the Supreme Court ruled and stayed the expulsion from parliament of the 
four MPs  expelled  by  the National  Resistance Movement–Organization  party.  The  Supreme Court  also 
ordered the Speaker of Parliament and the Electoral Commission not to hold any by-elections to replace 
the MPs until the same court disposed of the main application.

31.  Moses Nuwagaba, ‘NRM rebels: is this a war of conscience or rabble rousing?’ The East African, 4 
May,  2013. Available  online:  http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/OpEd/letters/NRM-rebels--Is-this-a-war-of-
conscience-or-just-rabble-rousing/-/434756/1842098/-/b51w8s/-/index.html [accessed 28 October 2014].
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people, his arrest, and that of his political ally Dr Kizza Besigye. Against all odds and 
police directives not to hold meetings with his political constituency in contravention 
of the Public Order Maintenance Act 2013, Lukwago has defied the police, experienc
ing beatings and incarcerations on many occasions. Eventually, Lukwago was found 
guilty by the Justice Catherine Bamugemereireled tribunal, set up by the minister in 
charge of Kampala, Frank Tumwebaze.32 He challenged the impeachment in the High 
Court where the judgement upheld that he was still the Mayor of Kampala pending a 
judicial review of his impeachment. 
Erias Lukwago’s defiance invites us to revisit the body of regime politics and popu

lar resistance that has been broadly framed within social theory and social move
ments.33 Kampala  represents  the  centre  of  political mobilisation  and  space  for  the 
opposition to perform accountability checks, particularly on executive power.34 
Former Mayor of Kampala Ssebaana-Kizito pointed out, ‘the bigger issue is about the 
battle for Kampala between the ruling party and the opposition.’ As long as Museveni 
continues to be president, he will never stop fighting opposition mayors in Kampala. 
For  the president’s  appointees do whatever  they do  to  fight Lukwago  to please  the 
president.’35

locating the Youth defiance, regime change  
and how theY connect in ugandan politics

Why have youth become an important pawn in Uganda’s political game? Alternative 
routes for political expression have become fewer and the role of the youth has in
creased in political significance. This importance is also attached to the role played by 
the youth in the Arab spring revolutions in Egypt, Tunisia and Yemen.36 In addition, 
there is growing consensus that the conditions that facilitated the Arab spring revolts 
in Egypt, Tunisia and Yemen are equally ripe in Uganda. 
Unemployment is rampant; available statistics demonstrate that unemployment is 

four times higher  for young people compared to other demographic categories.    In 
addition, the youth are politically marginalized and therefore frustrated with the pre
vailing political circumstances present in the country. The perceived lack of voice 
coupled with political oppression, makes them a very vulnerable group to political 
uprising in Uganda today. It is little wonder that the frequency of youth involvement 

32.  Justice  Catherine  Bamugemereire’s  tribunal  was  set  up  following  a  petition  filed  by  Kampala 
Capital City Authority (KCCA) councillors against Lord Mayor Erias Lukwago. He was accused of miscon
duct, incompetence and abuse of office. A tribunal was subsequently set up and he was found guilty of the 
accusation; the city councillors eventually impeached him.

33.  Manuel  Castells,  The city and the grassroots: a cross-cultural theory of urban social movements, 
(Berkley, University of California Press, 1983).

34.  Lise Rakner and Nicolas van de Walle, ‘Opposition weakness in Africa’, Journal of Democracy 20:3 
(2009), 108-121.

35.  Ssebaana-Kizito’s reflections on the battle of Kampala, The Independent News Magazine. Available 
online: www.independent.co.ug [accessed 16 August 2013].

36.  Michael Hoffman  and Amaney  Jamal,  ‘The  youth  and  the Arab  Spring:  cohort  differences  and 
similarities’, Journal of Middle East Law and Governance 4 (2012),168-188.
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in urban demonstrations and other forms of political and economic discontent, par
ticularly in Kampala, has increased.37

In a key informant interview with a political leader, we examined the prevalence of 
riots across Kampala in the wake of the impeachment of the Lord Mayor and arrest of 
Dr Kizza Besigye. He said that the only force with any marginal chance of effecting 
regime change in Uganda was a youth-led mass movement, a spontaneous youth re
volt instigated by desperation and regime repression. He totally rejected the utility of 
elections as a viable option pointing out that a series of elections had just been rigged 
and stolen, and the sitting regime would not acquiesce to an electoral defeat.38 He 
went further, and rubbished the military option as being farfetched considering how 
effectively the regime has consolidated its control and grip over the military to the 
extent that the armed forces have become part of the infrastructure of terror and re
pression for regime survival and perpetuity.
In view of the above, it is critical to ascertain the organic linkages within the protest 

movement and expound on them and their implications for the future political ma
trix of Uganda. Regime change  is preceded by deliberate mobilisation driven by an 
organisational instinct built around a discourse community, sharing common convic
tions and views about an establishment. They have to be institutions and structures 
that can act as conduits of mobilising youth rage, frustration, despair and anger 
around a positive goal and objective. This is where youth organisations, civic bodies, 
student organisations and youth wings of the official opposition are critical in politi
cal reform and revolution. Vladimir Lenin writing decades ago noted that ‘… all we 
have to do is to recruit young people more widely and more broadly… the youth, the 
students and still more so the young workers will decide the issue of the whole 
struggle’.39

The tragedy of Uganda is that there are no properly established, vibrant, politically 
conscious and autonomous youth structures and institutions with a broadbased 
reach  and  competence,  enough  to  stimulate  a mass movement. The Uganda Youth 
Network (NYN), which was founded in 2002, provides a forum for debate, advocacy 
and youth participation in legislative and policy processes. It is driven by three main 
strategic objectives: human rights and good governance; economic empowerment; 
and, the environment and sustainable development. However, such organisational 
fora have remained as platforms for elitist youth advocacy, and generators of interna
tional aid funds and academic debates which never contribute anything much to the 
national struggles of young people.40

In the formal political realm, young politicians have tried to create multi partisan 
structures and institutions. In 2011, youth from the different political parties created 

37.  For  instance on 19  June 2014,  two youth  students, Norman Tumuhimbise  and Robert Mayanja, 
members of the little-known ‘Jobless Brotherhood’, stormed parliament with two pigs painted ‘Yellow’ the 
official colour of the NRM. They wore white T-shirts with red inscriptions of their protest message, which 
they now say was a response to President Museveni’s state of the nation address, detailing the wasteful ex
penditure by the state especially by the executive and legislature.

38.  Interview with a key respondent, Kampala, 16 December 2013.
39.  Cited by Thomas Burgess, ‘Imagined generations: constructing youth in revolutionary Zanzibar’, in 

Jon Abbink and Ineke van Kessel (eds.), Vanguards or Vandals: youth politics and conflict in Africa, (Leiden, 
Brill, 2004), 74.

40.  Interview with key informant in Kampala,12 December 2013.
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the Inter Party Youth Platform (IYOP) with the objective of providing effective and 
meaningful channels for improved participation in the political development pro
cesses. The organisation serves as a platform for young people’s network and engage
ment in topics of development, democracy, trade, climate change and sustainable 
development. The chairperson of the organisation stated that ‘Clearly Ugandans yearn 
for a new beginning, a new direction. We yearn for a return to constitutional rule, 
freedom and respect for all’.41

There are also youth wing structures of the various opposition political parties 
such as the Democratic Party (DP) and Forum for Democratic Change (FDC), but the 
ruling party has largely prevented them from establishing any structures in the rural 
areas. Conspicuously, an organised youth movement visible in structures and institu
tions of civic engagement and activism is not present in Uganda and what exist are 
fragmented, disparate groups with a limited reach and an equally limited passion or 
political motive to transcend the narrow objectives and vision. Arthur Larok offers a 
highly critical pronouncement on these organisations as ‘weak and fragmented’, rid
dled with ‘internal governance and system deficits, elitist with weak organic linkages 
with the majority of the youths in the rural areas, functioning more like trusteeships 
with  an  assumed  rather  than  legitimate mandate’.42  Further,  ‘without  a  formidable 
structure that connects national and subnational actors, as well as youth across disci
plines and sectors, business, the market place, the employed versus the unemployed, 
the youth movement can hardly be effective in engaging in national policy processes’.43

In a key informant interview held with a senior citizen who has lived through the 
Obote and Museveni regimes, he pointed out that the state in Uganda understands the 
power and impact of youth organisations and bodies, and has endeavoured to deci
mate them to ensure that there will never be an organised or powerful youth political 
entity.44 In  this  regard,  the  existing  youth bodies  have  either  been  rendered useless 
through conscription to state and political systems of the Movement, or denied space 
to articulate on pertinent political issues.
Another  key  respondent  noted  ‘The Museveni  system  is  intent  on  producing  a 

politically unconscious society which is increasingly in accumulation and consump
tion mode with young people’s attention diverted  from the critical  issues of gover
nance. For most of these young people, as long as there is a car, a good salary, and their 
children going  to  school nothing else matters’.45 This thinking mirrors what Bayart 
termed ‘the politics of powerlessness’.46 Nancy Fraser,  following Bayart’s  conceptual 
trail, christened African youth political participation as ‘powerless counter publics to 
the hegemony of the elders’.47 Fraser identifies counter publics with subalterns and in 
unison with what Cruise O’Brien describes as ‘politics from below’.48  A more detailed 

41.  IYOP chairperson Cecilia Anyakoit in an interview with the Observer, 20 June 2013.
42.  Larok et al, ‘At the crossroads’.
43.  Ibid
44.  Key Informant Interview, Kampala, 9 January 2014.
45.  Ibid.
46.  Jean-Francois Bayart, The state in Africa: the politics of the belly, (London, Longmans, 1992).
47.  Nancy Fraser, ‘Rethinking the public sphere: a contribution to the critique of actually existing de

mocracy’, in Craig Calhoun (ed.), Habermas and the public sphere, (Cambridge, MA, MIT Press, 1992).
48.  Donal  Cruise O’Brien,  ‘Youth  identity  and  state  decay  in West Africa’,  in  Richard Werbner  and 

Terence Ranger (eds.), Postcolonial Africa, (London, Zed Books, 1996), 55-74.
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account of this state of affairs was developed by Bruce Baker in his debates on youth, 
social clustering and the consequences of political disengagement.49 The above con
ceptual characterisation helps in understanding the structuring of African politics 
where hegemonic elders dominate state power and political parties. This normative 
mode of youth participation in politics follows the socialisation theory of Hodkinson.50 
Here, participation is more about controlling young people and regulating their ac
tivities in accordance with the requirements of the state system than about their au
tonomy and self-fulfilment. In Malawi, Kamuzu Banda used the Youth Wing of the 
Malawi Congress Party (MCP), a paramilitary group, to terrorise pro-democracy ac
tivists. President Moi of Kenya used the Mungika criminal group to terrorise political 
opponents, and in Zimbabwe the ruling ZANU PF regime’s campaign of violence in 
2008 was largely spearheaded by the youth. In Uganda President Obote used the UPC 
Youth Wingers during the late 1960s and late 1980s.
In Uganda,  youth have  historically  fallen  prey  to  the  dominant-party  syndrome 

where the state effectively assimilates them for use in terror, dominance, coercion and 
patronage. Studies about the youth bulge have pointed out that youth cohorts in con
ditions of economic misery are a time bomb for political ferment in corrupt regimes. 
We therefore argue that it is for this reason that corrupt regimes can actually reap huge 
dividends from large numbers of gullible, uneducated and economically vulnerable 
youth groups, by harnessing them for regime survival and using them against the 
political opposition. The model advocated by Collier has come to inform the ‘oppor
tunity’ literature on insurgency that has its roots in economic theory and focuses on 
the structural conditions that provide opportunities for a rebel group to wage war 
against a government. This can actually be shown to work in the same way towards 
strengthening a corrupt government.51 One such outfit is the feared ‘Kiboko Squad’ 
formed  in  2007  to  do  the  dirty  work  for  the  National  Resistance  Movement 
Organization  (NRM-O).52 It was  formed during  the  anti Mabira  riots.53 One com
mentator notes: 

Uganda like post colonial African states inherited a state infrastructure that is 
predatory and exploitative. Such a state infrastructure is characterised by highly 
centralised decision making systems, suppression of dissenting voices and a patron-

49.  Bruce Baker, ‘Escape from domination: political disengagement and its consequences in sub-Saha
ran Africa past and present,’ (PhD diss., University of Coventry,  1997).

50.  Paul Hodkinson, ‘Youth cultures: a critical outline of key debates’, in Paul Hodkinson, and Wolfgang 
Deicke (eds.), Youth cultures: scenes, subcultures and tribes (New York: Routledge, 2007), 1-23.

51.  Paul Collier, ‘Doing well out of war: an economic perspective’, in Mats Berdal and David Malone 
(eds.), Greed and grievance: economic agendas in civil wars, (Boulder, CO and London, Lynne Rienner, 2000), 
91–111. Collier’s model  argues  that  the mere  existence  of  an  extraordinarily  large  pool  of  unemployed 
youth is a factor that lowers the cost of recruitment because the opportunity cost for a young person is 
generally low. If young people are left with no alternative but unemployment and poverty, they are increas
ingly likely to join a rebellion as an alternative way of generating income.

52.  Kiboko is a vernacular word for ‘stick’ and the squad was so named because of the long canes they 
carry around to use on protesters.

53.  In 2007, opposition MPs Betty Kamya, Jimmy Akena, Hussein Kyanjo and Beatrice Atim Anywar 
led thousands of protesters against an Executive Proposition to giveaway part of Mabira Forest in Central 
Uganda to an Asian investor to increase sugarcane production. Demonstrators attacked Asians, killed one 
person and destroyed property.
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age system that works to foster regime survival objectives rather than the develop-
ment objectives of the youth.... many youths are interested in becoming part of the 
burgeoning patronage system rather than challenging it because they have been 
made to believe that their emancipation is a favour from the ruling elite, they prefer 
to listen to diversionary rap music from politicians rather than demanding action.54

President Museveni has featured on ‘you want another rap track’ to appeal to young 
people by identifying with their social and cultural interests. In September 2013, par
liament approved a Shs 265 billion (USD100 million) Youth Livelihood Fund (YLF) 
to empower the poor and unemployed youth countrywide. However, this fund has 
largely been seen as a tool of controlling youth cooperatives and income generating 
groups. In one instance, and in a move that was largely criticised, the president handed 
out a sack of money containing 250 million shillings to youth groups in Busoga, in 
addition to a minibus, a truck and 15 motorcycles.55 This move was a symbolic gesture 
to youth that the president is the only source of state funds. 
The youth in Uganda also suffer the national malady of fragmented and fractured 

identities which are very parochial and sectarian in outlook. Uganda consists of many 
ethnic groups that are distinct conscious emblems, and young people have come to 
view state politics through these ethnic lenses and structure their responses to political 
activities around ethnic feelings. Youth from the western region for instance generally 
feel that regime change, that will bring a nonwesterner to power, may be greatly 
harmful to their interests. Western youths interviewed by the authors responded that 
they will never support anyone from either the north or central region. This relates to 
the general perception from other parts of the country that the western youth are fa
voured and benefit from preferential treatment by getting government jobs. 

do rebel mps present avenues of Youth  
initiated democratic change in uganda?

Having explored the dynamics within the institutions and structures of youth organ
isations, the paper will now focus on a group discussed in previous sections but whose 
import to national politics was not exhausted. The question is: are rebel MPs therefore 
unique  or  novel  to  the  regime  change  politics  of Uganda?  In  answering  the  above 
question it is important to note that the current regime is very hypersensitive and any 
criticism and/or complaint made by the public such as non-availability of drugs, non-
payment of teachers, medical staff or procurement related corruption, is interpreted 
as having been motivated by the desire to embarrass the regime and attain political 
significance. In this regard any apparent criticism or divergent view point requires a 
degree of courage which cannot be understood in various liberal democratic systems. 
Secondly, Uganda is a country governed under multi-party politics, but with limited 
outlets for political activity and limited means for expressing opposition or disagree
ment. For this reason, youthful rebel MPs who have chosen to go against established 

54.  Larok et al, ‘At the crossroads’. 
55.  Godfrey Olukya, ‘Criticism and  admiration over Museveni’s  cash  in  sack donation’, The African 

Report,  30  August  2013.  Available  online:  http://www.theafricareport.com/East-Horn-Africa/criticism-
and-admiration-over-musevenis-cash-in-sack-donation.html [accessed 28 October 2014]



14  AfricA PeAce And conflict JournAl

‘NRM party norms’ constitute an alternative outlet that other politicians can use to 
express themselves. 

Two schools distinct and at variance with each other, are associated with this de
bate; the ‘retrogressive’ and ‘reformist’. The retrogressive view is highly cynical of this 
protest group and tries to explain it as a manifestation of NRM domestic tiffs and a 
reflection of internal power struggles that has no direct bearing on any greater issues 
of national power. To this strand of opinion, the rebel MPs and Lukwago are oppor
tunists and attention seekers wanting to be rewarded with ministerial appointments. 
The reformist describe them as being the spirit of change and progress, the voices of 
a wider  constituency of moderates within  the NRM willing  to wrestle  power  from 
Museveni in 2016. 
To the reformist, rebel MPs represent younger MPs in the Movement who are in

dependent thinking.56  In  an  interview held with one political  analyst, he  intimated 
that the rebel MPs have behind them a whole crop of liberal minded politicians within 
the NRM who are just not willing to blow their cover yet and are clandestinely can
vassing  to  either  overthrow Museveni  in  2016  or  frustrate  his  publically  perceived 
successors.57 So behind this tiny protest group there lays an enormous political con
spiracy that may even include top military officials and senior party members within 
the NRM. The desertion by the Coordinator of Intelligence Services, General David 
Sejusa, to the United Kingdom in April 2013, and the subsequent release of sensitive 
information revealing plans to assassinate top politicians and military officials op
posed to the ‘Muhoozi project’ fits into the jigsaw of a possible grand conspiracy link
ing the rebel MPs to a bigger political ferment within the NRM. 

concluding thoughts 

The current paralysis of the youth movement to feed into the politically convenient 
moments of historical change is perhaps the greatest drawback to regime change in 
Uganda. With a youth population contented with  the conditions of  state predation 
and in a state of fatalistic resignation to the perilous status quo the only convenient 
question that can be asked is what is the future role for, and what are the prospects of, 
the youth movement  in Uganda? While  it  is very clear  that youth will never be  the 
vanguard in national opposition and antiregime politics and has not shown itself 
capable in any way of assuming that role, it is demonstrable that youth are more likely 
to be coopted into existing centres of protest, to swell the crowds of protest in the 
streets and to be tinder material that may be used to ignite a political revolution in 
Uganda. Youth have the potential to harness their creative instincts of music, dance, 
theatre, poetry and art into a powerful source and tool of political consciousness. 
They must make full use of the available technologies to disseminate their ideas and 
to widen their interaction and connection to create a discourse community. In most 
successful case studies such as Egypt where the youth were the vanguard in the over
throw of Mubarak using social media, they also had a critical role in counteracting the 
motifs and imagery of fear deployed by the regime to dampen political activism. 

56.  Interview with key informant, 12 November 2013.
57.  Ibid.



The purpose of this research is to explore the advocacy activities and strategies of the Somaliland 
diaspora network in London. Ostensibly, the advocacy of diaspora groups concerning the collec-
tive affairs of their home country is significantly under-researched and this study has been con-
ceived to make a contribution to this important area of research. The objectives of the study are 
essentially to examine the mobilization strategies of the Somaliland diaspora and to analyse the 
advocacy activities of this group within the political opportunity structure of London. The study 
adopts a qualitative research approach by conducting in-depth (open-ended) interviews with a 
number of respondents. Using the social movement approach for mobilization and political op-
portunity structure (POS) to analyse results, the study discusses some key findings and makes 
recommendations that, among other things, emphasize the importance of establishing a unified 
leadership, using cultural events to promote collective goals, and engaging with younger 
Somalilanders to help overcome any obstacles to achieving the ultimate objectives of the 
Somaliland diaspora in London. 

introduction

A number of selfseceded entities in the international community are seeking rec
ognition as sovereign states. To the inhabitants of these unrecognized entities indi
viduals that have migrated to foreign host countries play a significant role as 
advocates to raise awareness for their cause.1 This research critically analyses the 
advocacy of the Somaliland diaspora network in London in promoting the goals of 
their homeland. 

  1.  Kathleen Newland, ‘Voice after exit: diaspora advocacy’, Migration Policy Institute, 2, 2010.
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A diaspora can be defined in several ways.2 For the purposes of this work, a dias
pora is defined as a social collective that shares a national identity, maintains ties with 
the homeland and represents the collective interests of its members by establishing 
organizations.3 According to Cohen’s categorization of diasporas, the Somali diaspora 
satisfies many of the principles of diaspora identity: the forced banishment from a 
homeland and subsequent migration to numerous host countries; a shared history 
and memory of the homeland; a collective dedication to the development and im
provement of the homeland; a lasting ethnic identity; and a common faith in a future 
destiny.4

As advocacy is apparently one of the least studied topics of all of the roles of dias
pora networks in the development processes of a home country,5 the goal of this re
search is to explore the advocacy of the Somaliland diaspora in London to address the 
knowledge gap on the role of diaspora networks advocating on behalf of selfseceded 
states. This research vacuum is most apparent in analysis of existing scholarly articles. 
Although there are several works on the Somali diaspora residing in the UK,6 these 
studies  fail  to make a  clear distinction between  the Somali  speaking diaspora  from 
Somaliland and Somalia—a highly significant issue since the topic of diaspora advo
cacy for self-seceded states is unique to the Somaliland diaspora. In the analysis of the 
existing research, this current study recognizes the distinct identity of the Somaliland 
diaspora and provides an in-depth account of the diasporic activities of Somalilanders 
in a city in a host country.

  2.  Fiona  Adamson,  ‘Constructing  the  diaspora:  diaspora  identity  politics  and  transnational  social 
movements’, paper presented at Annual Meeting of the ISA’s 49 Annual Convention, 2008; Fiona Adamson 
and Madeleine Demetriou ‘Remapping the boundaries of state and national identity: incorporating diaspo
ras  into  IR  theorizing’, European Journal of International Relations 13:4  (2007); Delphine Ancien, Mark 
Boyle and Rob Kitchin, Exploring diaspora strategies: an international comparison, (Dublin, NIRSA, 2009); 
Sara Cuko and Mariam Traoré, ‘Diaspora networks and identity: conflict resolution in the horn of Africa’, 
The Interdisciplinary Journal of International Studies, 5 (2008); Yossi Shain, ‘The role of diasporas in conflict 
perpetuation or resolution’, SAIS Review, 22:2 (2002); Yossi Shain and Aharon Barth, ‘Diasporas and inter
national  relations  theory’, International Organization, 57:3  (2003);  Yossi  Shain  and  Martin  Sherman, 
‘Dynamics of disintegration: diaspora, secession and the paradox of nation‐states’, Nations and Nationalism, 
4:3 (1998).

  3.  Adamson and Demetriou, (2007) 497.
  4.  Giles Mohan and Alfred B Zack‐Williams, ‘Globalisation from below: conceptualising the role of the 

African diasporas in Africa’s development’, Review of African Political Economy, 29:92 (2001), 7.
  5.  Newland, (2010) 3.
  6.  Beatrice Akua-Sakyiwah, ‘Somali refugee women’s perception of access to services in the UK’ (PhD 

diss., University of York, 2012); Javier Calvar, ‘Asylum seekers and refugees in the UK: the role of refugee 
community  organisations  and  refugee  agencies  in  the  settlement  process’  (PhD  diss.,  University  of 
Middlesex, 1999); Nuruddin Farah, Yesterday, tomorrow: voices from the Somali diaspora (London and New 
York, Cassell, 2000); Hermione Harris, ‘The Somali community in the UK: what we know and how we know 
it’, The Information Centre about Asylum and Refugees in the UK (ICAR), London, 2004; Anna Lindley, 
‘Migration  and  financial  transfers’,  Refugee: Canada’s Journal on Refugees,  23:2  (2006);  Jane  March-
McDonald, ‘Refugees and asylum seekers: exploring the nature and role of resilience’ (PhD diss., University 
of Southampton, 2010); Nicholas Van Hear, Frank Pieke and Steven Vertovec, ‘The contribution of UK-
based  diasporas  to  development  and  poverty  reduction’, COMPAS  (Centre  on  Migration,  Policy  and 
Society), University of Oxford, 2004.



The Advocacy of the Somaliland Diaspora in London  17  

brief historY of somaliland

The significance of the UK recognising Somaliland as an independent state is better 
understood  through  an  analysis  of  the  historical  background  of  Somaliland—a 
 former British colony.7 Somaliland gained independence from Britain in June 1960 
and united with the southern regions of Somalia, a former Italian colony, only four 
days later during the wave of panAfricanism. However, this merger would prove to 
be illfated.8

After the assassination of the second president of Somalia, the national army seized 
power in a coup d’état led by Major Mohamed Siad Barre and introduced a one-party 
dictatorship political system adopting socialist principles from 1969 to1991.9 Because 
of the widespread underdevelopment of the northern regions formerly known as 
Somaliland, the Somali National Movement (SNM)—a rebel movement against the 
Siad Barre dictatorial regime—was formed as an association in London, in April 1981, 
by young members from the Somaliland diaspora.10 It eventually reclaimed the inde
pendence of Somaliland in 1991. 
Despite the historical relationship between the UK and Somaliland and the un

deniable  progress  of  Somaliland  towards  democracy  and  development,  the  self- 
autonomous entity has yet to be recognized as a sovereign state by the international 
community and, most relevantly from the perspective of this study, by the United 
Kingdom.

current policY of the uK towards somaliland

In  February  2012,  the  UK  co-hosted  an  international  conference  on  Somalia  in 
London  in  which  the  UK  expressed  its  support  for  talks  between  Somaliland  and 
Somalia to establish future relations.11 A similar conference was held on 7 May 2013 
with  the  aim  of  mobilizing  the  international  community  to  support  the  Federal 
Government of Somalia to address its greatest challenges.12 Although the UK recog
nizes  the  distinct  development  needs  of  Somaliland—Foreign  Secretary  William 
Hague met with the President of Somaliland in February 2012 and pledged £105 mil

  7.  Patrick Kitaburaza Kakwenzire, ‘Colonial Rule in the British Somaliland Protectorate, 1905-1939’ 
(PhD diss., University of London, 1976); ‘Report of the Somaliland protectorate constitutional conference’, 
(London, Colonial Office, 1960).

  8.  Ioan Myrddin Lewis, Making and breaking states in Africa: the Somali experience,  (Red Sea Press, 
2010).

  9.  Joakim Gundel, ‘The migration-development nexus: Somalia case study’, International Migration, 
40.5 (2002).

10.  Aniis  A  Essa,  ‘The  formation  of  the  Somali  National Movement’,  Somaliland Patriots [database 
online},  2006.  Available  online:  http://www.somalilandpatriots.com/news-2866-0  [accessed  26  October 
2014].

11.  London  Conference  on  Somalia  ‘Communique’,  paper  presented  at  London  Conference  on 
Somalia, 2012

12.  Somalia Conference, Communiqué, Press Release, The International Somalia Conference final com-
muniqué, 2013. Available online: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/somalia-conference-2013-commu 
nique [accessed 12 November 2014].
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lion to help Somaliland achieve its development goals13—its current foreign policies 
recognize the borders established by the unification of the former colonies, British 
Somaliland and the Trust Territory of Somalia, into the Somali Republic in 1960.14 

current policY of the african  
union (au) towards somaliland

In 2005, former President of Somaliland Dahir Riyale Kahin submitted an applica
tion  to  the  African  Union  (AU)  for  membership  in  the  continental  body— 
comprised  of  fifty-four  African  states—as  an  independent  state  based  on  its 
historical past as a separate entity during the colonial era.15 As a result, in 2005 the 
AU launched a fact-finding mission. This mission resulted in a number of findings: 
first, as the report reasoned that since there was never a ratification of the hasty 
union  between  Somaliland  and  Somalia,  the  argument  for  the  recognition  of 
Somaliland is distinct and will not create a ‘Pandora’s box’ for self-seceding states in 
the continent; second, there are numerous consequences as a result of a lack of rec
ognition  for  Somaliland  including  limitations  to bilateral  trade  and development 
aid; third, that the obstacles faced by Somaliland are due in large part to its history 
with the failed state of Somalia which caused long-term destruction.16 A second AU 
fact-finding mission was  launched  in Somaliland  in 2008 and concluded  that  the 
belief of Somalilanders of  their nation’s  independence  is  inevitable and a reunion 
with Somalia inconceivable.17 Despite these findings, the AU has not made this mat
ter a top priority on its agenda and has failed to communicate its findings and rec
ommendations with Somaliland.18 
The lack of recognition of the independence of Somaliland by the AU may be due 

to the political influence of its opponents, mostly the neighbours of the selfseceded 
state including Ethiopia that borders Somaliland in the northwest and is fearful of a 
strengthened Somali population, and Djibouti, which also borders Somaliland in the 
northwest and perceives Somaliland as a threat to its ports that fund its economy.19  
Other neighbouring countries have voiced their lack of support due to the hope of 
re-establishing a united Somalia to act as a power balance to Ethiopia—the currently 
Christianmajority power in east Africa.20

13.  ‘Strengthening the UK’s relationship with Somaliland’, Foreign and Commonwealth Office [data
base  online],  2012.  Available  online:  https://www.gov.uk/government/news/strengthening-the-uks- 
relationship-with-somaliland--2 [accessed 26 October 2014].

14.  Somalia Conference, 2013, Communiqué.
15.  Crisis Group Africa, ‘Somaliland: time for African Union leadership’, Africa Report, 110, 2006.
16.  Christopher Clapham, Holger Hansen,  Jeffrey Herbst,  J  Peter  Pham,  Patrick Mazimhaka,  Susan 

Schulman, and Greg Mills, ‘African game changer? The consequences of Somaliland’s  international non-
recognition’, The Brenthouse Foundation,  11  (2011);  Seth Kaplan,  ‘The  remarkable  story  of  Somaliland’, 
Journal of Democracy, 19:3 (2008), 149. 

17. Clapham et al, (2011)
18.  Ibid.
19.  Kaplan, (2008)
20.  Ibid.
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theoretical perspectives regarding  
the sovereigntY of somaliland

There  are  several  scholarly  articles  that  argue  for  the  recognition  of  Somaliland.21 
Advocates of Somaliland emphasize its ability to meet the legal requirements for state
hood according to the declaratory theory of recognition, which recognizes statehood 
if the following four conditions are satisfied: ‘…a permanent population…a defined 
territory…  [a]  government…[a]  capacity  to  enter  into  relations  with  the  other 
states’.22 Although the Montevideo Convention affirms that the ‘the political existence 
of  the  state  is  independent  of  recognition  by  other  states,’23 this acknowledgement 
from the international community has proven to be a crucial requirement for the 
sovereignty of selfseceded states.24 Therefore, although Somaliland is able to fulfil the 
conditions for declaratory theory, its lack of international recognition leads to the in
ability  to  satisfy  the  conditions of  the  constitutive  theory of  recognition—a  theory 
that claims that statehood requires recognition from the international community—
often viewed as the theory that represents reality.25

social movement approach for mobilization  
and political opportunitY structure

Diaspora  advocates  belong  to  diaspora  communities  with  common  goals  to  pro
mote.26 Wescott and Brinkerhoff list a number of reasons for the participation of di
aspora advocates including expressing an identity which serves as a mobilization tool 
because ‘identity is the foundation for acting collectively, as opposed to individually, 
and it enables the harnessing of diverse resources and capacities’.27 Another motiva
tion  for participation,  specifically  for victim diaspora,  such as  the Somaliland dias

21.  Sylvie Aboa-Bradwell, ‘An unsung African marvel;  the case  for Somaliland’s recognition’  in Jama 
Musse  Jama  (ed.),  Somaliland: the way forward achieving its rightful international status, (Pisa, Ponte 
Invisibile, 2011), 31-45; Matt Bryden, ‘The ‘banana test’: is Somaliland ready for recognition?’, paper pre
sented at Annales d’Ethiopie, 2003; Anthony Carroll and Balakrishnan Rajagopal, ‘Case for the independent 
statehood of Somaliland’, American University Journal of International Law and Policy 8:653 (1992); John 
Drysdale, Somaliland: the anatomy of secession, (Global-Stats, 1992); Alison Eggers, ‘When is a state a state: 
the case for recognition of Somaliland’, Boston College International and Comparative Law Review, 30:211 
(2007); Iqbal Jhazbhay, ‘Somaliland: Africa’s best kept secret, a challenge to the international community?’, 
African Security Studies, 12:4 (2003), 77-81; Mohamed Omar, ‘Recognizing Somaliland: political, legal and 
historical perspectives’, in Jama Musse Jama (2011), 19-30; David Shinn, ‘Somaliland: the little country that 
could’, CSIS, Africa Notes 9, 2002; ‘Somaliland: demand for international recognition(Hargeisa: Ministry of 
Information Hargeisa, Republic of Somaliland, 2001). 

22.  Dimitrios Lalos, ‘Between statehood and Somalia: reflections of Somaliland statehood’, Washington 
University Global Studies Law Review, 10:4 (2011), 797-799.

23.  ‘Montevideo  convention  on  the  rights  and  duties  of  states’,:  Council  on  Foreign  Relations, 
Montevideo, Uruguay, April 2008.

24.  Peggy Hoyle, ‘Somaliland: passing  the  statehood  test?’,  IBRU Boundary and Security Bulletin,  8:3 
(2000) 82.

25.  Lalos, (2011) 797-800.
26.  Newland, (2010) 4.
27.  Clay Goodloe Wescott and Jennifer Brinkerhoff, ‘Converting migration drains into gains: harness

ing the resources of overseas professionals’, Asian Development Bank, 2006, 11-14.
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pora, is that ‘restoring the homeland or even returning there becomes an important 
focus for social mobilization’.28 

According to the social movement approach for mobilization, a community may 
construct ‘master frames’ to promote a shared view and justify collective action.29 As 
framing strategies help to strengthen and sustain a mobilization,30 the role of identity 
as a master frame within the Somaliland diaspora in London is explored in this study. 
Master frames are used as a tool of persuasion to create an ethnic national identity 

to  promote  a  singular  political  objective—thus  determining  the  members  of  the 
movement and the ideal form of government—both of which are forms of advocacy.31 
The mobilization frames approach may be applied as an analytical tool to explore the 
shared symbolic beliefs that provide political significance to participation.32 This mas
ter frame is significant to the global Somaliland diaspora as one of the primary goals 
of Somaliland advocates is political in nature—to achieve international recognition as 
a sovereign state. 

The political opportunity structure is a social movement approach that focuses on 
the aspects of a political system that promotes or hinders mobilization in a country 
and the perceptions of actors of the openness of the POS for collective action.33 As 
advocates in diaspora groups target their activities towards host countries, the success 
of these efforts is dependent upon the ability of these actors to identify access points 
of the government.34

Shain and Barth identify the POS as a factor in their international relations theory 
to evaluate the effectiveness of diasporic activities and introduce an additional dimen
sion to the POS—the importance of unity.35 In the host  land country, unity is vital 
because strong divisions within a community make it easier for government officials 
in the host land to ignore the demands of diaspora networks.36 With regard to the 
relationship between a diaspora group and its homeland, unity is necessary because 
this relationship relies on the extent to which the homeland depends on the resources 
of the diaspora—in this case, mobilization for political support; therefore, a diaspora 
must share the same position on matters as the homeland government in order to be 
considered an influential and legitimate asset to its cause.37 In the light of this addi

28.  Robin Cohen, Global diasporas: an introduction (London and New York, Routledge, 2008), 4. 
29.  Martin Sökefeld, ‘Mobilizing in transnational space: a social movement approach to the formation 

of diaspora’, Global Networks, 6:3 (2006), 269-270.
30.  Abdulkadir Osman Farah, ‘Formal and informal mobilization of the Somali diaspora’, in Somalia: 

exploring a way out, National Civic Forum, 16 (2011), 15-35.
31.  Ramón Máiz, ‘Politics and the nation: nationalist mobilisation of ethnic differences, Nations and 

Nationalism, 9:2 (2003) 200.
32.  Ibid. 
33.  Marc Hooghe, ‘Ethnic organisations and social movement theory: the political opportunity struc

ture for ethnic mobilisation in Flanders’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 31.5 (2005), 975-90; Maria 
Koinova, ‘Four types of diaspora mobilization: Albanian diaspora activism for Kosovo independence in the 
US and the UK’, Foreign Policy Analysis, 2012; Máiz,(2003); Newland (2010); Yossi Shain and Aharon Barth, 
‘Diasporas and international relations theory’, International Organization, 57.03 (2003)

34.  Newland, (2010), 4-7. 
35.  Shain and Barth, (2003), 465.
36.  Hooghe, (2005), 977.
37.  Shain and Barth, ibid.
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tional dimension to the POS theory, this research hopes to add to the study of advo
cacy  by  exploring  the  importance  of  unity  within  the  Somaliland  community  in 
London to achieve their ultimate goals.

sampling 

For  the  purposes  of  this  research  project,  random  sampling  procedures  to  select  a 
sample from a population were unsuitable.38 Instead, the sampling strategy to answer 
the objectives of this research study used a combination of two types of naturalistic 
sampling  techniques—convenience  sampling and  judgment  sampling. Convenience 
sampling refers to the recruitment of the most accessible participants and judgement 
sampling is the selection of participants that are most useful to answer the research 
question due to their expertise and knowledge of a given topic.39

The  target demographic  for  respondents was adult members (18 years of age or 
older) of the Somaliland diaspora currently residing in London for a minimum of five 
years and actively involved in the Somaliland community. Participants were selected 
based on their availability and willingness within the limited time frame of this study. 
After conducting seven oneonone interviews and one group interview for a total of 
ten participants, the researcher stopped recruiting additional participants because of 
resource  limitations.  Interviews  were  conducted  in  London  from  August  2013  to 
October 2013. The table below outlines the demographic attributes of respondents of 
the sample for this study.

Sociological Profile of Study Respondents 

respondents gender age employment status level of education

Respondent A M 50-59 Social worker Master’s degree

Respondent B M 50-59 Somaliland diplomat University graduate

Respondent C M >60 Retiree PhD

Respondent D M 40-49 Community organizer University graduate

Respondent E M 40-49 Community member PhD student

Respondent F F 20-29 Undergraduate student Undergraduate student

Respondent G F 20-29 Employee of pharmaceutical  University graduate 
   company

Respondent H M 20-29 Postgraduate student Postgraduate student

Respondent I F 30-39 Community organizer University graduate

Respondent J F 40-49 Community member University graduate

ta
b

le
 1

38.  Martin Marshall, ‘Sampling for qualitative research’, Family Practice, 13:6 (1996). 
39.  Ibid, 523. 
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a deductive approach to Qualitative analYsis

The framework for analysis that was used for this research project was a deductive 
approach to qualitative analysis as outlined by Crabtree and Miller.40 The topdown 
approach of deductive reasoning begins with a theory and focuses on testable hypoth
eses that can be tested using data.41 For this study, this ‘theory-before-research’ model 
applied the social movement framework to explore an innovative subject area—the 
advocacy of diaspora networks in host land countries. The diagram below illustrates 
how the social movement approach for each research objective guided the formation 
of the codes for analysis.

Flow Chart of the Theoretical Framework of Codes Model for 
Qualitative Inquiry42
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40.  Benjamin Crabtree and William Miller, ‘A template approach to text analysis: developing and using 
codebooks’,  Doing qualitative research,  (1999),  163-177,  cited  in  Jennifer  Fereday  and  Eimear  Muir-
Cochrane, ‘Demonstrating  rigor  using  thematic  analysis:  a  hybrid  approach  of  inductive  and  deductive 
coding and theme development’, International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 5:1  (2008) 82.

41.  William  Trochim  and  James  Donnelly,  Research methods knowledge base,  Atomic  Dog/Cengage 
Learning Mason, OH [database online], 2006. Available online: http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/
index.php [accessed 26 October 2014]

42. This diagram illustrates how the social movement approach for each research objective guided the 
formation of the codes for analysis. In this diagram, the theoretical frameworks are the social movement 
approach for mobilization and political opportunity structure. The themes are the tools for mobilization 
and the political advocacy strategies of the Somaliland diaspora. The categories are the reasons for partici
pation, master frames, political objectives, the permeability of the host land, and the effectiveness of strate
gies. The process and descriptive codes for the first research objective are motivation, identity and 
recognition. The process and descriptive codes for the second research objective are visibility and unity.
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analYsis of interview data and research findings

research objective: mobilization of somalilanders in london

The Motivation for Participation of Somalilanders for Mobilization. There are a num
ber of reasons why members from a diaspora network choose to advocate on behalf 
of their homeland. With regard to advocates from homeland countries suffering from 
conflict, the motivations for action that are most relevant to this study include a desire 
to promote a distinct identity and to remain hopeful of a return to the homeland.43 A 
few quotes from respondents that are consistent with these reasons for participation 
include: 

[…] after the establishment of this Somaliland community centre, Somalilanders 
have embraced their Somaliland identity. For example, the Somaliland flag hangs 
in schools during International Day festivities and members of the diaspora 
proudly express their Somaliland identity. Therefore, the objective of Somaliland to 
be recognized as an independent state is embodied by its diaspora. (Respondent E).

A desire to return to the homeland is expressed by the younger generation of 
Somalilanders: 

[...] whether we are recognized or not I do plan on moving back to Somaliland. 
(Respondent F).

Advocates often join to support policy reforms to improve the development of their 
homeland.44 One example involved a new policy of UK banking institutions to dis
continue partnerships with money transferring companies operating in Somaliland. 
A respondent explains the reasons for her protest to help reverse this decision: 

[…] this is the only way we can get money into Somaliland… and with [a UK 
banking institution] discontinuing its participation with Somali transfer compa-
nies, it is impossible for individuals to send money to family members and for aid 
agencies to invest in the country… Somaliland is completely ruined if this decision 
goes ahead. (Respondent F).

Diaspora  advocates may  be motivated  to  act  if  there  is  a  perceived  threat  to  their 
homeland.45 According  to Somaliland advocates,  the  sovereign state of Somalia  is a 
danger to their homeland: 

[…] we are not brothers; we are enemies and they are a threat to us and we should 
acknowledge this fact. (Respondent H).

A further reason for the participation of diaspora advocates is to strengthen the rela
tionship between the homeland and host country.46  In  the  light  of  its  colonial 
 relationship:

43.  Newland, (2010), 5. 
44.  Ibid. 
45.  Ibid. 
46.  Ibid, 6. 47.
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[...] the UK is very important to Somaliland… the UK government ruled 
Somaliland as a colony for 77 years and this relationship with the UK is very, very 
crucial to the Somaliland government… We believe the UK should take the lead in 
recognizing Somaliland. (Respondent B).

In analysis of these reasons for the participation of Somaliland advocates, a number 
of common themes arose: the promotion of a distinct identity; a desire for a perma
nent return to the homeland; policy reforms; defending the homeland against a sup
posed threat; and improving relations with the host land to achieve its aims. However, 
an additional theme that emerged from the findings, that was not covered extensively 
in the literature review, consisted of the experiences and memories of Somalilanders 
in their homeland serving as a motivational factor for advocacy. One example of the 
memories of Somalilanders while living in their homeland:

I’m very proud to be doing something for my own community because I remember 
when I was young, many people sacrificed immensely for Somaliland, even losing 
their lives during the War for Independence. By lobbying, my contribution is very 
minor in comparison. (Respondent A).

A connection  to  Somaliland  serves  as  a motivational  factor  for  involvement  to  the 
younger generation of Somalilanders as well. According to a Somalilander that spent 
the majority of her life in London, her motivation was the result of a trip back to her 
homeland:

[…] I saw hope, people were working hard to make progress. Since I came back 
from that trip, I completely changed my life perspective. (Respondent I).

Therefore, the findings from this study suggest that regardless of whether respondents 
had  an  early  upbringing  in  the  homeland  or  if  Somalilanders make  a  visit  to  the 
homeland following an upbringing in the host country, these experiences in the 
homeland may serve as a motivational factor to advocate on behalf of Somaliland.

The Identity of Somalilanders for Mobilization As Sökefeld argues, a community em
ploys master frames, and the Somaliland identity served as a motivational factor for 
the establishment of the first community centre for Somalilanders in London:47

[…] when I noticed a non-existent distinct Somaliland identity in London, I 
founded this Somaliland community centre to… make visible this community as a 
distinct community and to try to collectively address the obstacles of Somalilanders 
in London. (Respondent E).

The distinct Somaliland identity—a master frame—is used as a framing strategy to 
establish a collective solidarity of Somalilanders in London, as illustrated by the cele
bratory events held on the 18th of May:48

47.  Sökefeld, (2006), 269-70.
48.  Farah, (2011), 16.
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We hold events always on the 18 May each year. We promote these events via web-
sites and press releases. We always select a committee or a team that will organize 
each event. That team is responsible for deciding the best way to spread the word. 
(Respondent B).

The shared Somaliland identity contributes to the sustenance of this mobilization:49

[…] people in the diaspora have become more nationalistic... when you see your 
people as part of a diaspora group proud of their country and nation, you become 
more nationalistic. It becomes a part of you. (Respondent D).

Master frames such as identity are related to important historical moments that rep
resent shared memories and struggles.50 Respondent D explains that his involvement:

[…] dates back to the early days of struggle because I have seen the oppressor Siad 
Barre. I witnessed how oppressive he was from a young age.

The  master  frame  of  identity  to  mobilize  the  youth  in  the  Somaliland  diaspora 
emerged as a theme in the group interview with young Somalilanders. All  three re
spondents in the group interview identified themselves as Somalilanders, for example:

My nationality is Somalilander. (Respondent H).

After the researcher asked how these respondents maintained a connection to 
Somaliland despite their upbringing in London, one respondent explained:

The language we speak in our house is Somali. We are very connected to our family 
back home. It almost feels as though there’s no distance because we’re always in 
touch. In that sense, I feel very connected to back home. (Respondent F).

According to  this respondent,  the mobilization of young Somalilanders may be ad
vantageous to disseminate the message to non-Somalilanders as a result of their dual 
identity:

[...] The younger generation is very significant because we understand both cul-
tures; we understand the diaspora because of where we grew up and we are also 
connected to Somaliland. In this sense, it’s a lot easier for us to introduce who we 
are. The more we are involved, the more people can learn about Somaliland 
through us because we understand both cultures. It’s also amazing for Somaliland 
because people can view how the diaspora has adapted while remaining connected 
to Somaliland. Especially since we’re not recognized, for someone to still be con-
nected, still see the country as theirs, still be attached… I think it shows how com-
mitted we are and how serious we are about recognition, about Somaliland and our 
identity as a whole. (Respondent F).

In the light of its use by community organizations and event organizers to mobilize 
the Somaliland diaspora, the master frame of identity has seemingly been successful 
in sustaining this cause. However, the use of identity as a mobilization tool may be 

49.  Ibid.
50.  Ibid. 
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improved by mobilizing young Somalilanders as these members are able to dissemi
nate  the message  to non-Somalilanders,  thus enhancing  the ability of  this diaspora 
network to successfully mobilize on a larger scale.

The Political Objective of Recognition for Mobilization The social movement ap
proach for mobilization is used to explore the common views that give political mean
ing to engagement in diaspora activities.51  Master  frames,  which  refer  to  tools  of 
persuasion to promote a national identity, may be used to advance a political objec
tive.52 With  regard  to  the  Somaliland  diaspora,  the  Somaliland  national  identity  is 
used to achieve the political objective of international recognition. In the case of the 
UK as host country, Somalilanders adopt a number of lobbying strategies. 

One approach involved organizing conferences with prominent advocates through
out the UK to create unified lobbying strategies:

We are planning a conference this fall in which we will invite every city in the UK 
and prominent leaders to discuss the best way to help Somaliland and achieve rec-
ognition by putting more pressure on the British government and Parliament. 
(Respondent B).

Within the Somaliland diaspora, one of the mobilization strategies involved recruiting 
educated professionals to transfer their skills to help further the goal of recognition:

I think the primary goal of the Somaliland diaspora is recognition for Somaliland. 
Each individual of the Somaliland diaspora in the UK plans to help… the more 
intellectuals we attract, the more we’re able to achieve. (Respondent A).

In analysis of interviews, a number of common themes arose regarding the hindrances 
to  the  effectiveness  of  these  adopted  strategies.  First,  one  respondent  explains  the 
failure to recruit young Somalilanders to the cause of recognition:

[...] another issue is young people, because the majority of people doing the advo-
cating and the lobbying are almost all in their forties. Therefore, we are not inviting 
enough young people. I know young people use Twitter, Facebook, multimedia and 
new technologies. We need young people to be interested in this cause to take ad-
vantage of social media. But young people are not that interested. (Respondent A).

This view is shared by younger Somalilanders one of whom explains: 

I’m not sure that Somaliland is ready for recognition right now. I’m more con-
cerned about the social, economic, and developmental issues of our country... we 
need to build ourselves from the grassroots level... so, at the moment, recognition is 
not at the top of my priority list. (Respondent G).

51.  Máiz, (2003), 201. 
52.  Ibid. 
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As the success of lobbying strategies is dependent upon financial resources,53 a hin
drance to achieving recognition for Somaliland is lack of resources. Consequently, one 
respondent recalled a missed opportunity:

There’s one organization called Independent Diplomat. This organization 
was willing—for only £80,000—to lobby for Somaliland. They would go all 
the way to international organizations—African Union, Commonwealth, 
United Nations. This organization has former UN diplomats that would 
lobby on behalf of Somaliland, but we couldn’t even raise half of the money. 
Therefore resources are an issue. (Respondent A).

As the success of ethnic lobbying depends on the ability of diaspora networks to form 
alliances to help support their cause,54  the President of Somaliland stressed the sig
nificance of this factor to Somalilanders:

Our President came and, in his lecture, he said ‘We are Somalis, we talk to ourselves 
and we don’t talk to other communities and we need a way of communicating to 
other people. Change our course.’ I think that’s when we changed our strategy and 
said ‘There are so many communities to help our community. Let’s help find a way 
of getting our message across to other communities and the leaders of other nations’. 
(Respondent A).

In addition to political strategies to lobby for the case of Somaliland, one respondent 
recommended incorporating cultural events to reach other communities to improve 
the effectiveness of advocacy. As an organizer of a cultural arts centre, this respondent 
explained the approach:

No one is interested in a repetitive narrative. So we must engage with people and 
that’s the power of the book fair—it’s not us saying we want recognition, it’s us 
showing, actually, we are here. Somaliland is here. (Respondent I)

In light of the barriers to the success of these advocacy efforts, consisting of mobiliz
ing young Somalilanders, a lack of resources and reaching other communities, inno
vative approaches—such as the incorporation of cultural fundraising events held in a 
public setting and open to everyone—may be valuable to address and limit these ob
stacles and ultimately achieve the political aspirations of this diaspora group.

research objective: political opportunity  
structure of the uK and somaliland diaspora strategies

The Importance of Visibility within the POS of the UK What is a political opportunity 
structure? A POS is the institutional and legal conditions of a state upon which the 
success or failure of diaspora mobilization is dependent.55 A core theme that arose 

53.  Koinova, (2012), 436.
54.  Ibid. 
55.  Farah, (2011), 33. 
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during interviews in relation to the political opportunity structure of the UK was the 
importance of visibility of the Somaliland diaspora in this host country. According to 
one respondent, visibility is crucial because:

[…] if you are visible then you can be part of the debate, you can be part of the 
society. (Respondent E).

A lack of visibility was first expressed during interviews when one former organizer 
narrated an incident in which the former President of Somaliland was not given spe
cial treatment during his presidency after arriving at a UK airport: 

We saw ourselves as an invisible state so we established a sort of entity to help and 
lobby for the recognition of Somaliland. (Respondent A)

Newland emphasizes the importance of diaspora advocates to identify access points 
within the political framework of a host country to target their efforts; Somalilanders 
spread the importance of voting within this diaspora network during elections to in
crease their visibility.56 According to the founder of one of the first Somaliland com
munity organizations in London, this city is comprised of: 

[…] 32 boroughs; in all of those 32 boroughs there’s one Somaliland community 
organization. Imagine how many British MPs in Parliament would be knowledge-
able about Somaliland as a result of their constituency. (Respondent E).

Due  to  the  significant  presence  of  Somalilanders  across  constituencies  in  this  city, 
members of this diaspora group:

[…] have a voice, they have the most powerful medium to lobby for Somaliland 
because here in the UK, there is a parliamentary democracy, and… a candidate can 
be an MP with two thousand votes, so if Somalilanders use their power in num-
bers… they would be able to make a big difference for Somaliland to lobby for its 
recognition. (Respondent E).

From the perspective of Somaliland advocates, elected officials have a responsibility to 
represent their constituents. The political clout of Somalilanders is increased by mo
bilizing the large number of Somaliland voters in any given constituency. Therefore, 
by registering Somalilanders to vote, this enabled the Somaliland diaspora to be:

[…] visible on the political podium so whether it’s an MP or a local Mayor …they 
know how many Somalilanders live here. So therefore we can say, ‘This is what we 
want for our country, this is what we want for our people’. (Respondent F).

56.  Newland, (2010) 4-7; The UK political system distributes power across different levels of govern
ment. At the local level of government, the city in which this study was conducted is divided into boroughs, 
each of which  is governed by a councillor. At  the national  level of government, Members of Parliament 
(MPs) are elected to represent the interests of constituents in the House of Commons in the UK Parliament. 
Politicians in the local and national levels of government are targets of Somaliland advocates to advance 
their cause. 
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Seemingly, the effectiveness of these mobilization strategies depends on the ability of 
Somaliland advocates to convincingly communicate to politicians the potential ben
efits they may reap from representing the interests of these constituents. As explained 
by a community organizer: 

[…] for politicians, it’s all about their interest and votes… that’s the reason for my 
emphasis on visibility because if the diaspora is able to convince politicians of votes 
in their favour… these politicians will listen. However, as long as… they don’t see 
their interest in a cause, contacting them won’t make an impact. Their accessibility 
is not an obstacle. (Respondent E).

Haney and Vanderbush summarize theories of the determinants of successful ethnic 
lobbying as dependent upon the ability of a diaspora to identify access points of the 
government.57  In  the context of  self-determination,  such as  the case of Somaliland, 
advocates used the permeability of the UK political system to mobilize voters across 
constituencies—thereby increasing their visibility in the host land. However, although 
these political actors within the UK framework are easily accessible to their constitu
ents, the success of these recruitment efforts is dependent upon the ability of these 
advocates to persuasively inform political candidates of the potential benefits of rep
resenting the interests of this group in the political sphere.

The Importance of Unity of the Somaliland Diaspora within the Political Opportunity 
Structure of the UK According  to  the  international  relations  theory  of  Shain  and 
Barth, unity plays a significant role regarding the effectiveness of the strategies ad
opted by diaspora groups.58 Although Hooghe and Newland emphasize  the  impor
tance of unity within a diaspora group to influence a host land regime, a common 
theme that arose during interviews was a lack of unity within the Somaliland diaspora 
in  London.59  First,  there  appeared  to  be  a  lack  of  co-operation  between  diaspora 
groups and organizations:

The diaspora needs to work together more effectively for the good of Somaliland. 
They must work together in a very coordinated way where they have a planned 
strategy and know their requests from the British government. (Respondent B).

According to a respondent, a possible solution to this lack of unity is:

[…] It would be best to have more written consistent strategies that we can share 
such as a common umbrella organization. (Respondent A).

57.  Patrick  Haney  and Walt Vanderbush,  ‘The  role  of  ethnic  interest  groups  in  US  foreign  policy’, 
International Studies Quarterly, 43:2 (1999), 341-61 cited in Koinova, (2012) 435.

58.  Shain and Barth, (2003), 452.
59.  Hooghe, (2005), 977; Newland, (2010) 4
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Shain and Barth highlight the significance of a strong relationship between a diaspora 
group and its homeland.60 The importance of the activities of the Somaliland diaspora 
to advance the political goals of its homeland was a common theme throughout this 
study. According to one active member, this diaspora is the:

[…] main network that raises awareness. Somaliland, its politicians and its people 
would be very isolated without the guidance and ability to raise awareness of the 
diaspora. Without the contributions of the diaspora, Somaliland would be a more 
invisible country. It would not be able to achieve its goals. (Respondent A).

In fact, a prominent theme among respondents was their belief that they were ambas
sadors of sorts of their homeland:

[…] because Somaliland has no formal presence in those countries, we all as 
Somalilanders kind of act as ambassadors, so our presence should be used in a way 
to make the people we are living with become aware of the history of Somaliland 
and the ambitions of its people. (Respondent D).

Although  respondents  mostly  agreed  that  Somalilanders  in  the  host  land  and  the 
homeland were united in its overall aims and considered their involvement an asset to 
the latter, one respondent explained a lack of appreciation for these efforts:

We more or less work on the same wavelength but there are some issues that may 
cause conflict. I think sometimes the Somali community feels that we are lagging 
behind. We are not doing more. We are not achieving more. We are not producing 
results. We are doing a lot of work back home but nothing comes up. (Respondent A).

A possible solution to improve the relations between the diaspora and their homeland 
is to establish a partnership with local actors, as demonstrated by the initiatives of a 
Somaliland youth group:

[…] we’re going to have to work through the local NGOs. The people that we’re 
trying to help are based over there [Somaliland] and the people we’re trying to 
inspire are over here [London]. The whole core value of what we’re trying to do is 
establish a link. (Respondent G).

As the degree of influence of a diaspora on the host land regime sways the perspective 
of the homeland to the worth of this diaspora, it has potential to increase its perceived 
value to the homeland.61 One of the reasons for this appreciation may be due to the 
political accomplishments of this group; the Somaliland diaspora in the UK was able 
to elect members from its own diaspora to political office to represent its interests. As 
a result of their achievements, the efforts of the Somaliland diaspora were recognized 
by influential people in the homeland:

60.  Shain and Barth, (2003), 465.
61.  Shain and Barth, (2003), 464.
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[…] Somaliland Minister… he was discussing a more effective connection with the 
diaspora people. He recognizes that the diaspora is a dependable resource so the 
government has become aware of the importance of the diaspora people. His gov-
ernment established an agency called Diaspora Agency. (Respondent D).

In summary, unity must be improved by increasing cooperation and adopting cohe
sive strategies within the diaspora and establishing partnerships with the homeland.

KeY policY recommendations

During  the data  collection phase of  this  research,  the  researcher  asked participants 
about the effectiveness of their adopted advocacy strategies. In addition to outlining a 
number of challenges to the effectiveness of their approaches, participants proposed 
solutions to these obstacles. As a result, three practical policy recommendations rele
vant to the themes of this research emerged: establishing a unified leadership, promot
ing cultural events and encouraging youth engagement.

Establish a unified leadership To  address  the  lack  of  unity within  the  Somaliland 
diaspora network in a city in the UK, two participants proposed a common solution, 
which was to establish a unified leadership. According to one participant, this would 
involve a hierarchical structure in which an elected legitimate leader would guide a 
coordinated effort of the diaspora community to create goals and outline clearly for
mulated strategies to achieve these common objectives within a given time frame. By 
doing so, another participant believes this unified leadership would ensure that there 
is no overlapping of advocacy efforts within this diaspora network. These activities 
could be evaluated through the implementation of monitoring tools.  
Although  the  government  of  Somaliland  sponsored  the  Somaliland  Diaspora 

Agency  (SDA),62 it is primarily focused on the involvement of the diaspora for the 
benefit of the citizens in Somaliland as opposed to the diaspora communities living in 
host land countries. Furthermore, as the SDA website does clarify the composition of 
its agency, by creating a board of elected representatives from the international 
Somaliland diaspora would be  a progressive  step  towards  creating  a  legitimate  and 
unified  leadership,  thus  allowing  the  Somaliland  diaspora  to  benefit  from  greater 
unity both within its diaspora network as well as with its relations with Somaliland.

Promote cultural events Newland identifies promoting homeland countries through 
art and media as a means of advocacy for diaspora networks.63 By promoting the cul
ture of a homeland, this type of advocacy provides insight into the cultural aspects of 

62.  Somaliland Diaspora Agency, 2011. Available online: http://somalilanddiaspora.org/  [accessed 27 
October 2014].

63.  Newland, (2010), 12.
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a country through which people in the host land can develop a thorough understand
ing of the homeland country of diaspora networks, including its political affairs.64

With  regard  to  the  Somaliland  diaspora,  one  such  event  is  an  annual  Hargeisa 
International Book Fair  that  is hosted by  a  community organizer  and advocate  for 
Somaliland from the UK in partnership with local community groups in the capital 
city  of Hargeisa.  Participants  in  this  study believed  that  the Hargeisa  International 
Book Fair was an effective means to mobilize and inform non-Somalilanders in a non-
political  way  and  to  recruit  influential  non-political  figures  to  visit  Somaliland. 
According to one participant in this study, cultural events such as these—as opposed 
to  relying  on  the  18  May  celebrations  every  year—are  necessary  to  engage  both 
Somalilanders and non-Somalilanders, especially young Somalilanders whose creativ
ity may be useful to create innovative cultural events. 

Encourage youth engagement According to participants, youth engagement would 
be beneficial to the advocacy efforts of the Somaliland diaspora in this city in the UK. 
However, there are a number of challenges to recruit this younger generation of 
Somalilanders to advocate on behalf of Somaliland. 

One challenge to the advocacy of this diaspora is the lack of substantial involvement 
of  young  Somalilanders  to  lobby  for  the  recognition  of  Somaliland.  Instead,  these 
young Somalilanders play a more active role in developmental projects in the home
land. However, as these members of the diaspora are very knowledgeable with regard 
to social networking, their participation in lobbying would be beneficial to spread 
awareness. According to a participant in this study, a solution to recruit young 
Somalilanders living abroad to the cause of recognition is to create a link between them 
and the homeland since  in Somaliland, younger generations are pursuing  this cause 
more diligently because of the direct impact a lack of recognition has on their lives. 
An association that exemplifies this proposition is the National Union of Eritrean 

Youth and Students  (NUEYS): ‘a non-government, democratic grassroots organiza
tion based inside Eritrea’ that works to ensure the active involvement of youth in the 
diaspora.65 This organization coordinates a volunteering programme targeted at the 
youth in host countries to cultivate young leaders in community development from 
Eritrea and around the world.66 Developing a similar organization for the Somaliland 
youth in the UK and other host countries may be a useful tool to maximize their in
volvement based on their passion for developing the homeland and, after their per
sonal experiences witnessing the effect of a lack of recognition on development 
opportunities in Somaliland, this may serve as a motivational tool to actively partici
pate in the lobbying activities of this diaspora upon their return to their respective 
host land countries. 

64.  Ibid, 10.
65.  Rahel Weldeab, ‘Encouraging diaspora youth to contribute to national development: the Eritrean 

case’, Pambazuka News, 2013. In fact, during the group interview with younger Somalilanders, these activists 
expressed their support of grassroots organizations for Somaliland youth as a result of a lack of opportunity 
to participate within the existing Somaliland diaspora network in a city in the UK. 

66.  Ibid. 
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final summarY

Given the findings of this study, future research should focus on the advocacy of the 
Somaliland network in other cities in the UK, throughout Europe and internationally 
and use a larger and more diverse sample of participants to determine the effective
ness  of  adopted  strategies  in  comparison  to  the  diaspora  network  in  London.67 

Overall, this research study was able to contribute to the existing knowledge base 
regarding  the  advocacy  of  diaspora  networks  through  exploring  the  Somaliland 
 diaspora—an area of study for which there were no substantial academic works—by 
collecting empirical findings and producing and disseminating recommendations 
for improvement to community organizers and members from this diaspora group 
in London.  

67.  In addition to the small sample size of this study, the selected participants all have a higher educa
tion. Therefore, future research should recruit participants with various levels or no academic backgrounds 
as well.
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Poverty Reduction Strategy 
Paper as an Institutional 
Framework for Postconflict 
Peacebuilding and Youth 
Development in Collapsed 
States: The Case of Liberia
Samuel Wai Johnson, Jr.

The Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) is gaining greater importance in the peacebuilding 
processes of post-conflict societies. In addition to providing the framework for post-conflict pov-
erty reduction, the PRSP has become a framework for stimulating economic growth, ‘conflict-
sensitive’ development, and addressing youth marginalisation and exclusion, which seems to be 
a serious threat to stability and social cohesion in post-conflict societies. There seems to be lim-
ited evidence, however, about the extent to which the PRSP addresses these conflict-generating 
factors of youth marginalisation and exclusion, or reinforces the peacebuilding agenda of post-
conflict countries using the Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRS) process as their roadmap for peace-
building, economic development and national renewal. Drawing on data about the Liberian 
PRSP, this paper critically examines the degree to which the PRS process adequately addresses 
the country’s perennial problem of youth exclusion, marginalisation, and underdevelopment in 
pursuit of Liberia’s conflict-sensitive development goals.

introduction 

Drawing primarily on the Government of Liberia’s three-year PRSP, this research ex
amines the extent to which the PRS process provided the foundational architecture for 
the country to address its problem of youth exclusion and marginalisation, underde
velopment, and limited economic opportunities that were key factors in the country’s 
civil  war  from  1989-2003.  Liberia  launched  the  PRSP  in  2008  as  its  development 
agenda in an attempt to deal with its conflictgenerating problem of Hobbesian style 
development that tends to widen political, social and economic inequalities. 
Constructed  as  a  conflict-sensitive  development  strategy,  the  PRSP  recognises  the 
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extreme marginalisation, exclusion, underdevelopment, and limited economic op
portunities for the majority of its population especially its youth as a major reason for 
the country’s violent outburst in 1989. 
While Liberians appear generally tired of violence and want to see the country move 

forward, the rising rates of unemployment and poverty among the youth in the pres
ence of fast economic growth and reports of government corruption bring back fresh 
memories of the system of governance that deprived youth of their basic human needs 
prior to the war. These needs go beyond the physical needs for food, water, and shelter 
and include nonphysical needs such as recognition, identity, acceptance and access to 
institutions of governance, which are vital for human growth and development. The 
core assumptions of John Burton’s basic human needs theory argue that when individ
uals are deprived of the opportunities to achieve their basic human needs, they become 
psychologically handicapped.1 Deprivation or exclusion is one of the many fundamen
tal  factors  that generate conflict. As Azar notes, ‘groups which seek to satisfy their… 
needs through conflict are in effect seeking change in the structure of their society.’2

Peace and development are bidirectional. While peace is generative of develop
ment, development is generative of peace only under conditions of stability and cer
tainty.  Therefore,  a  development  intervention  tagged  as  ‘conflict-sensitive’  cannot 
prevent conflict if the appropriate institutional framework to govern the implemen
tation of the intervention is not in place and sufficiently functional. Institutions de
termine how the postconflict society is structured. 
In  post-conflict  settings,  conflict-sensitive  development  links  post-conflict  eco

nomic development policies with the root cause of the conflict by stretching the elas
ticity of the policy implementation ‘far beyond a mere reaction to the immediate 
aftermath of violence’.3 It is a multi-dimensional process of socio-economic develop
ment where the wealth or the gains from the economic growth of a country are equi
tably distributed leading to a reduction in the grievances that fuel conflict, or have 
potential to cause a relapse into conflict.4 A conflictsensitive development interven
tion can improve the lot of the population and enable social cohesion and peaceful 
coexistence and prevent the outbreak of protracted conflict. 
Originally conflict-blind, the PRSP has become a framework for stimulating eco

nomic growth and the process of ‘conflict-sensitive’ development.5 Nevertheless, the 

  1.  John Burton, Violence explained: the sources of conflict, violence and crime and their prevention, 
(Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1997).

  2.  Edward  Azar,  ‘The  management  of  protracted  social  conflict:  theory  and  cases’,  (Dartmouth, 
Aldershot, 1990), 155, cited in Oliver Ramsbotham, Tom Woodhouse and Hugh Miall, Contemporary con-
flict resolution: the prevention, management and transformation of deadly conflicts, second edition, 
(Cambridge, UK, Polity Press, 2005), 86. 

  3.  Roger Mac Ginty, ‘Contemporary peace processes’ in Sultan Barakat (ed.), After the conflict: recon-
structions and redevelopment in the aftermath of war (London, I B Tauris, 2010), 34.

 4. The World Bank, ‘Toward a conflictsensitive poverty reduction strategy: lessons from a retrospec
tive analysis’, The World Bank, Report No. 32587, June 30, 2005. Available online: http://www-wds.world 
bank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2005/07/14/000160016_20050714160728/
Rendered/PDF/325870White0co1RSP0P08975001public1.pdf [accessed 27 October 2014]

  5.  Masatomo Yamaguchi, ‘Poverty reduction in fragile states: do the PRSPs contribute to post-conflict 
recovery  and peacebuilding  in Sierra Leone’,  Journal of International Development and Cooperation, 14:2 
(2008), 67-88.



36  AfricA PeAce And conflict JournAl

implementation of the PRS seems to be fraught with the inherent problem of youth 
exclusion, marginalisation, underdevelopment, and limited economic opportunities.  
How postconflict states address this problem in their pursuit of postconflict peace
building and sustainable development goals seems to be an unanswered question in 
the peacebuilding and development literature. This article is an attempt at answering 
this question, using the case of post-conflict Liberia. Liberia joined the growing list of 
post-conflict countries adapting the PRS as a framework for conflict resolution and 
national renewal  in 2005 with the  launch of  its  interim Poverty Reduction Strategy 
Paper (i-PRSP) ahead of a subsequent three year PRS.  

conceptual frameworK

Azar  uses  the  term ‘structural  development’  to  describe  a  system of  governance  in 
which the political and economic powers of a society are distributed for the equitable 
satisfaction of basic human needs. These needs include acceptance, security and access 
to institutions of governance.6 The need for acceptance means the ability of house
holds or groups to have a voice in their own governance and feel a part of their com
munity or society. Security needs mean the ability of groups or individuals to use their 
productive skills and talents to secure the economic fortunes they desire and feel se
cure from crime and other dangers. Access to institutions satisfies the need of a group 
or groups to have a voice in their governance, which is normally inhibited by dis
criminatory  policies.  Structural  development  removes  discriminatory  policies  that 
inhibit the access of a group, or groups of people, to equitable benefits from economic 
growth. 
Christie  describes  this  as  ‘growth  through  equity’.7 Collectively, the satisfiers of 

basic human needs lead to individual sustenance, selfesteem and economic freedom 
and prevent  a  country  from  violent  conflict.  Structural  development  is  therefore  a 
strategy of economic development, conflict prevention, or postconflict peacebuild
ing.  It  emphasises  improving what Amartya  Sen  refers  to  as  people’s  ‘capability  to 
function’ through strengthening their economic security, ensuring their food security 
and  access  to healthcare  and  education.  In  addition,  it  establishes  the political  and 
socioeconomic institutions that widen their range of choices for economic indepen
dence and promote their human dignity.8 Structural development demonstrates an 
inverse relationship between conflict and economic development because ‘… every 
step taken towards reducing poverty and achieving broad-based economic growth—is 
a step towards conflict prevention’.9

  6.  Edward Azar, ‘The analysis and management of protracted conflict’, in Vamik Volkan, Demetrious 
Julius  and  Joseph  Montville  (eds.)  The psychodynamics of international relationships  (Lexington,  MA, 
Lexington Books, 1991), 93-120.

  7.  Daniel  Christie,  ‘Reducing  direct  and  structural  violence:  the  human  needs  theory’,  Peace and 
Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology,  3:4  (1997),  326. Available  online:  http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/
abs/10.1207/s15327949pac0304_1#.VE_bS_nF_Ps [accessed 20 June 2014].

  8.  Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom, (New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1999).
  9.  Kofi Annan, ‘We the peoples: the role of the United Nations in the twenty-first century’, Report of 

the  Secretary-General,  March  2000,  14.  Available  online:http://www.un.org/en/events/pastevents/pdfs/
We_The_Peoples.pdf [accessed 20 September 2014].



The state is crucial in this relationship. The state can enhance or hinder the equi
table distribution of resources that satisfy basic human needs through public policies. 
Public policies define the rights and entitlements of all members of society to the 
satisfiers of their basic human needs. Nafziger and Auvinen note that predatory public 
policies are the foundation for structural underdevelopment, relative deprivation or 
inequality and violent conflict.10 Thus, a public policy could either increase or de
crease a country’s conflict risk. To ensure sustainable peace in a post-conflict context, 
postconflict societies must therefore develop structural institutions and public poli
cies that are conducive to and supportive of equitable and participatory growth, re
gardless of the various social cleavages that may be in existent as a consequence of the 
conflict. 
Economic growth rate alone in the absence of structural policy actions masks wid

ening inequalities as the distribution of its gains tend to be skewed in favour of pre 
existing differences.11  This means that economic growth is conflict ‘blind’ and unless 
there are changes in the overall distribution of wealth, economic growth may not lead 
to a significant reduction in poverty, inequality or exclusion, factors that generate 
conflict. Del Castillo therefore cautions against the use of economic growth as a mea-
sure for determining the overall conflictsensitive success of a postconflict economic 
policy intervention.12 The conflictsensitive success of a postconflict economic policy 
should instead be measured by the extent to which it addresses the root cause of the 
conflict, contributes to national reconciliation and peacebuilding and sets the stage for 
longterm stability and economic development.13  In a country where the duality of 
affluence and poverty is at the foundation of conflict, this means adopting policies 
that are pro-poor, inclusive and targeted at addressing the inequality gap. Such poli
cies entail the removal of institutional and policyinduced biases against the poor and 
economically insecure and the relatively deprived, leading to a reduction in the griev
ances that fuel the conflict or have the potential to cause the country to experience a 
conflict relapse.  

This role of the state demonstrates the integral relationship between politics and 
economics in peacebuilding. This relationship links the macro questions surrounding 
economic growth, politics and national security with the less visible micro questions 
of relative deprivation, poverty and inequality and emphasises the importance of en
suring fair social, economic and political opportunities for every strata of the 
postconflict population, including youth. Justino identifies the direct, indirect, and 
instrumental effects of violent conflicts on populations going through conflict.14 
Directly, conflicts result in population displacement and/or destruction, and the loss 
of income and livelihoods, while indirectly conflict disrupts the local economy, and 

10.  E Wayne Nafziger and Juha Auvinen, ‘Economic development, inequality, war, and state violence’, 
World Development, 30:2 (2002), 153-163. Available online: http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/
pii/S0305750X01001085 [accessed 27 October 2014].

11.  Michael Pugh, ‘Post-war economies and the New York dissensus’, Conflict, Security and Development, 
6:3 (2006), 269-289. 

12.  Graciana del Castillo, Rebuilding war-torn states:  the challenge of post-conflict economic recon
struction (New York, Oxford University Press, 2008).

13.  Ibid.
14. Patricia Justino, ‘Poverty and violent conflict: a micro level perspective on the causes and duration 

of warfare’, MICROCON research working paper 6 (2009), 8-9.
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instrumentally,  conflict  disrupts  the  population’s  mechanisms  to  cope  with  the 
 socioeconomic shocks created by the conflict.15 These effects have severe impact on 
the economic status, the survival capabilities, and the assets—both physical and so
cial—of post-conflict populations.

This impact is acute, especially in postconflict countries that are less developed 
and have a youthful population, with consequences for human capital stock and 
youthtoadulthood transition.16 Youth account for more than half the population of 
less  developed  countries.  Limited  social,  economic  and  political  opportunities  for 
youth risk making them available recruits for conflict entrepreneurs, predators and 
peace spoilers.
Richards shows how the rebel Revolutionary United Front (RUF) faction of Sierra 

Leone  exploited  the  discontented  among  rural  youth—who  had  felt  excluded  and 
marginalised  by  the  policies  of  the All  People’s  Party Congress—and  secured  their 
support and enlistment.17 The lack of social and economic opportunities, especially 
education and livelihoods, constituted the core of their discontent. 

Access to socioeconomic opportunities provides a form of social insurance for 
postconflict stability and social cohesion. However, social cohesion and stability are 
endangered when members of a social group in a postconflict society feel they are 
being unjustly victimised by those who enjoy privileged positions in the postconflict 
dispensation due to unequal access to social, political, and economic opportunities. In 
the case of postconflict youth, this constitutes an infringement by the state and erects 
boundaries between youth and the state, which becomes a basis for youth involvement 
in various illegal activities with potentially negative consequences for the state’s legit
imacy, peace and national stability. Thus, providing employment and ensuring equal 
access by youth to other socioeconomic opportunities is a necessity for political sta
bility, and peacebuilding is therefore no longer a preserve of the macro issues alone, 
but a combination of both the macro level and the micro level issues and the pathway 
to positive peace. Reychler describes this type of peacebuilding as ‘integrated peace
building’.18

povertY reduction strategY and  
post-conflict structural development

The PRS process developed in 1999 by the Bretton Woods Institutions is primarily a 
development intervention for lowincome countries that are labouring under the bur
den  of  unsustainable  debts—to  these  institutions  and  other  international  creditors. 
The PRS requires countries to reformulate their economic management programmes 
through a PRSP with emphasis on increased pro-poor public social spending through 
a participatory and inclusive process, in order to secure debt relief. The implementa

15.  Ibid.
16.  Paul Collier  and Marguerite Duponchel,  ‘The  economic  legacy  of  civil  war:  firm-level  evidence 

from Sierra Leone’, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 57:1 (2012), 65-88. 
17.  Paul  Richards,  Fighting  for  the  rainforest:  war,  youth,  and  resources  in  Sierra  Leone,  (Oxford, 

Heineman, 1996).
18.  Luc Reychler,  ‘Field  diplomacy  initiatives  in Cameroon’,  in  Luc Reychler  and Thania  Paffenholz 

(eds.), Peacebuilding: a field guide, (Boulder, Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2001), 94.



tion of the PRS begins with a one year interim PRSP (i-PRSP) followed by a full PRSP 
spanning at least two years. Originally not intended for conflict or postconflict set
tings,  the PRS process  in post-conflict countries has evolved to serve the purpose of 
conflictsensitive development, and postconflict peacebuilding.19

It has also become an essential tool for post-conflict countries to address some of 
the gaps created in their state functions by conflicts and regain their lost international 
legitimacy. These gaps include capacity, security, and legitimacy gaps.20 The security 
gap refers to the inability of the state to effectively maintain control over its territorial 
borders and guarantee protection for people within this territory. The capacity gap 
refers to the state’s inability to create the institutions that facilitate equitable economic 
growth, and guarantee the population access to the essential social services of educa
tion, and health care.21 The legitimacy gap refers to the inability of the state to ensure 
participatory and inclusive governance.22 These gaps impede the state’s ability to de
liver those public goods that are vital to the socioeconomic wellbeing of the popula
tion and to reduce state fragility and social tension. Waites identifies these public 
goods as security and justice, economic security, the provision of basic social services, 
and ‘the forging of a common understanding, usually among elites, that their interests 
or beliefs are served by a particular way of organizing political power’.23 The inability 
of the state to deliver these public goods leads to the erosion of its authority and le
gitimacy with consequences for social cohesion, stability and development. 
The function of the PRS in post-conflict settings has received mixed reviews, how

ever. While in some postconflict countries it has provided the basis for inclusive 
governance and some degree of conflictsensitive public financial management,24 in 
others it has been exclusionary,25 and has an ‘extremely weak’ link with public finan
cial management.26 Anwar Shah is therefore right in arguing that participatory pro
cesses are vulnerable to manipulation by the more powerful:  

Participatory processes can be captured by interest groups. Such processes can mask 
the undemocratic, exclusive, or elite nature of public decision making, giving the 

19.  Masatomo Yamaguchi, ‘Poverty reduction in fragile states’; Marios Obwona and Madina Guloba, 
‘Poverty  reduction  strategies  during  post-conflict  recovery  in Africa’,  Journal of African Economies, 18:1 
(2009), i77-i98.

20.  Centre for Global Development, ‘State building and global development’. Available online: http://
www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/2848_file_STATE_BUILDING1_0.pdf [accessed 27 October 2014].

21.  Ibid.
22.  Ibid. 
23.  Alan Waites, ‘States in development: understanding state building’, DFID working paper (2008), 4. 

Available  online:  http://www.bsf-south-sudan.org/sites/default/files/States%20in%20Development.
DFID%20State%20Building%20Wkg%20Paper.pdf [accessed 27 October 2014]. 

24.  World Bank, ‘The Poverty Reduction Strategy Initiative: findings from 10 country case studies of 
World Bank and IMF support’, Washington (2005). Available online: https://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/Data/
reports/prsp_country_case_studies.pdf [accessed 27 October 2014].

25.  Said Adejumobi, ‘Governance and poverty reduction in Africa: a critique of the poverty reduction 
strategy papers (PRSPs)’, paper presented at  the  Inter-Regional Conference on Social Policy and Welfare 
Regimes in Comparative Perspectives, University of Texas in Austin, 2006; Fantu Cheru, ‘The PRSP process 
in Mozambique: what impact will weak state capacity have on implementation and monitoring outcome?’, 
paper presented at the Meeting of the African Learning Group on Poverty Reduction Strategies, Economic 
Commission for Africa, Addis Ababa, November 2001. 

26.  Cheru, ibid, 8.
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appearance of broader participation and inclusive governance while using public 
funds to advance the interests of powerful elites. Participatory processes can conceal 
and reinforce existing injustices. [It] can be abused to facilitate the illegitimate and 
unjust exercise of power. It can be used to deprive marginalized and excluded 
groups of having a say in public affairs.27

Nonetheless, there is an increasing trend in post-conflict countries towards the PRSP 
as an instrument for reconstruction, social cohesion, and national renewal. However, 
there seems to be limited evidence about the extent to which the PRS addresses the 
conflictgenerating factor of youth marginalisation and exclusion, a serious threat to 
postconflict stability and social cohesion and whether it reinforces the peacebuilding 
agenda of the post-conflict countries that are using the PRS process as their roadmap 
for peacebuilding, economic development and national renewal.
This paper explores this gap through an examination of the Liberian PRS process 

(from 2006-2008),  a  process  that  prioritises  youth  inclusion  and development  as  a 
foundation  for  the  country’s  post-conflict  development  and  peacebuilding  agenda. 
For this purpose, a combined participatory policy reform and political economy eval
uation approach is used with specific focus on the following questions:28 

  •  In what ways did the framework for the PRS process—ranging from conceptu
alisation/analysis,  design/adoption  and  implementation,  to  monitoring  and 
evaluation—underpinning  the  Liberian  PRSP,  adequately  conceptualise  the 
strategy as an instrument for peacebuilding and conflict-sensitive development? 

  •  Who were key national/local actors in the PRS process—the implementers or the 
beneficiaries?

  •  Did the institutional mechanisms established by the strategy sufficiently address 
the country’s perennial problem of youth exclusion, marginalisation, underde
velopment, and unemployment?

At the core of this approach is the recognition of the interrelationship of the social, 
the political and the economic structures or institutions in the outcome of economic 
development policies, though with greater emphasis on the role of power in economic 
decisionmaking.29 This approach assumes that participatory processes are vital to 
governance reform and governance reform processes that enhance public participa
tion  can  lead  to  sustainable  peacebuilding  and  development  outcomes.  Using  this 
approach can also expose the consistency or inconsistency of resource allocations and 
policy implementation with policy pronouncements and provide the platform to 
understand the dynamics of the Liberian policy arena and the challenges associated 
with implementing the PRS as an integrated part of the Liberian peacebuilding pro
cess. This article uses a desk review of the Liberian PRSP, National Budgets, Labour 

27.  Anwar Shah, ‘Overview’ in Anwar Shah (ed.), Participatory budgeting: public sector governance ac-
countability series (Washington DC, World Bank, 2007), 1.

28.  Derick Brinkerhoff and Nicholas Kulibaba, ‘Perspectives on participation  in economic policy re
form in Africa’, working paper 8, USAID’s Implementing Policy Change Project, (1994). Available online: 
http://www.msiworldwide.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/IPC_Perspectives_on_Participation_in_
Economic_Policy_Reform_in_Africa.pdf [accessed 23 April 2014].

29.  Michael Todaro and Steven Smith, Economic Development, 10th edition, (Harlow, England, Pearson 
Education Limited, 2009).



Force Survey, and independent articles about the PRSP process in Liberia. The review 
was  complemented  by  email  interviews  with  individuals  in  Liberian  civil  society 
 organisations. 

the liberian civil war and the prs process 

Emerging from a brutal civil conflict in 2005, Liberia launched its PRSP in 2008, fol
lowing an interim-PRSP process between 2006 and 2008 as the primary mechanism 
to revive its collapsed state. The impact of the civil war had qualified the country as a 
collapsed  state  by  every  definition.  The  PRSP  was  therefore  the  expression  by  the 
country to turn around its ugly chapter. The PRSP defines the country’s post-conflict 
peacebuilding, reconstruction and development agenda, and serves as the ‘key refer
ence document for all development and reconstruction efforts [in Liberia] no matter 
the sector or issue area’.30 Built on four pillars,31 the Liberian PRSP anchors conflict-
sensitive development as the most important cornerstone for Liberia’s peacebuilding 
process and for this reason it emphasises attention to the ‘structural conditions and 
processes and attitudes that sustain social and political divisions [in the country] and 
encourage the use of violence’.32 The PRSP lists several priority areas that require im
mediate attention for building peace and avoiding a conflict relapse. These include 
‘the lack of opportunities for the youth, political polarization, the management of 
natural resources, and the relationship between the Liberian state and its citizens’.33

The  PRSP makes  a  specific  case  for  creating  employment  opportunities  for  the 
youth, noting that employment opportunities would reduce the odds for their partic
ipation in violence. Counted among the marginalised youth were the more than 
101,000 individuals who participated in the country’s civil war in protest of the une
qual distribution of the country’s wealth and the deteriorating social economic situa
tion faced by them.34  They  would  later  disarm  in  2003  in  anticipation  of  a 
demobilisation, disarmament, rehabilitation and reintegration (DDRR) package, and 
a smooth transition to a life free of violence but rich in socioeconomic opportunities 
that assured them of sustenance, self-esteem, and economic freedom—the fundament 
goals of economic development. The implementation of this rehabilitation and rein
tegration package was however faced with three primary challenges which have had 
ramifications for the economic development potential of the postconflict youth 
population and Liberia’s overall  governance and  social  cohesion:  a  lack of  employ
ment opportunities; inadequate educational and training opportunities; and a lack of 
adequate health care services.35

30.  Christof Kurz, ‘Reflecting on peace practice project:  the  cumulative  impacts of peacebuilding  in 
Liberia’, CDA Collaborative Learning Project (2010), 22. Available online: http://www.cdacollaborative.org/
media/61069/The-Cumulative-Impacts-of-Peacebuilding-in-Liberia.pdf [accessed 27 September 2014].

31.  The  four  pillars  of  the  Liberian  PRSP  are  ‘Enhancing  national  security;  Revitalizing  economic 
growth; Strengthening governance and the rule of  law; Rehabilitating infrastructure and delivering basic 
services’.

32.  Government of Liberia, ‘Lift Liberia’, (Monrovia, Government of Liberia, 2008), 171.
33.  Ibid.
34.  Government of Liberia, (2008). 
35.  Ibid.
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The weak social and economic state of the country at the time of the DDRR pro
gramme and the absence of a labourmarket based approach towards the design of the 
programme resulted in the programme becoming a source of structural unemploy
ment, economic marginalisation and despair, instead of a source of sustainable employ
ment, economic security and economic freedom among many of the former combatants, 
the majority of whom are part of the country’s current youth population. In recogni
tion of this, the PRSP advocates a governance system that is highly participatory, inclu
sive of youth and has  the ability  to ensure an equitable distribution of  the country’s 
wealth. In this direction, the PRSP targets increased public spending in the following 
areas that have the potential of creating direct social and economic benefits for youth 
and other marginalised populations: roads, education, health, and water, which are 
consistent with the framework of the African Union Charter for Youth Development. 

discussion

The public involvement process leading to the drafting of the PRSP has been hailed as 
‘inclusive’ and ‘participatory’.36 Among those participating in the PRSP drafting pro
cess were  children  and  youth  at  every  level  of  the  drafting  process—from  local  to 
national. However, like many African countries, the quality and nature of public par
ticipation in the formulation of the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper in Liberia, re
mains contested.37  Representatives  to  the  local  consultations  were  local  elites  and 
gender-biased while public knowledge about the content of the PRSP at all levels in
cluding government appeared to be limited.38 Civil society representations were bi
ased against organisations that were viewed as critical of the government.39 As a result, 
ordinary  Liberians  considered  the  PRSP  an  elite  document  that  reflected  govern
ment’s interest rather than the interest of the broader population.40 This leaves unan
swered questions about the extent of youth participation in the PRS process up to its 
implementation. In addition, the government seems to have conceived participation 
as synonymous with consultation.41 While participation empowers participants in a 
policy discussion to influence the policy decisions, priorities and strategies, consulta
tion does not.42 The chances of youth voices being included in the final content of the 
PRSP or development agenda based on the consultative processes were therefore  in 
the hands of the managers of the PRSP. 
For  instance,  legislators  successively  prioritised  an  increase  in  their  emoluments 

over the welfare of the general population as a precondition for the passage of the 
national budget and other national priorities. Apart from legislators, government of
ficials have used their oversight role to stagemanage consultations under the claims 

36.  Government of Liberia, (2008), p. xiii.
37.  Said Adejumobi, ‘Governance and poverty reduction in Africa’; Fantu Cheru, ‘The PRSP process in 

Mozambique’; Kurz, (2010) 21.
38.  Kurz, (2010) 
39.  Aloysius  Toe,  executive  director,  Foundation  for  International  Dignity,  email  correspondence, 

Arlington, Virginia, 16 December 2010. 
40.  Kurz, (2010) 21.
41.  Government of Liberia, (2008) 45-47.
42. Adejumobi, (2010).
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of public participation, while local government officials divert allotted public funds 
for their constituencies to their private use under the guise of borrowing from govern
ment. At the subnational levels, the management of community development pro
grammes of the PRSP is shrouded in secrecy and poorly targeted.43 This is attributable 
to the lack of structural controls for the implementation process.
Despite  this,  the PRSP process has opened up  the  country’s historic  governance 

system. The criticisms by youth and other private citizens against the PRSP process 
demonstrate their awareness of the strategy and this awareness is possible largely be
cause of the opening up of governance space.
Achieving economic growth that is ‘inclusive and sustainable’ is a core objective of 

the PRSP.44 Given Liberia’s  history,  this ‘inclusive  and  sustainable’  growth ‘must  be 
equitably distributed, and can create employment and socioeconomic opportunities 
for  the  country’s marginalised  and  vulnerable  populations,  including  the  country’s 
youth.’45 Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has grown since 2006, reaching a rate of al
most 10 per cent in 2007, four years after the official end of the conflict, but it plum
meted in 2008 due to the global financial crisis.46 Despite shocks to revenue intake, the 
Liberian  government  has  consistently  increased  its  budgetary  allocations  to  infra
structure (public works, youth and sports, agriculture, health, and education) (see 
Table 1). These are the sectors that are youthfriendly and have direct and significant 
impact on the social and economic development potential of the youth population. 47

43.  Liberia  Poverty  Reduction  Strategy  Tracking Network, PRSTN Policy Research Brief (Monrovia, 
PRSTN, 2011).

44.  Government of Liberia, (2008) 35. 
45.  Ibid.
46.  Central Bank of Liberia, ‘Annual Report’, Monrovia, 2009.
47.  Source: Government of Liberia, ‘Unaudited Annual Fiscal Outturn Report 2008/2009’, Ministry of 

Finance, 2009; Government of Liberia, ‘Unaudited Annual Fiscal Outturn Report 2007/2008’, Ministry of 
Finance,  2008;  Government  of  Liberia,  ‘Report  on  the  Annual  Fiscal  Outturn  Fiscal  Year  2006-2007’, 
Ministry of Finance, 2007. 

Government of Liberia Budgetary Allocations to Youth-Related Sectors 
(USD)47 

ta
b

le
 1

fiscal Year

sector           2006/2007            2007/2008             2008/2009

 Allotment   Expense  Allotment    Expense   Allotment      Expense

Education 13,805,663 15,004,967 24,426,960 23,944,983 34,849,918 31,580,819.76

Health 10,276,016 10,494,013 16,782,190 16,679,253 23,323,965 18,965,608

Youth and  
Sports

 2,368,158  2,389,979  2,652,225 2,523,227 4,023,031  3,835,246

Public  
Works

 5,714,693  5,779,524  9,490,382 9,457,068 22,696,480 16,475,762

Agriculture  3,231,100  3,259,251  3,722,221 3,722,221 6,692,791  4,596,008.47
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The social and economic development impact of these increasing budgetary alloca
tions is not clear, however, with concerns among the population about whether the 
growth is explicitly propoor or a repeat of the structural policies of previous govern
ments.48 Data about youth poverty levels since 2008 was not available at the time of 
writing, but Liberia’s overall poverty rate remains very high at 68 per cent,49 with deep 
pockets in rural areas, and the country’s human development index (HDI) remains 
low. Liberia’s HDI ranks among the last 15 of 186 countries worldwide.50 With an HDI 
of 0.388, Liberia is below the average HDI of 0.466 for low HDI countries and below 
the average of 0.475 for sub-Saharan Africa.51 When discounted for inequality, Liberia 
HDI falls to 0.251. This has meant a loss of 35.3 per cent of its human development 
potential due to inequality in education,52 life expectancy and income; 46.4 per cent 
loss due to inequality in education; 37.6 per cent loss due to inequality in life expec
tancy; and, 19 per cent loss due to inequality in income.53

The case of education seems to be different with significant surge in enrolments at 
all levels of the Liberian educational sector, a trend that is attributable largely to gov
ernment spending. There are concerns however about the quality of education, with 
labour market implications arising from low standards.54 While the country’s history 
is an extenuating factor, this reality seems to reflect the gaps between the macro and 
the micro institutional structures in the implementation of the PRS agenda.  

The increase in growth has been driven largely by an increase in foreign direct in
vestment (FDI) as a result of economic liberalisation policies undertaken in fulfilment 
of  the conditionality  for  the cancellation of  the country’s  international debt by  the 
Bretton Woods Institutions in 2010.55  Since 2006, Liberia has attracted about US$16 
billion in FDI.56 Despite sustained GDP growth and the rise in FDI, unemployment 
remains high, especially among the country’s youth population. Youth in Liberia have 
an unemployment rate that is almost twice as high as that for the adult population. 
More than two-thirds of the youth aged 15-24 are unemployed, with significant gen
der and regional differences.57 A recent study by the Liberia Institute for Statistics and 
Geo-Information  Services  (LISGIS)  estimates  that  unemployment  among  female 
youth and in rural areas is twice as high as males and in urban areas. In addition, the 

48.  Kurz,(2010).
49.  Government of Liberia, ‘National  Sustainable Development Report’, Rio 20+ Conference, Brazil, 

2012, 15.
50.  United Nations Development Programme, ‘Human Development Report’, UNDP, 2013.
51.  Ibid.
52.  Liberia, however, seems to have a higher youth literacy rate.
53.  United Nations Development Programme, ‘Human Development Report’, UNDP, 2013.
54.  High school graduates in Liberia seeking admission to the University of Liberia in 2013 recorded 

the worst failing record when all 25,000 candidates who sat the university entrance and placement exams 
failed. 

55.  The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank International Development Association 
(IDA) cancelled Liberia’s US$4.6 billion debt in 2010, enabling the country to access international credit.

56.  Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, ‘Annual Message to the 3rd Session of the 53rd National Legislature of the 
Republic of Liberia’, Monrovia, 2014.

57.  Liberia Institute for Statistics and Geo-Information Services, ‘Report on the Liberia Labour Force 
Survey 2010’, Monrovia (2011). Available online: http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/ 
---stat/documents/presentation/wcms_156366.pdf [accessed 20 September 2014]



one-third of youth that are employed work in ‘precarious circumstances’, with no so
cial protection and limited possibilities for them to attain economic security.58

This suggests that the structure and quality of growth being experienced in Liberia, 
from the standpoint of the youth, is immiserizing and jobless.59 The quality of em
ployment gives an indication of the quality of economic opportunities, socio 
economic fortunes and a measure of social insurance available in an economy. Gainful 
employment revives the socioeconomic fortunes of conflictravaged populations.60 
The significance of this in a postconflict setting is explained by the ability of income 
and other benefits accrued from employment to strengthen a population’s capability 
or capacity to cope with and recover from the socioeconomic shocks associated with 
the conflict.61 This state of youth employment in Liberia discounts the prized value of 
employment as a social insurance and an instrument of stability and social cohesion. 
While rapid growth gives an excellent indication of the macroeconomic stability of a 
country, it is not a guarantee for postconflict economic inclusion, equitable growth 
and the recovery of the conflictaffected youth population.62 Given the country’s high 
dependency ratio,63 this quality of employment does not bode well for a postconflict 
society whose conflict was due to inequality, exclusion, and marginalisation. It creates 
an avenue for elite predation where conflict entrepreneurs can ignite violence through 
the use  of  polarising myths.  Solà-Martín  is  therefore  right  in  arguing  for  a  critical 
reevaluation of ‘the foundations upon which the political economy of postconflict 
Liberia are being built… so as to synchronise peacebuilding with development poli
cies to boost productivity and create sustainable livelihoods.’64

Infrastructure, especially  roads,  is vital  for agriculture production,  food security, 
private sector investment and overall economic activities. Liberia’s roads were severely 
damaged during the conflict, with more than half of them unpaved. Most parts of the 
country are not accessible by road almost half of the year when the rainy season is 
intense. This poor  state of  the  country’s  infrastructure might  explain  the high cost 
associated  with  translating  the  recorded  huge  amount  of  FDI  into  tangible  socio- 
economic opportunities for the population. Since the end of the conflict, attempts are 
being made to repair or rebuild these damaged road networks and other public infra
structure. The emphases of these attempts however are focused primarily on areas 
that are urban, densely populated or highly accessible. Because of this, infrastructure 
(re)construction has taken place primarily in the urban areas of the country, particu

58.  Ibid, 26.
59.  Immiserizing growth ‘occurs when the poor witness a decline in average incomes despite growth in 

the economy,’ while ‘jobless growth’ occurs ‘where the overall economy grows, but does not expand oppor
tunities  for  employment’  and  human  development.  See  Dwight  Perkins,  Steven  Radelet,  and  David 
Lindauer, Economies of Development, 6th edition,  (New York, W. W. Norton & Company, 2006), 222; The 
United Nations Development Programme, ‘Human Development Report’, UNDP 1996, 2.

60.  Del Castillo, (2008).
61.  M Taeb, ‘Agriculture for peace: promoting agricultural development in support of peace’, UNU-IAS 

Report, 2004.
62.  Del Castillo, (2008).
63.  Liberia Institute for Statistics and Geo-Information Services, (2010) 
64.  Andreu  Solà-Martín,  ‘Liberia:  Security  challenges,  development  fundamentals’,  Third World 

Quarterly, 32:7 (2011), 1217-1232.
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larly Monrovia, Liberia’s capital. This disparity has negative consequences for poverty 
reduction efforts, socio-economic equality, and youth inclusion in Liberia. Agriculture 
provides  livelihoods  for most  of  Liberia’s  youth  population  in  rural  areas  through 
produce sales. Poor road networks hinder the free movement of goods and services 
between rural areas and urban centres. It also poses a hindrance to the ability of rural 
dwellers especially  farmers to access markets  in order to sell  their produce. In cases 
where they cannot get their produce to market because of the road conditions, this 
constraint acts as a tax and creates a disincentive for their further investment in agri
culture as a source of livelihood.

conclusion 

Using  data  about  Liberia’s  post-conflict  Poverty  Reduction  Strategy,  this  paper  ex
plored the extent to which the PRS has addressed the country’s development problem, 
and established governance institutions that address the grievances that caused the 
country’s civil war from 1989-2003. The theory proposed is that a post-conflict eco
nomic development  intervention that  is grounded in Azar’s structural development 
model is an instrument for postconflict peacebuilding and conflict prevention. 
Conflicts are often the outcome of exclusion, marginalisation and inequality in access 
to  opportunities  vital  for  socio-economic  advancement.  It  is  the  existence  of  these 
conditions that generate the sentimental walls of conflict—emotional factors that can 
be used to easily ignite a conflict—which are instrumental for mobilisation and col
lective violence. Thus, addressing these problems so that the sentimental walls of 
conflict are dissipated or removed is conflict prevention by another name.
The foundation of the PRSP in general supports this hypothesis. The PRSP process 

provides opportunities for participatory and inclusive governance and equitable 
growth so that stakeholders of the peacebuilding process can no longer have the mo
tive to use violence to settle their differences. The origin of the Liberian conflict, like 
many other conflicts, can be traced to the existence of the exclusion and marginalisa
tion of the majority population, especially youth, from the governance and economic 
wealth of the country. While economic growth is required for economic development 
to take place, the persistence of inequalities or the duality of affluence and poverty in 
the wake of rapid growth renders a postconflict society vulnerable to conflict relapse. 
There is no doubt that gainful economic opportunities play a key role in rebuilding 
the livelihoods of the conflictaffected population, enhancing their ability to cope 
with the shocks of conflict. The lack of socioeconomic opportunities for the youth 
also undermines their economic and food securities, their economic freedom, and 
their ability to determine their own destinies. 

While policies aimed at spurring economic growth are essential for postconflict 
economic revival, the inability of such policies to create gainful socioeconomic op
portunities or ensure the effective participation of youth in the economy reduces their 
opportunity cost for participating in violent conflict and increases the likelihood for 
elite predation. The state of youth unemployment in Liberia has implications for the 
country’s human capital stock and productivity in the long run. The value or worthi
ness of education is determined by its returns, measured by income. Gainful employ
ment is the primary means for this type of income in a developing country like 



Liberia.  Thus, where  individuals  possessing  relatively  high  human  capital  are  poor 
because of the acute shortage of opportunities for their socioeconomic advancement 
and effective political participation, education becomes an unprofitable and worthless 
investment. This lowers the incentive for academic pursuit among the youth, the 
country’s human capital accumulation and widens the inequality gap in the long run, 
which counteracts the impact of economic growth on income, with implications for 
social cohesion, peace, and stability.
The implementation of the PRS and other public policies is highly skewed in fa

vour of the urban regions of the country. Implementing public policies with primary 
focus on urban centres over the rural areas under the assumption that the dividends 
will filter down to the rural areas and other regions or the less privileged is a risky 
venture. There is the danger that the rural and less privileged areas and the groups 
therein will eventually lag their urban counterparts in an irreversible manner in terms 
of structural and human development. Addressing regional inequality requires a con
figuration of policies that favours regions or population groups that were highly im
pacted by the conflict while addressing the root cause of the conflict and ensuring 
positive peace, avoiding trickle down economic development policies. One solution in 
the case of Liberia is to extend or increase the public works reconstruction projects 
into rural areas. The youth, especially the unemployed, should be included in the ex
ecution of these projects. There are, however, little technical competencies in this 
segment of the population to ensure their efficient output. Onthejob training with 
remuneration will therefore be needed to enable them to participate in the labour 
force efficiently. Besides providing them technical skills and temporary employment, 
this approach will also provide them a source of income which they need most to 
improve their own living standards. It will also improve or increase the physical infra
structure in the rural areas with potentially positive impact on agriculture as a source 
of livelihood for the majority of the rural population.
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For over two decades, the issue of decentralisation in Cameroon has been the key relational 
determinant between local administrative authorities of councils and citizens, especially within 
the context of service delivery. In cases where there exists a collaborative relationship, it has often 
led to the improvement of the livelihoods of the local population and enhanced democracy at 
the grassroots level. However, in most cases, it is obvious that this relationship between the 
councils and the citizens for service delivery is characterised by tensions that have tended to 
undermine the impact of the decentralisation process. Based on field interviews with relevant 
stakeholders, observation of council proceedings in Batié Local Municipality in the West region 
of Cameroon, and supplementary analysis of secondary data, this paper argues that these con-
flicts are due to the lack of institutional capacity to deliver the benefits of decentralisation that 
brings government closer to the people. The paper recommends the institutionalisation of fo-
rums for dialogue and cooperation, and capacity building for local officials.

introduction

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the subsequent process of democratisation, which 
spread across Africa, required several African countries to adopt neoliberal gover
nance to strengthen their institutions and deepen democracy. Consequently, decen
tralisation became a central reform for bringing government closer to the people and 
for enhancing accountability. This was due to the fact that centralisation of public 
management—which was the mantle of former single party dictatorial regimes—had 
marginalised citizens from the management of state affairs, and allowed the specific 
needs of the different regions in the country to be ignored. Furthermore, the uneven 
distribution of national wealth brought about different levels of development between 
localities that did not receive the same investment from central government. Reforms 
to include decentralisation therefore represented an opportunity for change.

Decentralisation and Local 
Governance in Cameroon: 
Impact of Councillor-Citizen 
Relations on Service Delivery
Josiane Tousse Djou
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In the case of Cameroon, decentralisation has been possible thanks to a constitu
tional revision (18 January 1996) that specified in its article 2, that ‘The Republic of 
Cameroon is a decentralized unitary state.’1 The Constitution, which provides for two 
types of decentralised territorial authorities, has enabled the country to lay the foun
dation for the promotion of democracy at the grass roots and guarantee the march 
towards achieving good governance at the local level.2 In keeping with these constitu
tional provisions, three important laws were voted into force in 2004, among them the 
bill on the orientation of decentralisation.3 This law on decentralisation paved the way 
for a new era of local development, and the reduction of poverty at the grass roots, by 
transferring to decentralised territorial authorities special powers and appropriate 
resources, financial, material and human.4  Given  that  there  are  regional  and  local 
authorities, this study therefore seeks to analyse council decentralisation, that is, de
centralisation through the local authorities. 
In Cameroon, local councils are territorial stakeholders who work for the imple

mentation  of  the  decentralisation  policy.  Indeed,  not  having  enough  legitimacy  to 
enable the population to identify itself with its structures, the Cameroon government 
depends on council institutions to get closer to the citizens at the local level. The main 
objective of these local government entities is to satisfy the social needs of citizens at 
grass roots level. They work naturally for the cohesion and stability of countries, for 
the development of the individual and for collective prosperity. To this effect, the de
centralised actions of administration and local governments tend to increase the cred
ibility of the state.
In the transfer of powers for local development under the 2004 laws, local council 

are assigned the task of promoting economic, social, health, educational, cultural and 
sports development.5 Powers that correspond to the promotion of development in 
these sectors are devolved to local authorities under conditions laid down by law.6 
Decentralisation therefore has an objective to enable a better understanding and ap
preciation of the real needs of the population in a bid to look for ways and means to 
satisfy them through the implementation of local government development projects 
that respond to their needs.

  1.  Constitution  of  the  Republic  of  Cameroon,  Law  No.  96-06  of  18  January  1996  to  amend  the 
Constitution of 2 June 1972, Article 1 (2). Available online <https://www.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl-nat.nsf/0/7
e3ee07f489d674dc1256ae9002e3915/$FILE/Constitution%20Cameroon%20-%20EN.pdf>    [accessed  12 
November 2014].

  2.  Ibid, Article 55 (1) specifies that decentralised territorial authorities of the Republic are the regions 
and the councils.

  3.  Republic  of  Cameroon,  Bill  on  the  Orientation  of  Decentralization,  762/PJL/AN,  June  2004. 
Available  online  http://www.ccdhr.org/cameroon-laws/Law%20on%20the%20Orientation%20of%20
Decentralization%20in%20Cameroon.pdf [accessed 12 November 2014]. Law No 2004/17 of 22 July 2004, 
on the Orientation of Decentralisation; Law No 2004/18 of 22 July 2004, to lay down rules applicable to 
Councils; and Law No 2004/19 of 22 July 2004 to fix the rules applicable to regions. These new laws (that 
essentially focus on local development and governance) constitute the basic framework of rules on decen
tralisation in Cameroon.

  4.  Republic of Cameroon, Law No.2004\17 of 22 July 2004, Orientation of Decentralisation, Article 2 
(2).

  5.  Ibid, Article 4 (1)
  6.  Republic  of Cameroon,  Law No.  2004/18  of  22  July  2004, Rules Applicable  to Councils Articles 

15–22.
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conceptual frameworK

Decentralisation has many meanings. It is administrative when it involves the creation 
of infrastate entities to which the state transfers special competences exercised under 
its control.7 Political decentralisation involves legislative and jurisdictional power 
sharing between the state and infrastate authorities. Here, it is a question of putting 
in place deliberative organs at the local council level through elections.8 Decentralisation 
is also financial when it provides a proper tax system that allows the council to fulfil 
its administrative functions. All these characteristics render the formulation of a legal 
definition of the concept of decentralisation delicate and complex and many writers 
hold divergent views on its definition. In the Cameroonian context, Mback uses the 
word decentralisation to refer to administrative decentralisation understood both as a 
legal and administrative technique of territorial administration and the political 
method of power sharing between the central and local authorities in a country.9 
Hond talks about territorial decentralisation as a form of organisation and function
ing of local authorities.10 This definition engages with the decision that the 2004 leg
islator gave on decentralisation in Cameroon.11 Similarly, Guillien and Vincent define 
decentralisation as ‘a system of administration that enables a human authority or a 
service to administer itself under the control of the state, by equipping it with legal 
personality, authorities and resources’.12 From all these definitions, in Cameroon, de
centralisation is defined as a transfer of competences and resources to local authorities 
who control them with the aim of improving the living conditions of the population. 
Decentralisation is an important tool for the promotion of democracy and good gov
ernance at the local level.13

Governance, for its part, is defined as ‘a complex mix of actors and institutions who 
do not all belong to the government, hence portraying an interdependence between 
the authorities and institutions associated with collective action’.14 Local governance 
aims at transferring power to the local population with a view to achieving economic 
and political development that should be carried out by the inhabitants themselves 

  7.  Jean Claude Eko’o Akouafane, La décentralisation administrative au Cameroun (Paris, L’Harmattan, 
2009).

  8.  These deliberative organs and municipal councillors constitute the municipal council that, under 
the authority of a Mayor, has political and legal autonomy in the management of local affairs. This decen
tralisation, in addition to promoting local elections, implements the process for the establishment of coun
cil citizenship and determines the modalities for the participation of citizens in the decisionmaking 
process.

  9.  Charles Nach Mback, ‘Une Siècle de communication au Cameroun: Les Misères de la démocratie 
urbaine,’ Colloque, WWWICS-IGU, Dakar, 2004. Available online: http://afribouge/publication/mback [ac
cessed 15 January 2014].

10.  Jean Tobie Hond, ‘Etat de Lieux de la décentralisation au Cameroun’ in Magloire Ondoa and Joseph 
Owona (eds), L’Administration publique Camerounaise à l’heure des reformes,  (Paris, L’Harmattan, 2010), 
93-114. 

11.  Republic of Cameroon, Law No. 200\17 of 22 July 2004, Law on Orientation of Decentralisation, 
Article 1 ‘the present law of the orientation of decentralisation fixes the general rules applicable to territorial 
decentralisation’.

12.  R Guillien and J Vincent, Lexique des termes juridiques, (Paris, Dalloz, 1993), 177.
13.  Article 2 of Law No. 2004\017 on the Orientation Law of the Decentralisation of Cameroon.
14.  Gerry  Stoker,  ‘Cinq  propositions  pour  une  théorie  de  la  gouvernance’, Revue internationale des 

sciences sociales, 155, Mars 1998.



and which lays emphasis on poverty reduction.15 The Cameroonian government de
pends mainly on the councils to institute governance at the local level. The actors of 
local governance are the state, local authorities, civil society and development coop
eration agencies, all of them exercising roles that are complementary.

The council, which is an arena for the establishment of citizenship, is not a new 
institution in Cameroon. In fact, it originated in the colonial period. Mback defined 
it as a decentralised government authority endowed with a moral personality and a 
financial autonomy; the council is made up of a deliberative assembly elected by the 
population to manage council affairs.16

Decentralisation is a very topical issue in Cameroon and Africa generally. For some 
authors, decentralisation has a positive outcome. According to them it brings the gov
ernment closer to the population and acts as a promotion mechanism for the im
provement of the planning and implementation of development projects.17 
Furthermore, decentralised institutions, because of their knowledge of the availability 
of resources, are capable of mobilising these resources for local development efforts.18 
Ouattara subscribes to the same reasoning by arguing that decentralisation must be 
accompanied by local economic development that aims at improving the living condi
tions of the local population.19 If these conditions are not fulfilled, he continues, it will 
be decentralisation that will provoke disillusionment, dash legitimate hopes and cre
ate ill feelings against local council officials.20 Therefore the local population will ap
preciate decentralisation only from the changes that they will observe in their daily 
lives and, as a guarantor of democracy at the grass roots, they will decide through their 
vote on whether or not their living conditions improve. 

decentralisation and local governance in cameroon

Conde’s  observation  is  that  decentralisation  is much more  than  an  administrative 
technique; it is also a strategy for economic and social development. He argues that 
decentralisation enables the participation of the local population in the conception, 
execution and followup of projects derived from the expression of their needs and 
the need to satisfy them. In this light, decentralisation in Cameroon is geared towards 
enabling local authorities to establish autonomous development programmes, with 
their contribution being indispensable in the realisation of these programmes.21

Giving the rural population a sense of responsibility through their elected organs 
is the best means of ensuring their participation in the development process. Holding 
the same view with the aforementioned scholars, this work particularly focuses on the 
Batié Council, situated in the West Region of Cameroon. The study holds that decen

15.  Angelo Bonfiglioli, ‘Le pouvoir des pauvres: la gouvernance locale pour la réduction de la pauvreté’, 
Fonds d’Equipement des Nations Unies, UNC DF, New York, 2002.

16.  Mback,(2004); see  also Republic  of Cameroon, Law No.  74\23 of  5 December  1974 on Council 
Organization.

17.  R A Sawadogo, L’Etat Africain face a la decentralisation, (Paris, Karthala, 2001)
18.  Ibid.
19.  Ouattara, C. ‘Les enjeux de  la decentralisation et  les missions de  la Commission Nationale de  la 

Decentralisation’, Ouagadougou, 2003.
20.  Ibid.
21. Alhassane Conde, La décentralisation en Guinée: Une experience réussie, (Paris, Harmattan, 2003). 
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tralisation as conceived by the Cameroonian government is far from being realised in 
this locality. 

This article sets out to investigate the relationship that exists between the council 
and the citizens as well as to find out the impact of this relationship in the reduction 
of poverty and the improvement of the livelihood of citizens in the Batié locality. The 
study sets out to find out whether the improvement of democracy and the improve
ment of the living conditions of the inhabitants of Batié can be attributed to the on
going decentralisation process in the Batié Council.

methodologY

This article represents a review of the literature on the subject of decentralisation in 
Cameroon and Africa, and fieldwork involving an opinion sampling of the key ac
tors  in  the  Batié  Council.  Documentary  research  was  geared  towards  collecting 
secondary data relating to the subject. This was done through the analysis of rele
vant documentation, general and specific works as well as reports on decentralisa
tion and local governance. Concerning primary data, information was gathered 
from semistructured interviews, questionnaires and direct observation of stake
holders in the Batié Council as well as members of the population. These methods 
were useful in order to fill the information gap, and to increase the evidence in 
terms of citizens’ opinions. In order to elicit as much information from the field as 
possible, 300 people were involved in this study with target groups of both young 
and old citizens. 150 individual discussions were held with 43 youths, 60 men and 
women, 20 municipal organs, 10 authorities from territorial and decentralised ser
vices, 9 opinion leaders and 3 traditional rulers.

generalities and specificities of  
decentralisation in the batiÉ council

The decentralisation process, which is an important reform, has come to restructure 
the administration of Cameroon. It has created a new framework for the appropria
tion and consolidation of power belonging to citizens, through the establishment of 
councils whose organs are elected. The latter fulfil their missions for unity and na
tional integrity, and for socioeconomic, educational, cultural, sanitary and sports 
development. The situation of decentralisation in the Batié Council shows that it was 
difficult to establish with respect to assigning competences and financial, material and 
human resources as well as their release and exploitation. However, since 2010, the 
transfer  of  competencies  has  been  effective  in  Cameroonian  councils;  by  2013,  20 
areas of competence had already been transferred, but what is the situation in the 
Batié Council?
Formerly attached to the Bamendjou Sub-Division, Batié was transformed into a 

second district before becoming a full sub-division. Its council was created by Decree 
No. 95\082\ of 24 April 1995 and opened on 28 February 1996. It is surrounded in the 
north by the villages of Bamendjou and Bangam, in the west by Fotouni and Bandja, 
in the east by Baham and Bepa, and in the south by Badenkop and Babouantou. The 
Batié Council has a land surface of 77 square kilometres. It is considered one of the 
poorest subdivisions in Cameroon and it has about ten villages.



As the main development actor in the subdivision, the Batié Council has a council 
executive, municipal councillors, a civil status agent and a secretary general.22 The 
council executive is composed of the Mayor and his deputies. In the official texts that 
define the functions of everyone, the Mayor wields total influence in the council and 
manages all the resources. He delegates responsibilities to his deputies. According to 
the maxim that administration is the prerogative of a single individual, the Mayor is 
the head of the council and a key actor of its administration and management.23

The Batié Council has benefited from the transfer of a certain number of compe
tences since 2010. These relate to education, health, tourism, and organisation of 
holiday workshops, etc. These competences also touch on sectors like the supply of 
potable water, abduction and the treatment of household wastes, afforestation, the 
maintenance and management of health centres, social assistance, environmental and 
natural resource management, planning and territorial development. On the whole, 
they assume responsibilities in the social, cultural and health domains.

As well as the transfer of competences, the Batié Council has also benefited from a 
transfer of financial resources, in keeping with the 2004 law that stipulates any transfer 
of competence to a council shall be accompanied by a transfer of the resources and 
means necessary for the normal exercise of the transferred competence by the state.24 
This council receives a transfer of funds from the general allocation for decentralisation 
and  has  also  benefited  from  FEICOM  loans  and  subventions.25 These numerous 
sources of finance are far from satisfying all of the financial needs of the Batié Council, 
especially  those geared towards realising public  investments.  Indeed, effective decen
tralisation requires human, financial and material means for the implementation of the 
transferred competences but in the Batié Council, there is a chronic lack of material 
and financial means and a shortage of experienced and qualified staff. Irrespective of 
all the goodwill, no one can implement local development without financial resources. 
This is the reality of the Batié Council whose projects are executed with difficulty.26

22.  Municipal  councillors  deliberate  on  all  the  important decisions of  the  council.  In principle,  the 
Mayor  cannot  commit  the  council  without  obtaining  authorisation  through  municipal  deliberation. 
Moreover, every municipal councillor represents a portion of the communal territory whose interest he is 
expected to defend in all the activities of the council. They are the symbol of representative democracy at 
the grass roots.

23.  The Mayor has a triple role at the helm of the municipality and is in charge of implementing the 
deliberations of the municipal council. As the authorising officer of the council budget, he grants contracts, 
represents the council in court, oversees council works and, in general, takes the necessary measures for the 
execution of the decisions of the municipal council. The Mayor presides over municipal council meetings 
and supervises the control of the budget. In addition, the Mayor is the hierarchical head of council agents. 
The Mayor’s attributions, added to his electoral origin, confer considerable  importance  in  the  life of his 
council and gives rise to a control of central power proportionate to the level of development of the mu
nicipality.

24.  Confers Article 7, Republic of Cameroon, Bill on the Orientation of Decentralization, 762/PJL/AN, 
June 2004. 

25.  FEICOM, the Council Support Fund, is a financial body whose mission is to provide aid to councils, 
notably through solidarity contributions and advanced payments, financing investment projects of councils 
or between councils. For more details,  see FEICOM available online http://feicom.cm/www/ [accessed 3 
November 2014].

26.  Interview with the Mayor of Batié Council, Batié, 20 July 2012.
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With regard to the shortage in human capital, the solution has been the accumula
tion of functions by the employees but the problem of human resources in the Batié 
Council has a much more quantitative aspect.27 Through observation, current staff in 
this municipality is largely insufficient compared to the numerous activities it has to 
perform. To fill this gap, they have resorted to the accumulation of functions that was 
expressly provided for by Article 3.28 The order stipulates that ‘Without however un
dermining the continuity of the municipal public service, nor compromising the 
smooth functioning of competences transferred by law, related structures akin to 
those in the present order can be the subject of a grouping for reasons, especially of 
the similarity of their attributions and according to the appreciation of the competent 
organs of the concerned decentralized territorial authority’.

Another difficulty encountered by the Batié Council is related to material re
sources, as there is a chronic shortage of working materials. As Mback observes, the 
shortage of material, financial and human resources, mean that councils such as the 
Batié Council, are obliged to ‘manage a situation of poverty instead of combating it’.29

a situational analYsis of the collaboration  
between the inhabitants and the batiÉ council

The transfer and implementation of competences require the presence of those who 
are stakeholders of decentralisation and local development. In the Batié Council, these 
stakeholders are diverse and varied, but citizens are the most important being at the 
centre of the preoccupations of council organs.30 Admittedly, one of the goals of coun
cils is to strengthen the democratisation process by creating conditions and modalities 
for the direct participation of citizens in the decisionmaking process at the local level, 
and the major challenge of decentralisation is to promote sustainable development by 
involving the local population in the management of their affairs. Thus, the participa
tion of citizens in the decentralisation process turns out to be one of the fundamental 
elements of the success of local development and consequently, of local good gover
nance. This is manifested by vote in the Batié Council.

elections as the principal mode of participation  
of the batié population in council management

Council elections are the first mode of participation of citizens in council manage
ment.  Formerly,  council  authorities  were  appointed.  Their  election  has  become  a 
general  principle  in  all  the  councils.  Since  1996,  local  elections  are  held  every  five 

27. Certainly, it is clear that besides the quality of those who are now mayors and municipal councillors, 
there is a chronic lack of human resources equal to the different problems and challenges that the council 
must face (interview with the Mayor of Batié, Batié, June 2012).

28.  Republic of Cameroon, Order No. 00136/A/MINATD/DCTD of 24 August 2009, on Enforceable 
Standard Tables of Municipal Functions. Available online: http://www.cvuc-uccc.com/minat/textes/197.pdf 
[accessed 12 November 2014]

29.  Mback, (2004), 105.
30.  Stakeholders include the mayors, municipal councillors, external services of the state, some asso

ciations, local organisations, traditional and religious leaders, etc.



years. Citizens who have attained voting age, without distinction to sex or religion, 
have the responsibility to take part in their council elections. This principle is spelled 
out by the regulations in force in Cameroon.31 Decentralisation and the organisation 
of multiparty council elections provide an occasion for citizens to take part in the 
management  of  their  council.  In  its  Article  2  Paragraph  2,  the  Constitution  of 
Cameroon attributes great importance to the Cameroonian people by stating that 
‘Authorities who are in charge of managing the State obtain power through elections 
by direct or indirect universal suffrage, except there is a contrary provision to the pres
ent Constitution’.
In the Batié Council, voting is an important exercise in the lives of the inhabitants. 

It is a unique occasion to reaffirm their citizenship.32 The enthusiasm to vote is much 
more voluntary than obligatory. The three elections of 1996, 2002 and 2007 witnessed 
massive participation by citizens.
Despite the enthusiasm for elections, people find it hard to win free and fair elec

tions in the new multiparty system. Elections are flawed with numerous irregularities 
such as the exclusion of a substantial proportion of the voting population from the 
voting exercise, which means that all those who are eligible are not able to vote. This 
discourages some voters.33 

the weakness of the information strategy of the batié council

The Batié citizens are rarely informed of the activities of their council even though in 
Cameroon ‘every inhabitant or tax payer of a council has the right to be informed or 
have access to the minutes of the regional or municipal council, its budget or orders 
of a legal nature, according to the modalities provided for by the law’.34 In the Batié 
Council, the citizens are only occasionally informed and sensitised about the activities 
of the council. The rare communiqués that are posted on the notice boards of the 
council or broadcast by radio rarely involve the important activities of the council. 
Citizens are not informed of meetings of the municipal council nor of its investment 
projects.

the lack of involvement of citizens in the council’s decision-making

Citizen participation is provided for by Cameroonian legislation that stipulates ‘Any 
physical or moral person can formulate on behalf of the council, proposals that can 
bring about the development of the council concerned and\or improve its functioning’.35 
This participation enables the council to improve on quality, efficiency and durability 
of development initiatives. It is therefore important and even indispensible for these 
initiatives to take into consideration the needs, priorities and vision of both the ben

31.  Republic of Cameroon, Law No. 92\002 of 14 August 1992 to set up the Conditions for the Election 
of Municipal Councillors, modified and completed by Law No. 2006\010 of 29 December 2006.

32.  Interviews with a citizen of the Batie Council, and the traditional ruler of Bafamgoum II, Batie, on 
20 November 2012.

33.  Discussion with citizens in Batie, 12 November 2012.
34.  Republic of Cameroon, Law No. 2004\18 to fix the Rules Applicable to Councils, Article 3.
35.  Republic of Cameroon, Law No. 2004\17 on the Orientation of Decentralisation, Article 13.
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eficiaries and the contributors. Consequently, every citizen must have his\her part in 
the responsibility to manage council affairs in his locality. The situation is, however, 
different in Batié. Citizens lack interest in council issues, especially as the Mayor does 
not have any wish to involve them.36 These citizens, who have the opportunity of ex
pressing themselves, ask for their rights to fulfil their obligations as citizens but find 
themselves voiceless.

low impact of council achievement on the development and 
improvement of the living conditions of batie inhabitants

The impact of an intervention can be defined as a catalogue of changes that the inter
vention can provoke; changes that would not have been possible without it. Indeed, 
the end product of decentralisation in Cameroon is to bring about positive changes 
for the Cameroonian state as well as  for the citizens. It goes without saying that ‘in 
Cameroon, the council is the body on which the greater part of local development 
depends’.37 It is in this connection that the Growth and Employment Strategy Paper 
(GESP) gave decentralised territorial authorities responsibilities to draw up and im
plement strategies to combat poverty.38 The said responsibilities are geared towards 
targeting the poor population and implementing on their behalf, measures and ac
tions  to  reduce poverty decided at  the  local  as well  as  the national  levels.  It  is  also 
aimed at providing a report on the implementation of the poverty reduction strategy 
in their localities. They are also supposed to propose accompanying measures and 
actions that can improve the implementation of the strategy at their level. They rep
resent the population and are a proposition force in the reactualisation process of the 
implementation, and the followup of the strategy.39

Sawadogo has argued that in the domain of decentralisation in Africa, for a local 
action to be successful, it must be socially accepted by the population, meet their ex
pectations and should be legitimately collective.40 What then can be said about the 
achievements of the Batié Council?

council achievements in the batié sub-division

In  its  development  plan,  the  Batié  Council  has  prioritised  programmes  related  to 
improving the access of the population to basic education, health care, potable water 

36.  Interview with high school teacher in Batie, 20 November 2012.
37.  S Yawaga, B Briltey, and S Issa, S, ‘Collaboration des élus locaux et autorité de tutelle dans le cadre 

d’une gouvernance partagée au Cameroun’, in Gouvernance partagée: la lutte contre la pauvreté et les exclu-
sions, Contribution du Ministère de l’Enseignement Supérieur et des Universités d’Etat du Cameroun à la 
2nd Conférence Internationale Régionale, Yaoundé, 14-18 July 2003, Cameroon University Press, 2003, 10.

38.  The GESP is a testimony of the government’s will to continue efforts aimed at full achievement of 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). It is one of the second-generation PRSPs, and so has been 
designed by the government, following a dynamic and open process, involving full participation of the 
population at the grass roots, civil society organisations, the private sector and development partners.

39.  Republic  of  Cameroon,  The  Growth  and  Employment  Strategy  Paper  2010-14,  2009.  Available 
online in IMF Country Report No.10/257, 2010 http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/scr/2010/cr10257.pdf 
[accessed 12 November 2014].

40.  Sawadogo, (2001).



and  the  electrification of  some  villages.  Some of  the  poorest  villages  have  received 
many  equipment  and  infrastructure-related  grants.  Moreover,  many  projects  have 
been  conceived  and  realised  with  the  collaboration  of  the  Batié  Development 
Committee  and  the Association of Elites  for  the Development of Batié  (AEDEBA). 
The Batié Council and the Gendarmerie Brigade de Batié have undertaken adminis
trative activities. On the education front, the opening of Lyceé de Batié, several private 
and government nursery schools, and the birth of many modern private basic educa
tion centres have been well received by the region’s youth.

lack of improvement of citizens’  
living conditions by the services provided

The symbiosis of projects and the needs of the population is a fundamental element 
of every local policy that is geared towards the improvement of citizens’ living condi
tions. For this symbiosis to exist, it is important for citizens of Batié to be involved in 
the elaboration and implementation of development policies. This is because deci
sions taken by the officials of Batié Council, with a greater participation of citizens, 
are well founded and better address the diverse needs and interests of society than 
those taken independently by council authorities. This is because citizens have differ
ent needs and different demands on public services. These needs also vary according 
to villages. For example, in Balagou I, the population needs roads and a health cen
tre.41 The Batié Council could only provide them with school benches in 2012. 
Provision of benches was irrelevant to the needs of the villagers.

Batié is facing a great challenge with regard to the supply of potable water. The 
majority of villages lack wells and drilling equipment and villagers have to collect 
rainwater or take it from the river. As a consequence, the citizens suffer from poor 
hygiene due to the presence of contamination in their drinking water.42 Added to this, 
women and children have difficulty fetching water and this adds additional burdens 
to their domestic duties.43 The construction of new hydraulic infrastructure by this 
council is therefore of paramount importance.

The education sector seems to have benefited the most from this transfer of com
petence to the Batié Council. However, one of the problems identified in this sector is 
the shortage and poor state of equipment and infrastructure as well as a chronic lack 
of qualified teachers.
In the health sector, the council has competence as far as construction is concerned 

for health centres, social accommodation, infrastructure for the supply of energy, as 
well as wells in the centres.44 Therefore the council has responsibility to grant related 

41.  Interview with a notable from Balagou I, in Batié, 18 November 2012.
42. Hygiene and sanitation is poor and improvement measures taken by the Batié Council have been 

ineffective. The road maintenance and cleaning department of the council lacks equipment for the task 
resulting in very poor hygienic conditions in the majority of the villages of the Batié subdivision. However, 
from  time  to  time,  the  inhabitants  organise  human  investment  days  under  the  umbrella  of  the Village 
Development Committees.

43.  Interview with a woman in the council of Batié, Batié, 18 November 2012.
44.  Republic  of Cameroon, Decree No.  2011\0004\PM of  13  January  2011  to  fix Modalities  for  the 

Exercise of Certain Competences Transferred by the State to Councils in the domain of construction, equip
ment and the management of district medical centres.
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contracts. Given these additional competencies, it is surprising that the Batié Council 
still has only one district hospital and health centres in only some villages. These cen
tres are also not adequately equipped and lack qualified personnel.

prospects for the promotion of dialogue and 
communication between citizens and the batie council

In order to function smoothly, the council must promote the harmonisation of devel
opment efforts at the local level with a view to improving the living conditions of 
households  and  consequently  reducing poverty  among  citizens.  In  this  respect,  the 
Batié Council is considered an institution for development within which all the actors 
share development responsibilities. Concerned with the improvement of the impact 
of public policy on the living conditions of the population, the council must therefore 
look for ways and means to strengthen citizen participation and reduce tension be
tween itself and citizens. It is therefore essential for this council to involve other actors 
in its development efforts, in this case—citizens, for greater efficiency in the improve
ment of their living conditions. It should be observed that local good governance can 
only be possible by involving all stakeholders, specifically citizens from the grass roots. 
In addition, all these actors must have good relations and work in an atmosphere of 
peace.

The promotion of dialogue, cooperation and communication between munici
palities, their citizens and local actors on local development priorities is essential to 
reduce poverty. Orange and Vatteville note that:

arenas for concentration are moreover, a means to strengthen mutual understand-
ing even with the elected representatives from the political opposition. This is be-
cause, it is difficult to be opposed to a project when on the one hand, there is a large 
consensus within the opposition and on the other hand, when the ‘opposition’ can 
adopt the project without giving the impression of giving a guarantee to their ‘op-
ponents’.45 

Particular attention should be paid to strengthening the capacity of local bodies to 
negotiate  their roles, responsibilities and collaborative actions. No matter  the situa
tion, for this participation to be possible, decentralisation must go beyond simply 
putting equipment in place towards defining development policies and strategies in a 
council where the citizens are informed about the meaning of decentralisation. That 
is to say, they have to understand the principles of decentralisation and the profound 
changes that this can bring in the expression and satisfaction of their needs. 
Furthermore, stakeholders of the council must take further measures to inform citi
zens of council activities and sensitise them of the importance of their participation 
in the management of the public heritage of their locality. As pointed out by 

45.  G Orange  et E Vatteville, ‘Gouvernance  territoriale  et  développement durable’,  contribution  aux 
6èmes R V M organisées du 20 au 23 mai 2003 à Quebec dans le cadre des Rencontres Internationales sur 
la Démocratie et le Management Local,’ publiée sous la direction de R. Le DUFF et J.J. RIGAL dans italique 
Démocratie et management local, 1 ères rencontres internationales ville management, Edition Dalloz, col
lection Thème et commentaire, (620 pages), (pp. 441 – 456).  



Guimenez,  ‘there  is  no  poor  council:  everybody  is  wealthy  when  there  is  popular 
participation’.46

Instilling a sense of responsibility in councils toward their citizens gives assurance 
that all those who take decisions involving the entire council or have great influence 
in the livelihood of citizens have the interests of all as a principal concern.

With regard to transparency in public management, citizens have the right to know 
the manner in which public resources are managed and local elected representatives 
have the obligation to render management accounts to the population. Transparency 
must therefore be a golden rule in the management of public heritage to dissipate 
reciprocal mistrust, which is an obstacle to local initiatives for all actors. However, this 
obligation to render accounts by the elected representatives cannot be done spontane
ously; citizens must be interested in this and take the initiative to negotiate with 
elected council representatives.

conclusion

As a method of institutional organisation that consists of making elected deliberative 
bodies to manage the affairs of a territorial authority, decentralisation is an irrevers
ible option of the government recommended by funding bodies and adopted by 
Cameroon for good governance. Decentralisation has been on course  in Cameroon 
for many years now, and gives more and more responsibilities to councils in the do
main of administrative, financial and political management. Although it is a solution 
to many local problems, its implementation requires the existence of an appropriate 
framework and other necessities including autonomy for taking charge of the popula
tion, awareness of their needs, and the development of participative initiatives at grass 
roots. 
In carrying out this study, the central question was: what is the impact of the power 

relations between the citizens and the councils that contribute to the improvement of 
democracy and the well being of the local population?

Placed at the service of local development, democracy and good governance, the 
Batié Council has the main objective of reducing poverty in the many villages around 
it. As a linchpin of every grass roots development, this council provides an excellent 
opportunity—following the transfer of competences and resources—to carry out new 
public policies that could improve the living conditions of citizens.

The main conclusion of this study is that the participation of citizens in decen
tralisation is centred on council elections but apart from this council authorities rarely 
involve the population in the elaboration and implementation of development poli
cies. There also exists some conflict between citizens and council authorities, which 
results from the dissatisfaction around council achievements on poverty reducing 
development.

46.  Juan  Ramon  Guimenez,  ‘Nicaragua,  une  participation  populaire  qui  fait  des  miracles’, Horizon 
Local, 4-5, Avril 1977, 25.
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Decades have passed since the adoption of decentralization both as a mechanism of good gover-
nance and as a policy of poverty reduction but many implementing countries, including Uganda, 
continue to register low levels of development. Studies conducted at the local/district level show 
that high levels of poverty and underdevelopment remain. This development paradox is the sub-
ject of this article. A review of the current literature and interviews with stakeholders in local 
government institutions in Uganda, reveal that conflicts, limited resources and continued frag-
mentation of districts by politicians have been impediments to progress. Hindrances also included 
the socio-economic and the political. This study recommends the sovereignty of local govern-
ments, expansion of resource bases through methods such as taxation and the institutionalisation 
of public sector reform programmes to ensure a sustainable base for social services delivery.

introduction and bacKground

The policy of decentralization in Uganda was launched in a presidential policy state
ment  on  2  October  1992  but  the  quest  for  democratic  decentralization  and  good 
governance was started in 1986 when the National Resistance Movement (NRM) took 
power.1  The  1995  constitution—Article  2,  clause  (a)—provides  for  devolution  of 
powers, elected local government officials, rule of law and protection of human 
rights.2 The Local Government Act came into force in 1997 to pave the way for full 
implementation of the provisions of the constitution and the operationalization of 
decentralization.3 It was promoted by academics such as Phillip Mawhood and Brian 

  1.  Philip Mawhood  (ed.), Local government in the third world: experience of decentralization in the 
tropical Africa, second edition (African Institute of South Africa, Pretoria, 1993),135.

 2. Constitution of the Republic of Uganda,  (Uganda  Publishers  and  Printing Corporation,  Entebbe, 
1995), 138.

  3.  Mawhood, (1993), 134. 
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Smith, and by policy implementers, legislators and researchers, as a better government 
policy paradigm compared to others such as unitarian or federalism.4

Decentralization was advocated by politicians as a remedy and palliative to Africa’s 
governance crisis. The IMF and World Bank persuaded many African states to adopt 
this policy paradigm arguing that it would redeem them from adverse poverty and 
various forms of poor administration. Indeed many African countries such as Uganda 
adopted it themselves with limited influence from external actors. 
According to Smith, decentralization can be defined in territorial terms involving del

egation of power to lower levels in a territorial hierarchy.5 He states that decentralization 
is about the transfer of authority on a geographical basis, whether by deconcentration (i.e. 
delegation) of administrative authority to field units of the same department or level of 
government, or by the political devolution of authority to local government units or spe
cial statutory bodies. There are various types of decentralization: deconcentration, devo
lution or delegation.6 The policy of decentralization is simply delegation of 
decisionmaking power or reorganization of local government services into local offices 
that serve small areas and increase the involvement of local citizens.
Local governments receive  intergovernmental  transfers  from central government  in 

the form of unconditional, conditional and equalization grants. These transfers account 
for the bulk of local revenue, around 90 per cent in recent years. The success of decentral
ization also depends on the capacity of districts and urban governments/municipalities 
to raise their own revenue and use it efficiently for the provision of services. 

However, the generation of local revenue is limited, with local governments largely 
depending on central government financial transfers.7 A national graduated tax—op
erational  for many years  in Uganda—was abolished  in 2006, which meant  that  the 
local and urban governments had limited financial resources to fund public services 
such as education or health.8 The local services tax that replaced it does not head tar
get and is shouldered only by those engaged in commodity exchange. The majority of 
citizens are peasant subsistence farmers. The reliance by local governments on central 
government creates a lack of financial autonomy that affects the implementation of 
development plans and consequently limits service delivery, especially since most of 
the funds are diverted before they reach their final destination.

origins of decentralization  
and local governance in uganda

Before the country’s independence in 1962 the colonial government practiced decen
tralization traits. Decentralization in Uganda during colonialism involved a system of 

  4.  Brian  Smith, Decentralisation: the territorial dimensions of the state,  (London, George Allen  and 
Unwin, 1985).

  5.  Smith, (1985), 1.
  6.  Elizabeth Yuliani, Decentralization, de-concentration and devolution: what do they mean? (Centre for 

International Forestry Research, Bogor, Indonesia, 2004), 98.
  7.  Roberts Muriisa, Decentralization in Uganda: prospects for improved service delivery, (CODESRIA, 

Dakar, 2008), 94.
  8.  President Yoweri Museveni, Election Manifesto, 2006, 6
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local government centred on the kingdom of Buganda. Other areas were administered 
by hierarchical chiefs of highly decentralized nonkingdom areas, for example in the 
North-East and South-West. The first attempt by the British colonial regime to set up 
local administration was in 1919 when the Native Authority Ordinance was passed, 
providing powers and responsibilities to the chiefs to collect taxes, preside over native 
courts and enforce law and order. The native councils were neither representative nor 
democratic.  In  non-kingdom  areas  such  as  Karamoja,  Lango,  Acholi,  Bugisu  and 
Kigezi, the chiefs owed their creation, appointment and allegiance to the district com
missioner who, in turn, was responsible to the colonial governor. In 1955, the District 
Council Ordinance was passed to provide for elected councils and it endowed them 
with responsibility for primary education, maintenance of roads, administration of 
police, etc. 
Golooba-Mutebi  explains  that,  in  1962,  when  Britain  relinquished  its  control, 

Uganda was bequeathed fairly autonomous local administrations based largely on two 
sub-national systems—federal/semi-federal in kingdom areas, and district councils in 
nonkingdom areas.9 The 1962 constitution granted  significant powers  to  local  au
thorities over their own composition such as land administration and service provi
sion. In addition, local authorities were given powers to raise autonomous revenues 
through graduated poll tax, property tax, market dues, rents, fees, licenses and loans. 
The centre also agreed to give grants to local authorities.

The majority of members of the kingdom councils and district councils were di
rectly elected by the people and the period of independence from 1962 to 1966 wit
nessed a growing number of local governments. However, the central government 
became anxious about the increasing autonomy of local governments and started 
curtailing the powers of the councils on the pretext that they were breeding political 
opposition to the establishment. They did this by giving most of the responsibilities 
to central ministries. The monarchies and the federal systems were subsequently abol
ished, and the 1962 constitution was abrogated and replaced by an interim constitu
tion  until  the  1967  ‘pigeon-hole’  constitution.10 This put strain on the central 
government/local  government  system  and  culminated  in  the  promulgation  of  the 
1967 Local Administrations Act, which  recentralized powers,  service  delivery  func
tions and revenue collection. 
Local governments became not only  instruments of  the central government and 

political party control, but also sources of patronage and personal enrichment. This 
system  continued  until  1986,  when  the  regime  changed  and  the  new  President 
Museveni unveiled a ten-point programme on which the country was to be governed 
that paved way for a local government system. This article focuses on this paradigm 
shift. It looks at the period between 1993 and 2013, and a total of eight districts (two 
in each region).

  9.  Frederick Golooba-Mutebi, ‘Collapse, war and reconstruction in Uganda: an analytical narrative on 
state making’, working paper no. 27, Makerere Institute of Social Research, 2008, 39.

10.  So called because MPs found out about the new constitution only when they received copies in their 
pigeonholes.
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the wave across africa and beYond

Hutchinson explains that, in Mexico, decentralization was adopted in the 1990s as a 
way of strengthening operational efficiency and the management of health services, 
and linking planning of health services more closely to overall national planning.11 In 
Papua New Guinea,  decentralization was  adopted  in  1985  as  a method of  creating 
regional autonomy with a view to increasing appropriate responses to local needs and 
quicker decision-making.  In Tanzania,  decentralization  in  the  early  1990s  aimed  at 
increasing participation of the people in planning and improving coordination be
tween the relevant agencies, reducing duplication of services and making more effec
tive use of the available resources. In South Africa, decentralization was employed as 
a means of readdressing past inequities created by the apartheid regime.
Uganda took on decentralization as a way of promoting people’s participation in 

the democratic process of the country. It was also seen as a tool to achieve national 
consensus among different groups, given the past political instability and tribal ani
mosities.12 The central government opted to create districts as the highest level of local 
government in an attempt to satisfy regional and tribal demands for political power.

the policY in content and application

Theoretically, there has been a growing focus on the importance of decentralization, 
participation and empowerment (DPE) in various aspects of development strategies 
and the reasons for this seem intuitive enough, but a coherent theoretical framework 
that explains why these factors are so important to development strategies is lacking. 
Falleti’s sequential theory of decentralization argues that good institutional design of 
decentralization policies is highly dependent on when those policies take place within 
the sequence of reforms. Political and fiscal decentralization policies that take place 
early in the sequence tend to increase the power of local government actors, whereas 
early administrative decentralization reforms tend to negatively affect their power. In 
Uganda, sequencing was not considered as all the three reforms were lumped together 
and delivered at once. This ultimately bred conflict and decentralized corruption from 
the centre to the local.
Falleti’s second argument is that there is a set of preferences of national and sub-

national actors with regard to types of decentralization. National politicians and ex
ecutives prefer administrative decentralization to fiscal decentralization, which in turn 
is preferred to political decentralization. However in the case of Uganda, the majority 
of national politicians prefer fiscal decentralization because they view their new posi
tions as employment and ‘opportunity to eat’. 
Falleti’s third argument is that the origin or the state context in which the decen

tralization process takes place and the timing of each reform is crucial. In Uganda, this 
is not  relevant because  the policy was delivered piecemeal.  In Latin America where 

11.  Paul Hutchinson, ‘Health care in Uganda’, World Bank discussion paper no. WDP 404, Washington, 
World Bank, 1991, 398.

12.  Michael  Kiwanuka,  ‘Decentralization  and  good  governance  in Africa:  institutional  challenges  to 
Uganda’s local governments’, The Journal of African and Asian Local Government Studies, 1:3 (2012).
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Falleti conducted his research in 2005, in the context of the oligarchic states, decen
tralization policies sought to consolidate or balance power among regional elites while 
in the context of the developmental states, decentralization policies sought to 
strengthen certain regions to make them more adequate for private investment.13

Decentralization  is  based  on  three  inter-linked  aspects:  political  and  legislative 
empowerment of the people, fiscal devolution and control of the administrative ma
chinery by local councils. In Uganda’s case, while introducing the decentralized system 
of governance, the political and administrative aspects moved faster than the fiscal 
decentralization. This meant that decentralized services were not matched with ade
quate financial resources for local governments to deliver services effectively. As a 
consequence, the local governments depended heavily on subventions from central 
government in the form of conditional grants rather than depending on local sources 
of  funds. Decentralization reflects not only on a  structural process,  identifying and 
empowering subnational structures, but also a political and administrative process 
involving people determining their own destiny through selfgovernance and admin
istration. It does this while addressing problems and issues at the subsidiary level.
Mawhood  argues  that  the problems  in  county  councils  are  structural  in nature, 

that most of them have very weak resource bases and that where resources can be 
earmarked there will always be a problem of realization. He further asserts that there 
is lack of development in the rural areas and weak collection machinery.14 This is true 
in  the case of Uganda where one can  find a district with barely enough revenue  to 
offset its critical operations like project supervision or evaluation. Tukahebwa notes 
that not all the structures of district councils in Uganda are functioning under the law. 
These realities cast a dark cloud on decentralization policy itself because they create 
lack of faith in the internal operating systems of departments such as audit that may 
breed financial impropriety.15 

the policY and its practice

Essentially,  decentralization  is  about  bringing  government  closer  to  the  people. 
Indeed,  the concern of most governments  is  to deliver services  to their people. The 
motive behind decentralization is that decisions about resource allocation and service 
delivery can be more responsive to local needs, usually because local people are di
rectly involved in decision making or indirectly influence those decisions. This is en
tirely  in  line with  governments,  including Uganda,  putting  people  at  the  centre  of 
development,  and  is  the  intention  of  the  constitution.  Decentralized  governments 
should be more flexible, responsive and efficient.16

13.  Tulia Falleti, ‘A sequential theory of decentralisation: Latin American cases in comparative perspec
tive’, American Political Science Review, 99:3 (2005), 327-346.

14.  Mawhood, (1993), 135.
15.  Geoffrey Tukahebwa, ‘Local government structures: mechanisms for good governance,’  in Apollo 

Nsibambi, Decentralization and civil society in Uganda: the quest for good governance, (Fountain Publishers, 
Kampala, 1998), 17.

16.  Prime Minister’s Office, ‘Regional administration and local government: the status of implementa
tion of decentralization by devolution on mainland Tanzania and the way forward’, Paper presented by the 
permanent  secretary,  PMO-RALG,  during  the National Convention  on Public  Sector Reforms, Ubungo 
Plaza, Dar Es Salaam, 2008, 14.
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Normatively,  the  policy  is  classified  in  four  broad  terms:  de-concentration—
sometimes  referred  to  as ‘field  administration’ or ‘administrative decentralization’; 
delegation;  devolution  and  federalism.  Federalism  stands out  as  a  unique  form of 
decentralization although others argue that it is a distinct form of governance; fed
eralism is a distinct form of government in both theory and practice. Crook and 
Manor explain that democratic decentralization has been and continues to be advo
cated as an important component of policy packages to improve governance in de
veloping countries.17 

There are several conceptions of deconcentration; for example, the handing over 
of some administrative authority or responsibility to lower levels within central gov
ernment ministries and agencies and shifting of workload from centrally located 
officials to staff or offices outside the national capital.18 All these definitions suggest 
that deconcentration involves the redistribution of administrative responsibilities 
within the central government by giving some discretion to field agents to plan the 
implementation of programmes and projects, or to adjust central directives to local 
conditions, within guidelines set by the central ministry or agency headquarters. 
There are two broad types of de-concentration—prefectorial and functional systems. 
In the integrated prefectorial system, a representative of the centre (or prefect),  lo
cated in the regions, supervises local governments and other field officers of the 
centre. Prefects embody the authority of all ministries as well as the government 
generally and are the main channel of communication between technical field offi
cials and the capital.
In the un-integrated prefectorial system, the prefect is only one of several chan

nels of communication with the centre. Hence, the prefect is not superior and does 
not coordinate other field officers. Prefects only supervise local governments. 
Examples of this system include the current Italian prefect and the district officer in 
Nigeria. 
Delegation is the transfer of decision-making and management authority for spe

cific functions to organizations that are not under the direct control of central govern
ment ministries.19 It involves the transfer of managerial responsibility for specifically 
defined functions to organizations outside the regular bureaucratic structure. Under 
delegation, a sovereign authority transfers to an agent specified functions and duties 
that the agent has broad discretion to execute. In developing countries, delegation of 
responsibilities is to public corporations, regional development agencies, special func
tion  authorities’  semi-autonomous  project  implementation  units  and  a  variety  of 
parastatal organizations. However, delegation does not cover the transfer of functions 
to the private sector or voluntary bodies because such transfers are usually referred to 
as ‘privatization’ or ‘de-bureaucratization’ yet privatization is not a form of decentral
ization because its relevant agencies are no longer part of the government territorial 
hierarchy. 

17.  Richard  Crook  and  James Manor, Democracy and decentralisation in South West Asia and West 
Africa, participation, accountability and performance, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1998), 292.

18.  Shabbir Cheema and Dennis Rondinelli, Decentralizing governance: emerging concepts and practices, 
(London, Sage Publications, 2007), 30.

19.  Ibid, 387.
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Devolution is the exercise of political authority by lay, primarily elected institutions, 
within areas defined by community characteristics through the legal conferment of 
powers formally constituted local authorities to discharge specified or residual func
tions.  It  is  a  participative  form  of  decentralization  which  provides  for  meaningful 
participation by the local people in the decision making process. Therefore, devolution 
is separateness, or diversity of structures within a political system.
Scholars such as Tukahebwa urge that federalism is another form of decentraliza

tion that is assumed to be an institutional response to societal divisions and diversi
ties, with the ‘federal’ nature of the society at least roughly reflected in the forms of its 
constitutional and political arrangements. However others, such as Habib, contend 
that ‘federalism is a device for organizing two or more levels of government that as
sume  different  sets  of  responsibilities  and  manage  the  affairs  of  a  country’.20 
Theoretically, all societies can be placed on a continuum running it, from wholly in
tegrated and undivided to wholly divided and diversified. The major social divisions, 
which in turn define the ‘federal-ness’ of a particular society, are ethnic, national and 
linguistic, with religious, economic, geographical and historical divisions playing a 
supportive role. Federalism is an institutional mechanism through which the balance 
between the forces for unity, (centralization) and diversity (decentralization) may be 
institutionalized.  In Uganda, some tribes  like  the Baganda advocate  for  this  type of 
system, which they term as ‘federo’.
It  is  imperative  to  note  that  in  the  case  of  administrative  decentralization,  field 

administrators have limited power because they are part of an organizational struc
ture and hierarchy with spheres of competence formally defined by superior officials 
at  the  headquarters.  Decentralization  can  therefore  be  increased  by  expanding  the 
range of decisionmaking areas (the official jurisdiction) or by increasing the level of 
autonomy within a decision area. Related to this is Kisembo’s argument that ‘all em
ployees of local governments are delinked from central line ministries. A line minis
try has no powers to direct local government staff even on technical matters without 
addressing the head of service in the district (Chief Administrative Officer).’21 Such a 
move is a positive gesture in management of local affairs and definitely a tribute to 
decentralization.

The above narrative is a detailed description of the foundations that describe a 
decentralized or federated state entity as opposed to a unitary composite. There are 
also different federal systems ranging from one country to another. Some countries 
federate as a way of satisfying ethnic differences in what is termed as ethnic federalism 
for  example  that  of  Ethiopia.  Resource  differences  and  imbalances,  and  historical 
reasons in given jurisdictions, are other factors for federalism such as in Nigeria.

20.  Muhammad Habib,  ‘The  Ethiopian  federal  system:  the  formative  stage’,  report  from  Friedrich-
Ebert-Stiftung, Addis Ababa, 5. Available online: http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/aethiopien/07945.pdf 
[accessed 22 October 2014]

21.  William  Kisembo,  Handbook on Decentralisation in Uganda,  (Makerere  University  Kampala, 
Fountain Publishers, 2006), 59.
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from the centre to the peripherY: bacK to the centre

Evidently,  there  is a difference between  the  initial  intention of decentralization and 
local realities. Over the years, the recruitment of top civil servants such as chief ad
ministrative officers and town clerks—initially  the preserve of  local governments—
has  been  shifted  back  to  the Ministry  of  Public  Service  because  of  the  inability  of 
district service commissions to handle such an exercise.22 Many of them lack compe
tences and are at times biased along tribal lines. There is little capacity at local level to 
perform such a function as the recruitment of top personnel.
Of  late  there  have  been  several  presidential  proclamations  and ‘purported’  local 

demands for the creation of new districts in the country, increasing the number from 
60 to 112, but there is little evidence to suggest that this move has benefited citizens. 
The Mamdan Commission advised against  creating new districts  arguing  that  they 
would increase unproductive costs of administration, both in terms of creating an 
administrative infrastructure and payment of personnel.23

Some local governments were created out of ethnic sentiments—not sharing the 
same language (Tororo) with neighbours, for example—without due consideration of 
its ability to galvanize the requisite resources, employ qualified local government per
sonnel, or deliver  services. Awortwi notes  that  the 1997 Local Government Act was 
amended to abolish district tender boards so that the central government could 
influence contract awards. Indeed the central government has gradually increased the 
proportion of conditional grants to wipe out local government’s financial discretion.24 
Awortwi further argues that there are doubts whether the gains made are sustainable 
yet the same Act was also amended to introduce issues like the regional tier above local 
governments. Regional  tier  is  a  government  system  that was  adopted  in Uganda  to 
unite districts in the same area under one non-political administrative entity.   Such 
moves greatly discredit the entire essence of local government.
An annual assessment by the Ministry of Local Government as per the 1997 Local 

Government Act indicates that the new districts are performing poorly on nearly all 
fronts.  In 2007,  the old districts  scored 81.5 per cent and many newly created ones 
were well below 45.5 per cent.25 The survey further notes that the majority of local 
councils  are  facing  logistical  and  administrative  challenges.  In  addition,  in Uganda 
decentralization policy has suffered immense constraints because central government 
has relinquished some responsibilities to local governments without releasing the 
necessary funds for them to meet those responsibilities. One of the interviewees in this 
study noted that intergovernmental relations occur in a consultative, manipulative 

22.  Interview with  the  former District Chairperson  of Wakiso District  Eng.  Ian Kyeyune  at Wakiso 
District Headquarters, 12 June 2014.

23.  Elliott  Green,  ‘District  creation  and  decentralization  in  Uganda’,  Crisis  States  Research  Centre, 
London, 2008, 4

24.  Nicholas Awortwi, ‘Government development trajectories in Ghana and Uganda: an unbreakable 
path? A comparative study of decentralization.’ International Review of Administrative Sciences, 2011, 368.

25.  Government  of  Uganda,  The  Local  Government  Act  1997,  ‘Report  on  District  Performance 
Surveys’, Ministry of Local Government, Kampala, 2007.
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environment of politics and administrative dichotomy.26 The funds from the centre 
come as the only resource for both development and recurrent expenditure needs. 
This eventually leads to personnel turnover, general apathy, project collapse, poor 
service delivery and poverty.

The lack of awareness of citizens coupled with the incompetence of the local ad
ministrative staff and local politicians are other factors that have continued to under
mine  the performance of  the  local  government  system  in Uganda. Reforms, which 
seek to devolve authority and resources to the people through their democratically 
elected institutions, i.e. local governments, cannot succeed unless all stakeholders, and 
more so the general public, internalize the objectives, benefits and the responsibilities 
of reform policies.27

The assumption that decentralization promotes people’s participation in the way 
they are governed is premised on the thinking that they understand their roles in the 
decentralized system. This is an illusion because illiteracy levels are still high and sev
eral districts have been created all over the country without conducting civic educa
tion to empower the masses for meaningful participation. The effect of this rather 
sporadic, radical approach to decentralization, which entails a total shift in the man
ner in which governance is conducted, has led to a lack of consistency and compliance 
with the requirements under the decentralization legal framework.28

There is a challenge of corruption in local governments that cannot rely solely on 
upward  accountability  to  the  centre.  It  also  requires  building  local  accountability. 
Whereas periodic elections would be a mechanism for holding local decision makers 
accountable, they are often a crude mechanism for local accountability. In a develop
ing  country  like Uganda,  they  are  often  dominated  by  personalities  and  by  ethnic 
loyalties, with little information about policy alternatives and little access to informa
tion about the real performance of those in power.29

In Bangladesh, Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, studies found that decentralization led to 
enhanced transparency and reduced incidences of corruption, but it was noted that 
decentralization reduces grand theft but increases petty corruption in the short run. 
This is what others call ‘decentralized corruption’.30 Ali Mazrui highlighted the situa
tion in Ghana where, at one time, clinics were without drugs, and nurses were without 
bandages,  and  in Uganda  there  are  classrooms without desks  and  teachers without 
salaries, largely due to corruption and policy decay.31 This seems to be a global di

26.  Interview with Patrick K Mutabwire, acting Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Local Government, 
Uganda, 18 November 2013.

27.  Ngwilizi  Hassan  MP,  ‘Decentralization  in  Tanzania’,  paper  submitted  by  the  Minister  of  State, 
President’s  Office  (Regional  Administration  and  Local  Government)  to  the  UNCDF  Conference  on 
Decentralization and Local Governance in Africa, Cape Town, 26-30 March 2001.

28.  H  Ojambo,  ‘Decentralization  in  Africa:  a  critical  review  of  Uganda’s  experience’,  Potchefstroom 
Electronic Law Journal, 15:2 (2012), 569-70.

29.  Nick Devas, ‘The Challenges of Decentralization’, International Development Department, School 
of Public Policy University of Birmingham, England, 2005

30.  Anwar  Shah,  Theresa  Thompson  and Heng-fu  Zou,  ‘The  impact  of  decentralization  on  service 
delivery, corruption, fiscal management and growth in developing and emerging market economies: a 
synthesis of empirical evidence’, CESifo DICE Report 1/2004, 41.

31.  Ali Mazrui, ‘Garden of Eden in decay’, film documentary, Triple Heritage, 1986.
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lemma in the implementation of this policy. Crook and Manor observe that ‘decen
tralization  in Karnakata  (India)  yielded paradoxical  results. The number of  people 
involved in corrupt acts increased significantly. But the overall amount of money 
stolen almost certainly decreased—at least modestly.’32

There may be tax resistance, which can take violent forms; tax collectors avoid 
certain villages due to the high personal risks involved in tax collection, and other 
villages are only visited by collectors accompanied by the local militia. Cases of tax 
revolts have happened  in places  like Kilimanjaro Region and  the Coastal Region  in 
Tanzania.33  In  Uganda,  the  situation  has  been  similar;  in  Kampala  City  Council 
Authority and some urban municipalities around the country, tax collectors have had 
running battles with market vendors. Makara observes that there are ‘persistent prob
lems in revenue sharing between the central government and local authorities; there 
has been no systematic attempt to match assigned functions to local authorities with 
requisite  financing’.34 That is why some local governments have budget deficits 
whereas others have spillovers. There are related issues such as the failure of local 
governments to absorb funds released to them by the centre in a financial season, poor 
time management and absenteeism of staff, shortage of critical staff, poor working 
conditions and environment, delays in submitting statutory reports and information 
to the centre, corruption and poor/negative attitude towards public service.35 All of 
which are rendering the policy inefficient and ineffective.
Uganda also still faces challenges related to deepening and institutionalizing decen

tralization including technical capacity deficiencies in local governments and tensions 
among key stakeholders competing to maximize their role, or ‘over administration’. A 
report on fiscal decentralization in Uganda, which was released on 9 December 2000, 
established that ‘Anecdotal evidence is that Un Conditional Grant (UCG) is financing 
less productive staff and activities in many districts because of mingling it with local 
revenues. Councillors could access UCG transfers to support their emoluments and 
expenses’.36 This is another abuse of resources.

Closely related is the absence of capacity building, mentoring and community 
participation. Whereas decentralization brings with it a significant increase in levels 
of responsibility, both in policymaking and implementation, it does not necessitate 
sustainable  capacity  building  at  the  relevant  levels  of  government.  For  example, 
Mukono district  in Uganda had glaring capacity gaps among the staff and political 
leadership in areas of budgeting, planning and gender mainstreaming and the politi

32.  Crook and Manor, (1998), 61.
33.  Odd-Helge Fjeldstad, ‘Fiscal decentralization in Tanzania: for better or for worse? Working paper 

2001:10, Chr. Michelsen Institute Development Studies and Human Rights, Bergen, Norway, 28.
34.  Sabiiti  Makara,  ‘Resource  Sharing  for  Local  Government  Emancipation’,  in  Apollo  Nsibambi, 

Decentralisation and civil society in Uganda: the quest for good governance, (Fountain Publishers, Kampala, 
1998), 49. 

35.  Hon. Adolf Mwesige, Minister of Local Government, ‘Opening remarks’ made during the Quarterly 
Meeting Of Chief Administrative Officers and Town Clerks of Municipal Councils, Silver Springs Hotel, 
Kampala 7-8 May 2013, 3.

36.  Government  of  Uganda  and  donor  sub-group  on  decentralization,  ‘Fiscal  decentralisation  in 
Uganda: the way forward’ (2000), 39. Available online: http://info.worldbank.org/etools/docs/library/1288 
04/GoU%202001%20Uganda.pdf [accessed 10 November 2014].
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cians who had trained and grasped the issues in various areas were not reelected at 
the end of their terms.37 

extinguished hopes behind a distinguished strategY

Under the Uganda Local Government Act, citizens have the right to participate in an
nual budget conferences at each level of local government,38 but in many cases this is 
little more than a formality because participation is limited to a few special interest 
groups. In some cases there has been no opportunity for civil society groups to engage 
with local government.39 The majority of citizens are uninformed on what takes place 
in local government which is evidenced by the statement of one interviewee when 
asked whether they interact with their leaders: ‘We don’t know what they do; they al
ways pass here in big vehicles’.40 Plans by government to introduce weekly meetings 
‘Bimeeza’ where citizens would be informed of current projects and involved in the 
decisions did not take off due to claims that there were not sufficient funds to imple
ment  it. Kisakye reminds us  that  the Local Government Statute had provided  for a 
participative role for the people in planning and decisionmaking.41

Another paradox is that civil servants believe decentralization has brought better 
control over resources and are supportive of it, but on the other hand service receivers 
are not admitting that things have improved in recent years. Such a perception gap is 
a critical challenge that needs to be addressed.

hope for the future, remedies and reforms

There ought to be political and economic reforms to demand effective decentraliza
tion in which the involvement of the people—directly or through their democratically 
elected  representatives—is  given  paramount  importance.  Research  by  Ahikire  re
vealed that while representation of women in the political sphere is guaranteed, this 
does not apply to the political arena among civil servants. Here a huge disparity exists 
with men dominating most positions of authority, such as heads of department, while 
women are concentrated in the lower echelons of district staff and cleaners.42 Gender 
mainstreaming should be a core interest in a modern decentralized setting, but 
Ahikire also observes that whilst individual women may be able to break gender dis
criminative and oppressive barriers, group interests cannot easily be represented be

37.  Katono Wasswa, ‘Local government audits and accounts:  shortfalls and overflows’,  in D Assimwe 
and N Musisi (eds.), Decentralization and transformation of governance in Uganda, (Fountain Publishers, 
Kampala, 2007), 20.

38.  Government of Uganda, (2007).
39.  Devas, (2005).
40.  Interview  with Mzee  Rwanone,  resident  of  Rambura Village,  Nyakaabande  sub  county,  Kisoro 

District, 13 April 2013
41.  J Kisakye, ‘Political background to decentralization’, in S Villadsen and F Lubanga, Democratic de-

centralization in Uganda: a new approach to local governance, (Fountain Publishers, Kampala, 1996), 45.
42. Josephine Ahikire, Localised or localising democracy: gender and the politics of decentralisation in 

contemporary Uganda, (Kampala, Fountain Publishers, 2007), 54.
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cause of the competitive nature of the women quota system. The nature of electoral 
politics is such that an individual candidate is at the mercy of voters.43

The civil/public sector reform aims to achieve a smaller, affordable, well paid, ef
ficient and effectively performing public service, and to create a civil service with a 
professional and managerial culture, promoting democratic ideals, efficiency and de
livery of sustainable social services with the people themselves being actually involved 
in the whole process. The new vision envisages central government focusing on na
tional issues and programmes, and the creation of an environment that is conducive 
to the operation of a market economy conducted in tandem with the principles of 
equity and efficiency.
Local government reform should be in response to public concern over the dete

riorating socio-economic conditions of a given jurisdiction. It should have the overall 
objective of improving the quality of and access to public services provided through 
or facilitated by local government authorities to hasten development at the local level.
‘Full blast’ de-concentration is not good for fragile economies like Uganda. Local 

councillors and inexperienced bureaucrats may end up making grave administrative 
mistakes that impede governance and indeed the policy itself and hence there is need 
for ‘small  doses’  of  power. This  is  justified by Mawhood who points  out  that  local 
authorities left to govern themselves will be less competent, corrupt, will abuse their 
powers and fail to collect revenues due to the public purse.44

Each local government authority should have roles and functions that correspond 
to the demands for its services by local people, and the socioeconomic conditions 
prevailing in the area. The structure of each local government will reflect the nature 
of its roles and functions. Those with natural resources like minerals and national 
parks should be encouraged to finance most of their own programmes with those 
revenues if the central ministries are willing to relinquish their grip over the proceeds 
from these national treasures.
Local  government authorities have not been  transparent  and accountable  to  the 

people, and continued interference from central government has been justified by this 
fact. This has included monitoring accountability by local government authorities, a 
financial and performance audit, provision of adequate resources (human and finan
cial) to enable the local government authorities to deliver services. Activities ought to 
be monitored to ensure that funds are utilized as envisaged in the budgets passed by 
local councils,45 and there is need for compliance assessment tools for public procure
ment and disposal in local governments.46

Local  government  reform  programmes  should  aim  at  improving  the  quality  of 
services and access to public goods that are provided by local government authorities. 
The programme needs to have components that aim to contribute to the achievement 

43.  Josephine Ahikire, ‘Decentralisation and the promise of democratic participation in contemporary 
Uganda:  examining  the  gender  terrain  of  the  local  council  (LC)  elections’,  working  paper  no.90/2004, 
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45.  Villadsen and Lubanga, Democratic decentralization in Uganda: a new approach to local governance, 

131.
46.  Milton Tumutegyereize, ‘Compliance of local governments with the public procurement and dis

posal system’, Directorate of Training and Capacity Building, PPDA, Silver Springs Hotel, Kampala, 2013. 
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of the overall goal such as good governance, restructuring, human resource develop
ment, and institutional and legal framework, monitoring and evaluation plus pro
gramme management.

There is need for complementarity between local government reform and sector 
reform in implementing the Local Government Act, national minimum standards of 
services  that  have  been  set  to  guide  the  policy. Districts  and  all municipalities  are 
bound by the Constitution of the Republic of Uganda (1995), the Public Finance and 
Accountability Act and Regulations of 2003, The Local Governments Act, 1997 CAP 
243, The Local Governments Financial and Accountability Regulations, among other 
provisions,47 and these must be the guiding instruments.
Strict accountability should be fostered  in the management of public affairs and 

the use of resources should bear in mind the responsibilities of the Inspector General 
of Government (IGG), which include the elimination of corruption, abuse of office 
and  impunity. There  is need  to  supervise  the enforcement of  the Leadership Code, 
ensure arrest, cause prosecution in respect of cases involving corruption and abuse of 
authority or public office.48 This may scare off would be offenders.
Lastly, there is the need to strengthen human resources capacity by insisting on the 

right educational qualifications for the right engagements and to avoid scenarios like 
those of Moyo District Service Commission (DSC) that attempted to employ a Vet eri-
nary Doctor as the district director of health services because he was the only applicant 
who hailed from there.49  Establishing  model  districts  and  encouraging  competition 
through awarding trophies, peer reviewing and studying experiences is imperative. 
Indeed, there is need to revamp model centres/districts for learning purposes. Not only 
equip the health centres with equipment and drugs but also with health workers.50

conclusion

Its proponents urged  that  the policy of decentralization would be a panacea  to  the 
poverty syndrome that had dogged many states in Africa, but in the outcome the 
policy has experienced a high turnover of district personnel, low morale and apathy 
among staff.51 It is also often claimed that decentralization is effective in reduction of 
poverty due to inherent opportunities for higher popular participation and increased 
efficiency in public service delivery,52 but poverty remains high in many implementing 
nations. 
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48.  Sylvester Kisembo, Frequently asked questions on decentralisation in Uganda,  (Kampala, Fountain 
Publishers, 2006), 2.

49.  Interview with Oceng Robert Odok, Commissioner for Higher Education, Ministry of Education 
and Sports, Kampala, 26 February 2013.

50.  Paul Hutchinson,  ‘Decentralization  in  Tanzania:  the  view  of  district  health management  teams’, 
working paper, Carolina Population Centre, University of North Carolina, 2002, 20.

51.  The New Vision (local newspaper), 5th June 2013, 14.
52.  Susan  Steiner,  ‘Decentralization  in  Uganda:  exploring  the  constraints  for  poverty  reduction’, 

Germany Institute of Global and Area Studies working paper no. 31, Hamburg, Germany, November 2006, 
41.



Decentralization Policy in Uganda  73  

Lambright contends  that Uganda’s policy of decentralization  is  among  the most 
advanced on the continent, and has earned high scores on the indices of political, 
administrative and fiscal decentralization, prima facie, but there has not been much 
change for local citizens.53 
Despite this, decentralization has not been a similar failure to the Ujaama model 

villages of the socialist Tanzania or other policy paradigms that have stood as white 
elephants in the recent past.54 But there is the need to review and redirect critical 
implementation policy pillars and strategies that hold the programme in its entirety. 
Inclusion of stakeholders such as politicians, academics, policy implementers and lo
cals is critical at the planning stage to form consensus and acceptability of the policy.

53.  Gina Lambright, Decentralisation in Uganda: explaining successes and failures in local governance, 
(Boulder Colo., First Forum Press, 2011), 6.

54.  Zaki Ergas, ‘Why did the Ujaama village policy fail? Towards a global analysis’, Journal of Modern 
African Studies, (1980), 125.
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Attempts to enhance security governance within the East African Community (EAC) reveal both 
progress and challenges. The progress is demonstrated in the EAC’s efforts to formulate security 
sector, legal, policy and institutional frameworks. The main challenge is the failure of partner 
states to implement these frameworks fourteen years since the revival of the EAC in 2000. This 
article presents a content analysis of the existing EAC security governance frameworks and ob-
serves that, despite their shortcomings, they provide a foundation from which future initiatives 
can be anchored. It recommends a review of the frameworks to align them to the EAC Protocol 
on Peace and Security and areas of cooperation that were not anticipated when they were ini-
tially developed. The region also needs to move forward to the implementation and coordination 
phases of security governance, which have so far not been effectively undertaken.

dYnamics of regional securitY governance in the eac 

The  security  challenges  facing  the  EAC partner  states  of  Burundi, Kenya,  Rwanda, 
Tanzania and Uganda are attributable to two factors. First, the internal dynamics of 
each state impede efforts in security governance. Their domestic environments are 
characterised by unique economic, political and social threats, and the key common 
threats facing the region include combating terrorism, piracy, refugees, cross border 
crimes, proliferation of illicit small arms and weapons, among others.1 Second, there 
are  concerns  arising  from  transnational  threats  transcending  the  region’s  borders. 
Each of the five partner states neighbours a country facing instability, and this results 
in  negative  spill  over  effects  from  these  countries.  Specifically,  Uganda,  Rwanda, 
Burundi and Tanzania all border Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Kenya and 

  1.  East African Community, ‘EAC Protocol on Peace and Security’, Dar es Salaam, 15 February, 2013, 
Article 2, Scope of Cooperation.  
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Uganda border South Sudan, and Kenya borders Somalia. The  involvement of EAC 
partner states in the resolution of conflicts within the Great Lakes region is a source 
of tension between the states and constitutes a key driver for devising mechanisms for 
security governance. Therefore, at  their national and regional  levels,  the EAC states 
tend to concentrate efforts in articulating responses to these twin challenges. 
The five EAC states lack homogeneity in their economic, political, social and secu

rity spheres and are characterised by their different levels of development in infra
structure, human resources, democratisation processes and state institutional 
capacities. Their varying contexts inevitably define the thinking, content and practices 
of security governance at the national and regional levels. In addition, discussion on 
regional security governance of the five states cannot be equal because Kenya, Uganda 
and Tanzania provide clearer trends for analysing their collective security governance 
given their long history in security cooperation whereas, trends of security coopera
tion between Rwanda and Burundi with the other states in the region have a shorter 
history and are less elaborate. To some extent this poses challenges in EAC regional 
security governance. 
The EAC partner states can therefore be broadly divided into two categories. First 

are Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania who have fairly similar historical and cultural out
looks, mainly attributable to their shared colonial heritage as former British colonies. 
This colonial heritage has been a key driver for their integration process, which spans 
a long history dating back to the colonial period. The beginning of EAC integration is 
traceable to British colonial policy in 1895 that aimed to promote a unified administra
tion  over  its  three  colonies  in  East Africa.  In  the  post-independence  period, Kenya, 
Uganda and Tanzania inherited and transformed several integration initiatives includ
ing  the  East African High Commission  that  became  the  defunct  EAC  (1967-1978). 
These three states also spearheaded the revival of the current EAC that was revived in 
1999. Rwanda and Burundi joined in 2009.2 

The three former British colonial states not only inherited a common infrastruc
ture and similarities in their sociocultural spheres, but also inequalities in the differ
ent levels of development. Kenya pursued market oriented approaches, which enabled 
her economy to integrate faster into the capitalist international system giving it an 
advantage over  the others. Meanwhile, Tanzania opted  for African socialism, which 
later failed and perpetrated her least developed status in the region. Uganda besides 
taking the socialist path also experienced protracted periods of economic and political 
crisis due to military coup d’états that led to instability until 1986 when reconstruction 
and recovery efforts were sustained.3

In contrast, the second category of states comprises of Rwanda and Burundi that 
have a similar heritage as former Belgian colonies. They have homogeneity in socio
cultural characteristics in terms of sharing one ethnic language, and also exhibit geo
graphical similarities being both small in size compared to the other partner states. 
Burundi covers approximately 26,338 square kilometres and Rwanda 27,834 square 

  2.  These include: Kenya and Uganda Customs Union of 1917, which Tanganyika joined in 1927; the 
East Africa High Commission 1961-1967; East Africa Community Common Market 1967-1977; and, the 
revival of the EAC 1999 which Rwanda and Burundi joined in 2007. 

  3.  O.  J. C. Ojo., D. K. Orwa and C. M. B. Utete, African International Relations  (London, Longman 
Press, 1985), 168.
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kilometres. The two states are classified amongst the poorer states compared to the 
other EAC partner states.4 The two states share a common history of long periods of 
cyclic ethnic conflicts spanning four decades of their postindependence period. The 
conflicts  in  the  two  states  led  to  the  signing  of  Arusha  Agreements—in  1993  for 
Rwanda,  and  in  2000  for  Burundi.5 Both states are classified as postconflict re 
construction states that have in recent years undertaken security sector reforms with 
significant success. 
Despite their divergent histories, the involvement of Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda 

in the peace processes to end the conflicts in Rwanda and Burundi has been historic 
and laid the foundation for the current security cooperation in the region. Rwanda 
and Burundi are gradually withdrawing their association with the Central African 
states and gravitating towards the EAC region. This is mainly because the two states’ 
economies are increasingly dependant on the sea routes of the EAC partner states for 
the export and import of goods. This is a key pull factor that compelled them to join 
the economic block. Therefore, their association with the region is driven by necessity, 
dependence and the pursuance of their individual national interests although their 
main challenge is their shorter span in regional cooperation compared to the other 
EAC states. The assessment of the region’s security governance is greatly informed by 
these broad issues. 

institutional frameworKs for  
securitY governance within the eac

The EAC states have sought security governance as a means to address the problems 
emanating from within the region and beyond. They have developed and envisioned 
the implementation of various legal, policy and institutional frameworks that seek to 
ensure the survival of the states as independent entities, and also as a region within 
the larger international system. The region’s securitising frameworks are derived from 
the Treaty  for  the Establishment  of  the East African Community  (EAC Treaty)  (as 
amended), which was signed by Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania on 30 November 1999 
and came into force on 7 July 2000.6 It was later acceded to by Rwanda and Burundi 
on  the  1  July  2007 when  they  officially  joined  the EAC. The EAC Treaty  identifies 
peace and security as a key pre-requisite for the success of all the envisioned EAC in
tegration  processes.  Specifically,  the  Treaty  states  that,  without  regional  peace  and 
stability the benefits of the integration will be unattainable. This is captured in the 

  4.  The World Bank Report, ‘Doing business 2013, smarter regulations for small and medium size en
terprises:  comparing business  regulations  for domestic  forms  in 185 economies, 10th  edition, New York, 
2013.  Available  online:  http://www.doingbusiness.org/reports/global-reports/doing-business-2013  [ac
cessed 11 November 2014].

  5.  Government of the Republic of Rwanda, ‘Arusha  Accords’, Arusha, 1993.
 6. Treaty Establishing the East African Community, between the Republics of Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, 

Uganda and the United Republic of Tanzania signed on 30 November 1999 at Arusha, entered into force 7 
July 2000 following its ratification by the three original partner states, Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania. The 
Republic of Burundi and the Republic of Rwanda acceded to this EAC Treaty on 18 June 2007 and became 
full members of the Community with effect from 1 July 2007.
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EAC vision  that  focuses on a prosperous,  competitive,  secure,  stable and politically 
united East Africa.7 
Bearing in mind the problems that led to the collapse of the defunct EAC (1967-1977), 

the Treaty emphasises equity as a key principle of regional integration so as to enhance 
the economic security of the partner states. This is based on the assumption that not all 
members may benefit equally and therefore any perceptions of skewed distribution of 
benefits and costs are likely to undermine the objectives of the Community.8

The Treaty articulates several areas of cooperation in which the partner states en
gage in their integration efforts. These broad areas of cooperation include economic, 
political, social and defence, among others. The EAC Treaty obligates partner states to 
establish common foreign and security policies whose objectives should aim to safe
guard the common values, fundamental interests and independence of the 
Community.9 The partner states are expected to implement their security objectives 
through systematic cooperation and coordination. They are also expected to define 
common positions on security threats applicable to all the partners, foster peaceful 
resolution of disputes and conflicts between and within partner states and promote 
cooperation among the national assemblies and the East African Legislative Assembly 
(EALA).10

The Treaty specifically addresses regional peace and security in Article 124 by stat
ing that partner states are required to foster and maintain a favourable environment 
that promotes peace and security. This is to be achieved through cooperation and 
consultations to enhance the prevention, management and resolution of disputes and 
conflicts among partner states.  The states are obligated to maintain good neighbour
liness, to establish regional disaster management mechanisms, and enhance coopera
tion in cross border crimes. They also have the responsibility to review the region’s 
security and specifically to formulate measures to combat terrorism. Other concerns 
addressed in the Treaty include: cooperation and exchange in criminal intelligence 
and security information; border security; the conclusion of a protocol on drug traf
ficking; mechanisms for refugee management; and, cooperation on training and joint 
security operations.11

To operationalise Article 124, the EAC Strategy for Regional Peace and Security was 
developed and adopted in 2006.12 An implementation plan was adopted in 2010 that 
identified security sector development priorities for a tenyear period.13 However, the 
regional strategy and the development plan were not implemented by the partner 
states due to procedural problems, because these documents were developed before 
the East African Community (EAC) Protocol on Peace and Security was concluded 
from which they ought to draw their mandate. In addition, the EAC Secretariat for

  7.  Ibid.
  8.  Society for International Development (SID), The State of East Africa 2012: deepening integration, 

intensifying challenges, (Nairobi, SID, 2012), 8-11.
  9.  East African Community, ‘Cooperation in Political Affairs’ in The Treaty for the Establishment of the 

East African Community (2000).
10.  Ibid. 
11.  Ibid, Article 124, Regional Peace and Security. 
12.  East  African  Community,  ‘Strategy  for  EAC  Regional  Peace  and  Security’,  adopted  by  the  13th 

Meeting of the Council of Ministers, Arusha, 2006. 
13.  East African Community, ‘EAC Development Strategy 2011-2016’, Arusha, EAC Secretariat, 2011.
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mulated  a Conflict Prevention  and Resolution Mechanism  (CPRM) and  a Conflict 
Early  Warning  Mechanism  (CEWM).14  Similar  to  the  EAC  Regional  Peace  and 
Security Strategy these mechanisms were developed before the Protocol and therefore 
would not be implemented due to technical hitches.
Ultimately, all the above frameworks need to be reviewed so that they are aligned 

with the EAC Protocol on Peace and Security and reflect contemporary security chal
lenges and areas of cooperation that were not anticipated when they were initially 
developed. The review should also incorporate other stakeholders and actors (both 
state and nonstate) who are critical in the implementation and coordination process 
but were not included in earlier processes to formulate the EAC Strategy.
Similarly,  the development of  the EAC Protocol on Peace and Security has been 

slower than envisaged. The process dragged on for six years (2007-2013) among ef
forts to build consensus between the various security sector actors drawn from all the 
partner states. The partner states signed the Protocol in 2013 and had up to 2014 to 
ratify the Protocol and pave the way for its implementation. This delay is mainly due 
to the mystique surrounding the subject matter of security and the challenges in 
agreeing to a cooperation arrangement at the regional level. 
The EAC Protocol states that its main objective is to promote peace, security, stabil

ity  and  good neighbourliness.  In  implementing  the  Protocol  the  partner  states  are 
required to develop common measures, strategies, programmes and agreements so as 
to achieve their security objectives. The Protocol spells out eleven areas of security 
cooperation on which to anchor security relationships.15 The Protocol lays a founda
tion  for  security  governance within  the EAC; however what  remains  is  its  effective 
implementation.
Additionally, the EAC frameworks envisage several institutions and security organs 

that constitute the main actors in security governance in the region. At inception of 
the EAC in 2000, the office of the Counsel to the Community administratively han
dled  peace  and  security  matters  until  2006  when  the  Department  of  Political 
Federation was  formed and the  functions  transferred  there. The peace and security 
unit was later formed within the department and took charge of the issues. Currently, 
the Sectoral Council for Interstate Security is charged with the responsibility of pro
viding policy direction for the sector. However, there are proposals to establish the 
EAC Peace and Security Council as a top policy advisory organ to be accountable to 
the Heads of States Summit.
Other actors who have a  regional  security governance mandate  include  the East 

African Legislative Assembly (EALA) which legislates on regional security issues, the 
EAC Summit which has  the role of  reviewing  the state of peace,  security and good 

14.  East African Community, ‘EAC Draft Conflict Prevention, Management and Resolution (CPRM) 
Mechanism’,  Arusha,  EAC  Secretariat,  17  January  2012;  East  African  Community,  ‘EAC  Early Warning 
Mechanism’, Arusha, EAC Secretariat, 2010. 

15.  East  African  Community,  ‘EAC  Protocol  on  Peace  and  Security’,  Dar  Es  Salaam,  Tanzania,  15 
February, 2013, Article 2, Scope of Cooperation. Areas of EAC security cooperation include; conflict pre
vention, management and resolution, prevention of genocide, combating terrorism, piracy, transnational 
and cross border crimes, peace support operations, disaster risk reduction, crisis response, management of 
refugees, cattle, control of proliferation of illicit small arms and light weapons, and prisons and correctional 
services. The partner states also set out to establish early warning mechanisms so as to help in anticipating, 
preparing, responding, preventing and managing conflicts, crisis and disasters.
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governance within the Community, and the Council of Ministers which plays a key 
role in making policy decisions. In addition the Coordination Committees composed 
of Permanent Secretaries responsible for the East African Community from the five 
partner  states  provides  technical  expertise  to  the  Council  and  appoints  Sectoral 
Committees to assist in the execution of their work. 

To facilitate the work of the security sector several specialised thematic groups have 
been established to provide technical input including forums for the police chiefs 
under the East Africa Police Chiefs Cooperation Organization (EAPCCO), the forum 
for Intelligence Chiefs, Heads of Prisons and Correction Services, Heads of Disaster 
Risk  Reduction  and Management  Agencies,  Heads  of  National  Counter  Terrorism 
Coordination Agencies and Coordinators of National Focal Points on Small Arms and 
Light Weapons (SALW).16 The process to operationalize these forums is picking up 
with the exception of the forum for the Intelligence Chiefs, which has never met. The 
other forums have developed action plans and participated in meetings to establish 
working modalities which, when successfully implemented, will signal the start of 
security cooperation at the EAC region.

These existing peace and security frameworks, actors and institutions have been 
ineffective in carrying out their mandates due to the delay in implementation of the 
EAC Protocol on Peace and Security amongst other challenges. 

conceptual frameworK

Regional security governance can be operationalized from either a theoretical or prac
tical perspective. Theoretically, security governance is an emerging perspective in the 
discourse of security studies. It complements and contends for recognition with other 
viable perspectives within the constructivist school that provide alternative ap
proaches to understanding regional security. These include the ‘security community’ 
and ‘regional security complexes’ perspectives.17 It shares most of its assumptions with 
the constructivist school but stands out in its incorporation of the concept of gover
nance into the security discourse. The perspective aims to shift the focus of security 
from government to governance.

Operationally, regional security governance denotes common efforts by states to 
promote peace, security and stability and to forestall threats from within or outside 
the region. Flemes and Radseck define regional security governance as the formal and 
informal structures of authority that coordinate, manage and implement collective 
responses to security threats of states within a region.18 These security arrangements 
can be unilateral, bilateral and multilateral. They may also be formal and binding with 
clear institutional settings or articulated through norms and actions acceptable to the 

16.  East African Community, ‘Report of the 3rd Meeting of the Sectoral Council on Interstate Security’, 
April 2011, Bujumbura, Burundi.

17.  Emanuel  Adler  and  Michael  Barnett  (eds,),  Security Communities, (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), 4-27; Barry Buzan and Ole Wæver, Regions and powers; the structure of international 
security, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2003), 243-247.

18.  Daniel Flemes and Michael Radseck, ‘Creating multi level security governance in South America’, 
GIGA Working  Papers  Series  no  117,  December  2009,  German  Institute  of  Global  and  Area  Studies, 
Hamburg.
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membership. In the context of the EAC, the formal structures include the securitising 
frameworks, actors and agencies charged with peace and security mandates. The EAC 
anticipates a multilateral approach for security governance in the region.19

Kirchner and Sperling observe that the security governance perspective is applied 
to assess the problems of security management occasioned by several issues including 
the broadened security agenda, different patterns of interstate interactions, and the 
inclusion of nonstate actors in the discourse of security.20 The frameworks developed 
by  the EAC adequately  address  the broadened  security  agenda  and provide  for  the 
multiplicity of actors. Similarly, Webber et al define security governance as the coor
dinated management and regulation of security concerns by multiple and separate 
public and private actors.21 It entails formal and informal arrangements governed by 
agreed norms and directed towards attaining set security objectives. Therefore, assess
ing success or failure of EAC security governance entails understanding the extent to 
which common security objectives are achieved and the threats managed or solved. It 
also entails evaluating how unfolding conflicts, disputes and tensions are averted or 
resolved and an appreciation of how its formal institutions survive crises or manage 
challenges.
Regional  security  governance  comprises  three  components:  formulation,  imple

mentation, and coordination of collective responses to security threats within the 
EAC region. First, formulation entails agenda setting and interaction between multi
ple actors, which results in the development of enabling laws, protocols, rules and 
guidelines necessary for collective regional action to address common security con
cerns. It also involves designing coordinating mechanisms that facilitate the participa
tion of various actors and agencies. This aims to ensure coordination of all plans and 
actions  that  promote  collective  approaches  to  security  concerns.  It  is  through  the 
formulation of legal, institutional and administrative structures that regional security 
institutions determine the nature and extent of common security concerns and de
velop relevant coordinated policy and strategy responses. So far the EAC region has 
been successful in undertaking the function of formulating its key security sector 
frameworks.
Second, implementation or management refers to how the regional security func

tions  are  executed,  administered  and organised.  It presupposes  agreed mechanisms 
and processes that are adhered to in efforts to attain peace, security and stability in the 
region.  It  entails  undertaking  initiatives  to  attain  sustainable peaceful management 
and resolution of disputes and conflicts.22 Third, coordination refers to the inter
agency processes that ensure the multiple actors, interests and activities are under
taken in a coherent manner. Due to the involvement of various actors, the need for 
central control of the actions and plans is a prerequisite for successful security gover
nance. The EAC region has not been able to effectively undertake the implementation 

19.  See earlier discussion on frameworks for security governance within the EAC.
20.  Emil Kirchner and James Sperling, EU Security Governance, (Manchester and New York, Manchester 

University Press, 2007), 18-19.
21.  Mark Webber, Stuart Croft, Jolyon Howorth, Terry Terriff and Elke Krahmann, ‘The Governance of 

European Security’, Review of International Studies, 30:1 (2004), 3-26.
22.  Emil  Kirchner,  ‘The  Challenge  of  European  Union  Security  Governance’,  Journal of Common 

Market Studies, 44:5 (2006), 947-968.
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phase of its security sector frameworks when its envisioned coordination mechanisms 
are weak. 
Ultimately, appreciation of regional security governance requires interrogation of 

the capacity of regional institutions to perform the key function of formulation, im
plementation and coordination of collective strategies to address regional threats 
facing member states. Franke observes that security governance is about how regional 
organisations with security mandates coordinate and manage responses to collective 
security challenges in their regions.23 The EAC has made modest progress in setting 
up the necessary infrastructure to address its security objectives. However several 
challenges exist necessitating the reorientation of approaches to enhance security 
governance.
For instance, globalisation presents more challenges than opportunities to the se

curity sector of many states. This has impacted on security governance at the domes
tic, regional and global levels. Lake and Morgan argue that the region is increasingly 
becoming the centre for security interaction and cooperation and also the preferred 
level of analysis in studying and seeking solutions to security problems.24 This is due 
to the increasing security interdependence between states, the internationalisation of 
the security agenda, sophistication of transnational criminal enterprises and the 
reemergence and complexity of contemporary security threats. 
Similarly, Buzan and Weaver contend that most security threats are almost always 

regional; this leads states to enter into security arrangements at the regional level to 
forestall their security dilemmas.25 At this level, the concern revolves around under
standing whether states are able to provide security unilaterally or multilaterally 
across the domestic and regional levels and survive within the international system. In 
addition, the shift of emphasis to the regional level is given impetus by the provisions 
of the United Nations (UN) Charter and regional organisations that have a peace and 
security mandate.26 The United Nations Security Council  (UNSC) has  the primary 
responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security. The UN char
ter recognises the existence of regional organisations or agencies dealing with matters 
relating to the maintenance of international peace and security within the different 
regions of the world.27

Boutros-Ghali emphasises the importance of UN cooperation with regional organi
sations and outlines several areas of collaboration including consultation, diplomatic 
support, operational support, codeployment and joint operations.28  Specifically, focus
ing  on  cooperation  between  the  UN  and African  regional  organisations,  the  UNSC 
adopted Resolution  1197, which  contained  elements  of  general  application  to  all  re

23.  Benedikt Franke, ‘Africa’s evolving security architecture and the concept of multilayered security 
communities’, Cooperation and Conflict, 43:3 (2008), 314-340.

24.  David  Lake  and  Patrick  Morgan  (eds.),  Regional orders: building security in a new world, 
(Pennsylvania, Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997) 6-7.

25.  Buzan and Wæver, (2003), 10-11.
26. Charter of the United Nations, signed on 24 October 1945, San Francisco, US, Chapter VIII, Regional 

Arrangements. 
27.  United Nations Charter, Chapter VIII, Article 52.1. 
28.  Boutros Boutros-Ghali, An agenda for peace: preventive diplomacy, peace-making and peacekeeping’ 

(New York, United Nations Department of Public Information, 1995).
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gional and subregional organisations.29 The UNSC articulated the need for strengthen
ing coordination between the UN and regional, and sub-regional organisations, in the 
area of conflict prevention and the maintenance of peace. The UNSC also obligated the 
Secretary-General to develop a framework for coordinating partnerships between states 
and regional and subregional organisations in peacekeeping operations. 
Following from the above, the AU’s Africa Peace and Security Architecture (APSA) 

assigns responsibility to the regional economic blocs to promote and coordinate secu
rity initiatives at their respective regional level. APSA provides guidelines for imple
menting the continental peace and security initiatives. Towards attaining this objective 
the  EAC  entered  into  a Memorandum of Understanding  (MOU) with  the African 
Union (AU), through which the EAC benefits from APSA support programmes and 
established  the  EAC  Liaison  office  to  the  AU  to  facilitate  security  cooperation.30  
Through the MOU, the AU has provided support to the EAC in its efforts to develop 
the  EAC  Early  Warning  Mechanism  and  in  establishing  a  Mediation  Framework 
among other financial assistance to ongoing programmes.31  Separately, the EAC as a 
region works closely with other intra and extraregional organisations that have con
verging  security  interests.  These  include:  The  Regional  Centre  on  Small  Arms 
(RECSA),  The  International  Conference  on  the Great  Lakes  Region  (ICGLR),  The 
Eastern  and  Southern  Africa  Money  Laundering  Group  (ESAAMLG),  and  the 
Commonwealth Human Rights Initiatives (CHRI).32 All these arrangements provide 
opportunities as well as challenges in enhancing security governance.

challenges in eac securitY governance 

Despite the elaborate foundation for regional security governance and the accompa
nying securitising frameworks, the EAC states have been reluctant to embrace com
prehensive regional security cooperation provided for in the wellarticulated 
provisions of the various documents. The states have often opted to cooperate on an 
ad-hoc basis, when confronted with a common security threat as opposed to acting 
collectively at all times to defeat common threats. They have relied more on their bi
lateral agreements with partner states and other states beyond the region especially 
the developed states for their security survival. 
A case in point is the protracted war in Somalia that has spill over effects on all the 

partner states and is a source of terrorism and other security threats. The region lacks 
a common strategy to confront the threats emanating from Somalia; the partner states 
have intervened on the behest of AU and national interests, based on patriotism and 
nationalistic security interests as opposed to regional interests. The EAC partner states 
except Tanzania are currently involved in stabilisation efforts in Somalia. Uganda and 

29.  United Nations Security Council (UNSC) Resolution 1197, (New York, United Nations Department 
of Public Information, 1998).

30. Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on Cooperation in the Area of Peace and Security between the 
AU, RECs and the Coordinating Mechanisms of the Regional Standby Brigades of Eastern and Northern Africa’, 
African Union, Addis Baba, June 2008.

31.  L. M. Onyonyi, ‘The EAC peace and security sector cooperation’, paper presented at  the 2nd East 
African Community Peace and Security Conference, Bujumbura, Burundi, 13-15 November 2013.

32.  Ibid
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Burundi are  troop contributing countries  to  the African Union Mission  in Somalia 
(AMISOM) whereas Kenya initially unilaterally intervened in Somalia to safeguard its 
national interests following several incursions by the Al Shabaab terrorist group but 
later joined AMISOM. Regional efforts to address the common threats from Somalia 
have often been in rhetoric during EAC sessions and no common practical strategies 
have been implemented by the partner states. 
From the onset, the process of formulating the frameworks for security governance 

in the EAC faces several challenges. For instance, during the deliberations to develop 
the EAC Protocol on Peace and Security,  it was observed  that  the  security agencies 
from the five states have different structures and mandates at their national levels 
which present a problem of reconciliation at the EAC level so as to enhance effective 
security governance. The security organs tend to carry their bureaucratic competi
tions, jealousies and supremacy contests from their national levels to the regional level 
further complicating the consensus building on common security concerns. There is 
also a tendency for the defence sector to dominate the process whereas the intelligence 
community is reluctant to participate in the processes on the pretext that their modus 
operandi was covert and not possible within the Protocol. The difficulty associated 
with negotiating the EAC Protocol on Peace and Security stems from the fact that the 
security agencies in the region are still held back by traditional or militaristic thinking 
and practices of security. This explains the defence sector’s attempt to hijack the de
liberations and the exclusion of nonstate actors in the processes.33  
Additionally, a proposal to have a Peace and Security Directorate at the EAC almost 

collapsed the deliberations due to disagreements on the command, control and re
porting procedures. The proposal was deferred indefinitely. The end result of the long 
process (2007-2013) was a watered down consensus EAC Protocol on peace and secu
rity that struck out most of the provisions articulated in earlier drafts. In essence, most 
of the progressive thinking necessary to anchor a robust and contemporary frame
work for regional security governance was lost from the onset.  The watered down 
Protocol is due to the give and take practices of diplomatic processes, whereby the end 
product may not help to address the security problems of the region.34

Beyond the issues relating to the frameworks, the patterns of enmity and amity in 
the relations between the partner states in the region present challenges in security 
governance. Friction between EAC partner states is historic and dates back to the in
dependence period. Consequently, over time there have been continuities as well as 
changes in the issues that threaten the peaceful relations between the region’s states. 
These issues are mainly economic and political and form the basis for regional secu
rity governance in the region. This process entails appreciating the root causes of these 
frictions, their persistence and how they can be overcome for the benefit of security 
cooperation in the region. 

Politically, interstate tensions and disputes have characterised the patterns of secu
rity  governance  in  the EAC  region.  Specifically,  each  state has  bones of  contention 
with a member state or states. This complicates any venture in collective security ap

33.  East African Community, ‘Report of the 1st Meeting of the Sectoral Council on Interstate Security’, 
August, 2008, Arusha, Tanzania. 

34.  East African Community, ‘Report of the 2nd Meeting of the Sectoral Council on Interstate Security’, 
June 2009, Arusha, Tanzania.
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proaches.  First,  Tanzania  has  had  suspicious  relations  with  Uganda  dating  to  the 
border wars of 1978/79 between the two states.35 Currently, tensions revolve around 
the divergent positions  taken by  the  two countries on  the EAC integration process. 
Uganda  supports  the  fast  tracking  of  the  process  whereas  Tanzania  urges  for  slow 
gradual process. Tanzania argues that implementation of the Customs Union and the 
Common Market face challenges that need to be addressed before the EAC region can 
progress  to  other  levels  of  integration;  this  position  is  opposed  by  Uganda  and 
Rwanda. There are also suspicions regarding the use of Lake Victoria waters, fisher
men from both countries face harassment from government authorities from either 
side.
Second, Tanzania faces hostilities from Rwanda and Burundi regarding the March 

2013  expulsion  of  refugees  from  the  two  states.  The  two  have  publicly  accused 
Tanzania of violating relations by expelling their citizens. In response, Tanzania argues 
that the action was guided by its national interest, which was threatened by the crim
inal activities of the refugees.36 This creates uneasy relationships between the states, 
and has impacted on EAC relations. However, Tanzania enjoys cordial relations with 
Burundi despite the expulsion of refugees due to the country’s involvement and sup
port for the Burundi peace processes over time. Burundi is dependent on Tanzania for 
its security and stability. The two countries currently find themselves in the same 
group having been  excluded  from  the ‘Coalition of  the Willing’  comprising Kenya, 
Rwanda and Uganda, as outlined below.
Third, Uganda has potent friction with Kenya over the disputed Migingo Island on 

Lake Victoria with public spats characterising the dispute with both states claiming 
ownership of the territory. The two partner states sought intervention beyond the 
region from the British for interpretation of the colonial maps. The 2009 moratorium 
to engage efforts to determine the ownership of the island temporary quelled the 
tensions. This however remains a point of friction between the two states.37  
A  new  front  for  enmity  in  the  region  was  opened  in  2013  when  three  partner 

states—Kenya, Rwanda and Uganda—entered into a tripartite agreement to enhance 
cooperation in the development of key infrastructure projects that excluded Tanzania 
and Burundi  but  included South  Sudan. This  initiative, which  is  referred  to  as  the 
‘Coalition of the Willing’, has ignited diplomatic tension that casts doubts on the via
bility of the EAC. The ‘Coalition of the Willing’ accused Tanzania of lacking commit
ment and frustrating  the EAC, whereas Tanzania asserted  it was  firmly  in  the EAC. 
These ongoing developments have attracted disquiet amongst the partner states and 
their key donors; if not addressed, it is likely to undo the EAC integration process.38 

35.  Ojo et al, (1985), 160-163.
36.  J. Milner, ‘Two steps forward, one step back: understanding the shifting politics of refugee policy in 

Tanzania, new issues in refugee research’, research paper no.255, UNHCR, July 2013.
37.  Namhla Matshanda, ‘Migingo  Island dispute may  threaten East African  Integration’,  ISS Africa, 12 

March 2009, Institute for Security Studies, Pretoria (2009). Available online: http://www.issafrica.org/topics/
environmental-security-and-climate-change/12-mar-2009-iss-today-migingo-island-dispute-may-threaten- 
east-african-integration [accessed 11 November 2014].

38.  Daily Nation, ‘Tanzania government officially renounces coalition of the willing’, Africa - News and 
Analysis,  22  October  2013.  Available  online:  http://africajournalismtheworld.com/2013/10/22/tanzania- 
denounces-kenya-uganda-rwanda-coalition-of-the-willing-in-eac/ [accessed 11 November 2014]. 
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Some of the region’s states are in the process of discovery and exploitation of nat
ural resources especially oil and gas. Uganda discovered oil  in the Albertine Graben 
belt, Kenya in Turkana area and Tanzania discovered natural gas and oil  in Mtwara 
Region.39 There are efforts to enhance cooperation among the states in ensuring effec
tive management of the natural resources, which are instrumental in enhancing eco
nomic prosperity of the region’s states. However, this is a likely area of future conflicts 
within the states and with neighbours who share the resources if not managed well, as 
witnessed in several oil rich countries in Africa and often described as the oil curse.

The continuity of tensions and conflict between the partner states exposes the 
failure of the existing EAC regional frameworks on peace and security to settle dis
putes between members or to facilitate the process of mediation. Clearly, in all the 
existing issues of conflict in the region, the absence of commitment to implement the 
EAC to address these issues is evident. This raises key concerns on the commitment to 
security governance in the region.
Economically, the first cracks in the relations between the states emerged soon after 

the formation of the defunct EAC (1967-1977). This is attributed to the divergent de
velopment plans adopted by Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania post-independence. Kenya 
adopted a free market economy and encouraged foreign direct investment.40 In con
trast, Tanzania proclaimed African socialism and introduced a controlled economy that 
deemphasised the role of foreign direct investments.41 Similarly, Uganda formulated 
the Common Man’s Charter in 1969, which was anchored on socialist principles and 
akin to Tanzania’s socialism.42 As a result Kenya became capitalist, which enabled it to 
attract investment and reap the benefits of the defunct EAC (1967-1977) as most for
eign  companies  set  up  their  bases  in  Kenya.  In  contrast,  socialism  disrupted  the 
 socioeconomic development of Tanzania where foreign investors were uncomfortable 
to invest in the socialist economy. Uganda, besides taking the socialist path, entered into 
periods  of  instability  from  1971 when Milton Obote was  ousted  in  a military  coup 
d’état up to 1986 when the National Resistance Movement (NRM) of Yoweri Museveni 
took power.
Prospects for EAC integration dimmed as Uganda and Tanzania got frustrated in 

their  efforts  to  tame Kenya’s  dominance, what  followed were  public  spats  between 
Tanzania’s President Julius Nyerere who accused Kenya of greed in the EAC referring 
to Kenya as ‘a man eat man society’. Therefore, Tanzania sought to prevent the advent 
of capitalist values and to end exploitation of the Tanzanian market by Kenya by clos
ing its borders and disrupting trade. In response, Kenya’s President Jomo Kenyatta was 
unbowed and stayed the course of advancing a capitalist economy, and responded by 
calling Tanzania a ‘man eat nothing society’. This row led to the closure of the Kenya-
Tanzania border halting all economic activity and ushered the eventual collapse of the 

39.  ‘First deep water oil found off East Africa’, Oil and Gas Journal, 30 August 2010. Available online: 
http://www.ogj.com/articles/print/volume-108/issue-32/general-interest/first-deepwater-oil.html  [ac
cessed 11 November 2014]. 
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41.  United Republic of Tanzania, ‘Arusha declaration on socialism and self- reliance’, Arusha, 1967.
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EAC.43 This history of enmity between Kenya and Tanzania continues to this day with 
Tanzania applying unofficial  protectionist policies  to  guard off Kenya’s  access  to  its 
markets despite their shared membership to the EAC. 
Similarly, some partner states are uncomfortable with the current distribution of 

the EAC common services. There is agitation to decentralise the EAC institutions and 
organs to ensure all members benefit and host them equitably. The concern has been 
that  some  states  host  several  organs  of  the  EAC  whereas  others  do  not  host  any. 
Uganda and Tanzania host most of the organs and institutions, Kenya hosts only one, 
the Lake Victoria Environmental Programme, and Rwanda and Burundi do not host 
any. Kenya, Rwanda and Burundi are at the forefront urging amendment of the Treaty 
to facilitate equitable redistribution.44

Despite the negative historical experiences and rivalries, the revival of the EAC in 
1999 was  informed by necessity of  the  states  to manage  and  respond  to  challenges 
posed by globalisation due  to  the  interdependent nature of  the region’s economies. 
Regional integration was perceived as the panacea for the states to act collectively to 
increase market access and development, but the relationships tend to grow hot and 
cold affecting the progress in economic integration of these states.  
Additionally,  the EAC region  lacks clear  leadership  to guide  its processes. Buzan 

and Wæver observe that security interactions in Africa have been generated by weak
nesses rather than by strengths.45  They argue that the EAC region’s power polarity is 
difficult to overcome due to a lack of a clear regional hegemon. The big challenge is 
that currently no state in the EAC region has been able to command the compliance 
of all the other partner states and earn the regional leadership position. Therefore, 
without a regional power the problems of leadership for implementation of security 
strategy  will  recur.  They  assert  that  this  model  works  within  the  South  African 
Development Community (SADC) and the Economic Community of West African 
States  (ECOWAS)  that have clear  regional powers  in South Africa and Nigeria  that 
help to captain security governance. 
Fraizer explains the role of regional powers in the development and maintenance 

of security orders within regional security organisations.46 He argues that security 
orders are driven by, among other issues, the regional power roles where leaders act to 
influence the region’s members in specific security policy direction. The regional lead
ers take responsibility for initiating security agreements and leading the region in 
choosing preferences and coordinated sets of strategies. The EAC Treaty gives this role 
to  the  Summit of  the Heads of  State;  however  this presents  challenges because  the 
heads of states are not homogeneous. They have personality differences and are 
guided by their respective national interests, which are not necessarily the EAC’s in
terests. The rotational basis of the chairmanship of the EAC Summit plays its role in 
compounding the problem, as the frequency of the rotation annually does not afford 
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any one leader the opportunity to effectively implement and coordinate regional se
curity governance. 

Without clear leadership, the formulation, coordination and implementation of 
regional security governance will be stillborn. A regional hegemon will help to move 
the region from unilateral to multilateral approaches in addressing security threats. 
The closest the states have come to regional security cooperation is issuing statements 
to condemn acts that constitute threats in the region or in neighbouring states.

prospects for eac regional securitY governance 

Since the revival of the EAC, modest progress has been made in security governance 
within the EAC. The progress  is evident  in efforts  to  formulate  the regional  frame
works such as EAC Protocol on Peace and Security. These frameworks, despite their 
shortcomings, provide a basis on which future initiatives can be anchored. The region 
needs to move forward to the implementation and coordination phases of security 
governance, which have so far not been effectively undertaken. This will be tenable 
only if the region addresses four key concerns.
First,  there  is  the  need  to  shift  towards  a  regional  commitment  by  the  states  to 

embrace and implement regional security governance. This entails drawing lessons 
from the failure to implement the current security frameworks several years after they 
were developed. This also necessitates reworking the processes and actors involved in 
the formulation, implementation and coordination of the security functions. The 
participation of non-state actors and EAC citizens will be critical for effective regional 
security governance.   
Second, ninety  five per cent of  financing  for EAC programmes and activities on 

security are funded by external donors, mainly the European Union (EU), through the 
AU-African Peace  and  Security Architecture  support  programme,  and  the German 
Technical Cooperation (GIZ).47 Therefore, without an assured sustainable and inde
pendent source of funding for peace and security sector implementation, regional 
security governance becomes a mirage.
The EAC region’s donor dependency is attributed to the reluctance of the partner 

states to commit sufficient funds towards the objectives of peace and security that they 
allege to be committed to achieving. This reliance on foreign funds to enhance secu
rity continues to perpetuate the weak states’ dilemma and exposes the region to secu
rity vulnerabilities associated with dependency. Security is considered a core interest 
for survival of the states at the national and regional levels, which should not be left 
to external machinations. All the partner states underscore the importance of ending 
security dependency in their policies and strategies; therefore, it can be deduced that 
what they lack is commitment to go beyond the rhetoric.
In addition, at the national level the security sectors are heavily funded in the five 

partner states and enjoy huge budgetary allocations, highly trained manpower, and 
stateoftheart equipment. This national prioritising and financing of the security 
sector should be replicated at the regional level. There is need for the region’s states to 
take control of their security by enhancing funding to the sector at the regional level. 

47.  Onyonyi, (2013). 
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It is not the lack of resources to fund the sector but the lack of commitment by the 
states in the regional security agenda.

Third, the situation can be explained in terms of the existing mistrust and suspi
cion between the partner states and actors in the security agencies. This is com
pounded when it comes to the matter of security where the gatekeepers are reluctant 
to change, despite the progress made in formulating the region’s security frameworks 
in the new human security paradigm. The states are reluctant to actualise security 
cooperation despite public pronouncements to do so. They are also unwilling to im
plement the region’s security agenda; as long as this situation prevails the implemen
tation of the regional security frameworks remains a mirage.

conclusion 

The endeavour by the EAC states to enhance security governance is characterised by 
both successes and challenges. A key consensus is the need to have a secure, peaceful 
and stable region without which the objectives of regional integration may not be 
achieved. The need for security and its collective governance is not a choice but a 
necessity. The region’s leadership has to be more proactive in addressing the gaps in 
the implementation and effective coordination of the security sector frameworks, 
which continue to persist. There is also need to reorient the frameworks to address 
their inherent weaknesses.  
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Youth participation in local governance is currently being advanced as a policy priority in pro-
moting youth development in the counties of Kenya.1 The important role played by youth in the 
economic and social development in the counties cannot be denied. The need for their participa-
tion in local governance processes is increasing and, as such has been recognised in the present 
Kenyan Constitution of 2010. However, amidst this recognition in the constitution, various fac-
tors hinder youth participation in local governance. This brief intends to explore the factors that 
hinder youth participation in local governance in the Coast Region of Kenya. It is based on an 
analysis of literature and research conducted on youth perspectives on governance in 2012.2 The 
research was conducted through focused group discussions with stakeholders and in-depth in-
terviews with youth in the counties of Kwale, Mombasa, Lamu and Kilifi.

introduction

The Coast Region of Kenya is situated along the Indian Ocean. It is a region endowed 
with  many  resources,  including  the  port  of  Mombasa,  the  tourism  industry  and 
maritime  resources,  as  well  as  a  proposed  new  port,  as  part  of  the  Lamu  Project. 
Nevertheless,  since  independence,  the  region  has  been  marginalised  by  successive 
governments in terms of its development.3 Coasterians have criticised successive gov

  1.  The author uses the term ‘local governance’ to refer to the present county government system in 
Kenya. In the present devolved system of government (under the Kenyan Constitution of 2010) the political 
administration and fiscal powers are distributed to sub national units. 

  2.  The research formed part of wider research conducted on youth radicalisation in the Coast Region 
of Kenya. The  author  is  grateful  for  the  organisational  support  provided  for  the  research  by  the Kenya 
Community Support Centre (KECOSCE).

  3.  Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, Regional Disparities and Marginalisation in Kenya (Nairobi, Elite PrePress 
Ltd, 2012).
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ernments and blamed them for their present plight and low levels of development.4 
The desire to break away from the central government has been made apparent 
through  the  formation  of  secession movements  such  as  the Mombasa  Republican 
Council  (MRC),  a  separatist  movement,  and  violent  incidents  such  as  the  Kaya 
Bombo clashes.5  The  devolved  system  of  governance  as  promoted  by  the  Kenyan 
Constitution of 2010 is considered a panacea for this situation by the government.6 
The region attributing to the ‘youth bulge’ in Kenya needs to engage young people 

in the democratic processes of local governance in the region.7 Regions with youth 
bulges have shown potential for political violence.8 An analysis of the causes for vio
lence in the Coast Region shows the following characteristics: religious intolerance, 
negative ethnicity and prejudice, political power struggles, poor governance, inequi
table resource sharing, land issues on ownership, impunity and corruption and un
resolved historical injustices. These characteristics have facilitated religious 
extremism, mushrooming of pressure groups, increased poverty, ethnic inequality 
and unemployment.9 

Among these characteristics, youth radicalisation and extremism have been key 
issues in the region.10 Among  the proposed  counter-radicalisation/extremism mea

  4.  ‘Coasterians’ is a word used to refer to the indigenous people from the Coast Region. See Andrew 
McGregor, ‘Kenya’s Coast Province and the Mombasa Republican Council: Islamists, separatists or political 
pawns?’, Terrorism Monitor, 10:2 (2012), 7; See Justin Willis and Ngala Chome, ‘Marginalization and politi
cal  participation  on  the Kenya Coast:  the  2013  elections’,  Journal of Eastern African Studies,  8:1  (2013), 
115-134; Ipsos, ‘Kenya Coast survey: development, marginalization, security and participation’, Ipsos Public 
Affairs, Nairobi, 2013. Available online: http://www.ipsos.co.ke/spr/downloads/downloads.php?dir=polls& 
file=Kenya%20Coast%20Survey_October%202013.pdf [accessed 5 July 2014].

  5.  The Kaya Bombo incident was as a result of youth groups (mainly from the South Coast of Kenya 
of Digo origin) bitter over alleged discriminations over land distribution policies, which clashed with and 
slaughtered up-country people and non-Digo coastal residents in Kenya. The incident resulted in the killing 
of 104 people and over 100,000 being displaced. The Mombasa Republican Council (MRC) is an organisa
tion pursuing its quest for independence with its slogan ‘Pwani si Kenya’ (The Coast is not part of Kenya).

  6.  Nevertheless there is a critique that if proper institutions or processes are unavailable, devolution 
can result in further marginalisation and ethnic nationalism on the basis of regional disparities, revenue 
responsibilities and ethnic nationalism that can affect the instability of the country. See: Wolfgang Fengler, 
‘Decentralizing Kenya:  four  paradoxes’,  The World  Bank,  September  2011. Available  online:http://blogs.
worldbank.org/africacan/decentralizing-kenya-four-paradoxes. [Last accessed 3 January 2013]. 

 7. The youth bulge theory posits that a large proportion of youth in the population may result in ei
ther their nations moving forward  (as demographic dividends) or due to the lack of opportunities, the 
unemployment rates will grow, leading a huge number of unemployed young people (particularly young 
men) to violent and socially destructive acts. See Henrik Urdal, ‘A Clash of Generations? Youth bulges and 
political violence’, International Studies Quarterly, 50:3 (2006), 607-629.

  8.  See Robert Kaplan, ‘The Coming Anarchy: How scarcity, crime, overpopulation, tribalism and dis
eases are rapidly destroying the social fabric of our planet’, Atlantic Monthly, (1994), 46. Here the author 
argues that anarchy has attributed to demographic and environmental factors. See Henrik Urdal, ‘A Clash 
of Generation? Youth bulges and political violence’, Expert paper No. 2012/1, United Nations Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs, New York. Here the study has associated youth bulges with political instabil
ity and an opportunity for youth recruitment for radical or extremist activities.

  9.  See  CICC-Kenya  (2014),  ‘Current  Conflict Analysis’.  Available  online:  http://www.cicckenya.org/
index.php/current-conflict-analysis [accessed 2 September 2014].

10.  Fathima Badurdeen, ‘Youth Radicalization in the Coast Province of Kenya’, Africa Peace and Conflict 
Journal, 5:1 (2012), 53-58.
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sures the need to increase youth participation in democratic processes and mainly in 
local governance is well acknowledged.

definition of Youth in KenYa

The definitions of youth vary from one context to another. Hence youth definitions 
are contextual, depending on the social, cultural, economic and political environ
ments. Durham defines the concept of youth as a relational concept within a dynamic 
context that encompass a social landscape of power, rights, knowledge and cultural 
notions of agency and personhood. This dynamic nature views youth as a fluid con
cept where experiences of youth in various socioeconomic conditions define youth. 
The only static component of the definition can be based on their age.11

However, in Kenya, age-based definitions for youth vary. The National Youth Policy 
of Kenya defines youth as those aged between 15 and 30 years that takes into account 
the social, cultural, biological, political, physical and psychological aspects of Kenyan 
youth. The Constitution of Kenya 2010 defines youth as an age range of between 18 
and 35, while youth development projects by the government have targeted youth in 
the age range of 15-35 years. Like many other African countries, the lack of consis
tency in definitions has complicated the definition of youth.

the rationale for Youth in governance

Three dominant rationales can be identified for youth participation in local gover
nance.12 First, youth participation can be viewed within the context of social justice. 
This  is backed by Article 12 of  the United Nations Convention of  the Right of  the 
Child (CRC).13 This rationale emphasises the importance of young people being ac
tive agents of their own lives. It means young people have the right to articulate or 
express their views freely, be heard in all matters that concern and affect them that are 
of policy concern, and have their views considered seriously in par with their age and 
maturity. Such opportunities will allow the youth to be heard, enabling them to pro
tect themselves better, strengthen their commitment to and understanding of democ
racy and will contribute to better and informed policy decisions.14

Second, youth participation can be viewed within the context of building civil soci
ety. Here the purpose is to balance the individual right of the youth with their respon
sibilities to their communities. This involves creating social spaces for experimentation 
among youth and community members so that they have legitimate opportunities to 
influence decisions in their communities. According to this perspective youth in local 

11.  Deborah  Durham,  ‘Youth  and  the  Social  Imagination  in  Africa:  Introduction  to  part  1  and  2’, 
Anthropological Quarterly, 73:3 (2000), 113-120.

12.  Shepherd Zeldin, Linda Camino and Matthew Calvert, ‘Toward an understanding of youth in com
munity governance: policy priorities and research directions’, Social Policy Report, 17:3 (2003), 3-19.

13.  OHCHR, ‘Convention on the Rights of the Child’, Office of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, (1996-2014). Available online: http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.
aspx [accessed 10 November 2014].

14.  Gerison Lansdown, ‘Promoting children’s participation in democratic decision-making’, UNICEF 
Innocent Research Centre, Italy, 2001.
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governance incorporates the voices and competencies of diverse stakeholders mainly 
the youth in identifying, leveraging and mobilising community resources.15

Third, the rationale for youth participation in local governance is the need to pro
mote youth development in their respective localities. Here youth participation serves 
as a socialising function where the purpose is to provide youth with challenging expe
riences in initiating, planning and taking action on behalf of people in the state of 
need. Here the expected outcomes would be identifying development, peer and adult 
relationships, skill development, initiative and group membership. Therefore, partici
pation by youth can be viewed as civic competence where their interaction within 
democratic institutions will provide them with competencies that will promote their 
interests as adults.16

Youth participation in local governance in KenYa

In Kenya, youth remains a marginalised group in terms of their participation in de
velopment. For decades since independence their needs and aspirations have not re
ceived  due  recognition.  Very  few  efforts  have  been  taken  by  the  government  and 
voluntary youth agencies to involve youth in the development agenda. Apart from the 
National Youth Service (which started in 1964), most of the youth programmes have 
focused on the recreational and social nature with an urban bias.17 Therefore, youth 
participation has been lacking in the designing, planning and implementation of pro
grammes and policies that affected the youth and country. For example when asked 
about the Constitution of Kenya 2010, research participants said that they had only 
heard about the constitution. They were unaware on its contents and said that they 
were not involved in any public forums that had discussions in relation to the consti
tution.18 This clearly shows the lack of participation in consultation meetings result
ing in lost credibility and lack of ownership of the process.
Today, like many other countries, Kenya has placed emphasis on youth participa

tion  in devolved governance. Under  the devolved system of governance, youth par
ticipation has been highlighted as crucial in issues of governance and decisionmaking 
so that the policies formulated and services provided will benefit them and the coun
try. While achieving this goal is a possibility, there is a long way to go in realising this 
aim.  The  Institute  of  Economic Affairs-IEA  highlights  the  present  discourse  as  ‘an 
aggressive youth discourse’ emerging as a result of ‘concerted efforts of re-configuring 
the social roles and responsibility of young people in the country’.19

15.  Linda Camino and Shepherd Zeldin, ‘From periphery to centre: pathways of youth civic engage
ment in the day-to-day life of communities’, Applied Developmental Science, 6:4 (2002), 213-20.

16.  James  Youniss,  Susan  Bales,  Verona  Christmas-Best,  Marcelo  Diversi,  Milbrey  McLaughlin  and 
Rainer Silbereisen, ‘Youth civic engagement in the twenty-first century’, Journal of Research on Adolescence, 
12:1 (2002), 121-48.

17.  Ministry of Home Affairs, ‘Kenya National Youth Policy’, Ministry of Home Affairs, Kenya (2002). 
Available  online:  http://www.africanchildforum.org/clr/policy%20per%20country/kenya/kenya_
youth_2002_en.pdf [accessed 3 July 2014].

18.  Youth Leaders, Kenya Community Support Centre, Focused Group Discussions, Mombasa, 26 April 
2012.

19.  Chrispine Oduor and Abraham Muriu, ‘Opportunities for youth to engage in devolved governance 
and economic development in Kenya’, The Futures Bulletin, Institute of Economic Affairs, Kenya, 2013, 1-8.
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As important strides are taking place in Kenya on encouraging youth participation 
in local governance as in many other countries, there are factors that hinder coastal 
youth in their participation. The following factors were highlighted by the coastal 
youth as factors that hindered them from participation.

 1.  The lack of information on the available avenues for participation in gover
nance. This was mainly due to the lack of awareness of policies and programmes 
by the government in their localities. The youth have not been aware of the exist
ing youth forums or public meetings during the policy designing processes, even 
when these have been relevant to themselves or to their communities. ‘We don’t 
have many youth forums in the area. We are not involved in any policymaking 
endeavours. Take the case of the new port project – we had very little informa
tion on it. This is in our land, and we were not part of it…the government says 
the project will give us opportunities. But rarely do we know the opportunities. 
What about its impact in the local communities?’20 

  2.   Sometimes information was available but the youth did not know how to access 
the existing mechanisms of redress. Youth also lacked time and resources to en
able their participation. ‘Many groups in society have no opportunity to partici
pate or have difficulties in participating. Education or the economic situations 
deter participation. When you are poor you don’t want  to waste  the  little you 
have or your time in joining an organisation or a youth forum. Among the geo
graphic challenges, youth from marginal areas feel that they are not part of the 
forums or sometimes youth feel they have information but do not want to join 
a  forum  or  do  not  have  the  motivation  to  participate  in  such  forums.’21 
Discussions did reveal that youth spend their limited time on needs and interests 
that were of use to them (such as on family issues, opportunities for education 
and job hunting) rather than focus on participation in youth forum/public fo
rums. Further, it is also important to note that the youth of today have a different 
set of expectations and options when compared to previous generations. The 
neo capitalist wave in Kenya, of economic liberalisation, has put immense pres
sure on the youth, wherein life transitions of youth have lengthened the time 
between completing education, creating a stable career and settling down for 
marriage. These contemporary challenges discourage young people from spend
ing their spare time on participating in local issues.

  3.   The role of NGOs in youth participation was commendable. Some youth high
lighted that youth forums carried out by NGOs such as the Kenya Community 
Support  Centre  (KECOSCE)  and  the  Lamu Youth  Alliance,  have  focused  on 
youth participation and information sharing, including education based on the 
Kenyan Constitution of 2010.22 It was highlighted that youth needed more fo
rums for discussions on their interests and on issues concerning their communi

20.  Youth  Leaders,  Kenya  Community  Support  Centre  and  Lamu  Youth  Alliance,  Focused  Group 
Discussions, Lamu, 2 May 2012.

21.  Interview with Ramadan Mwangazi, Youth Leader, Technical University of Mombasa, Mombasa, 28 
April 2012.

22.  Youth  Leaders,  Kenya  Community  Support  Centre  and  Lamu  Youth  Alliance,  Focused  Group 
Discussions, Lamu, 2 May 2012.
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ties. Lack of motivation and interest by youth had contributed to their lack of 
participation. Some members highlighted that they were not interested in taking 
part in issues of local governance because they perceived that government had 
no interest in their participation. This they attributed to three reasons: first, 
there was the perception among the youth that their voices may remain unheard; 
second, they felt that the government would not take them seriously; and third, 
they believed that their opinions as youth may not add value to the matters dis
cussed. ‘Usually we meet political representatives only prior to the beginning of 
elections. They come to ask about our problems, talk of solutions and then after 
the  elections  they  are  not  concerned  about  our  issues… we don’t  even  know 
what happened to the information we gave.’23 

 4.  Youth participation as tokenistic. Youth participation was considered as tokenis
tic and manipulated; therefore it is seen to lack meaning. ‘Here youth take part 
in political issues/forums only when tokens are given – this also includes their 
choice of political leaders. They make choices based on ‘hand-outs’ given rather 
than on the level of capability of the policies promoted by the political candidate. 
This is due to the level of poverty in the region – hence the choice of leadership 
or policy-decision-making does not lie on their rationality…’24

 5.  The need for training and skills to take part in local governance processes was 
evident as many young people did not have the leadership skills, analytical skills 
and problem solving skills that were needed if they were to take part. This can 
also be attributed to the lack of opportunities in education and training in the 
region.

  6.   The need  for  innovative new means  for  youth participation. Discussions  also 
centred on the need for digital engagement strategies (mobile phones and ICTs) 
that have the ability to promote participation in local governance. While par
ticipants highlighted the need, they also recognised the limitations such as the 
prohibitive cost. It was agreed that participation through the use of technology 
has the potential to inform and engage young people.

The above discussions emphasise the need for access into a public forum and plat
forms for meaningful youth participation that can have an impact on important is
sues of governance in their counties. The lack of trust in the present system necessitates 
a framework that supports youth participation. This means a framework that would 
match the expectations of the youth and meet the needs of the government, wherein 
young people would feel the need to participate. Trust building mechanisms, where 
their views will be heard, minuted and implemented, are also required. In addition a 
feedback mechanism would give them confidence in the system. Finally, a youth men
torship programme is needed to build capacity through engaging with experienced 
decision makers.

23.  Youth  Leaders,  Kenya  Community  Support  Centre,  Youth  Groups,  Kwale,  Focused  Group 
Discussions, 6 May 2012.

24.  Youth  Leaders,  Kenya  Community  Support  Centre  and  Lamu  Youth  Alliance,  Focused  Group 
Discussions, Lamu, 2 May 2012.



Youth Participation in Local Governance  95  

recommendations

As future prospects depend on growth in the region, there is a need to encourage 
youth to participate in development, which is the key to breaking the cycle of poverty 
and ultimately changing the entire society. Apart from this, there is a need to encour
age youth to demand accountability and concrete actions from their governments to 
address low levels of education in the region and unemployment. The stimulation of 
dialogue and introduction of youth forums to discuss governance issues would em
phasise the important role that youth can play in addressing corruption at all levels. 
Apart from this, there is a need to help create a network of knowledge sharing and 
learning on good governance and anticorruption issues among the youth. 
Digitalisation has been widely accepted by youth and encouragement of their use 

of the web to develop new forms of social and global citizenship is a necessity. Other 
factors to encourage youth participation in the devolved system of governance in 
Kenya are recommended by Oduor and Muriu. They recommend that youth should: 
(i) seek for elective positions as provided by the constitution at the county level of 
governance; (ii) engage in public fora as proposed by the constitution through groups 
such as youth fora or youth organisations; (iii) participate in the vetting of officials; 
(iv) form political parties; (v) participate in meetings of importance at local levels; 
(vi) mobilise pressure against corruption by duty bearers; (vii) participate in the plan
ning, budgeting, implementation and monitoring of government projects at the local 
level.25 The proposed recommendations highlight the need for enabling mechanisms 
to be implemented to encourage youth participation in local governance in the Coast 
Region of Kenya.

conclusion

This analysis based on youth perspectives provides a glimpse into the current context 
of youth participation and engagement  in  local governance  in  the Coast Region of 
Kenya. While the article is not a comprehensive evaluation of the issue of youth par
ticipation, it serves as a platform to highlight youth perspectives on participation and 
the problems they encounter as well as the ways in which they prefer to become more 
active participants in local governance in their region. 
In the contemporary context there is an emerging need for youth participation in 

the political discourse in the Coast Region. Youth unemployment, low levels of educa
tion, radicalisation and extremism, are just a few of the problems that directly affect 
the youth of  the Coast Region, which  require  immediate  solutions. The absence of 
youth in local governance processes and mechanisms that shape contemporary po
litical decision-making means there is an aging generation of Kenyans, who will con
tinue to shape the future of the Kenyan youth, especially in periphery areas  such as 
the Coast Region.  In other words, whether youth participate or not,  the politics of 
today belong to the youth more than ever, and it is time for our local governance in
stitutions to reflect this.

25.  Chrispine Oduor and Abraham Muriu, (2013), 3.
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introduction 

Sexuality  remains  a  problematic  area  in  articulating  and  protecting  the  rights  of 
young people in Africa and this brief explores the issues surrounding the neglect of 
sexuality  in  the African Youth Charter  (AYC).  In  analysing  the AYC,  silence on  the 
sexual rights of young people becomes clearly apparent. This silence is based on a 
cultural system that has long denied young people sexual agency, and the following 
brief discusses the tensions and debates around the sexual rights issue in the Charter. 
First,  it explains how sexuality has been constructed within Africa, and how culture 
and religion have promoted heterosexuality at the expense of alternative sexualities. 
Secondly, it outlines the various contestations around alternative sexualities in Africa 
exploring how African governments have variously responded to calls for sexual 
rights. Finally, it offers an analysis of the African Youth Charter specifically concerning 
sexual rights of youth across the continent. 
Sexual orientation is a source of discrimination across Africa as witnessed by laws 

in many countries that make homosexuality illegal. Dominant heteronormativity has 
also led to many youths with alternative sexualities facing various forms of abuse, 
including  lynching,  rape, beatings,  imprisonment  and harassment.  In  this brief, we 
aim to analyse what the Charter means to youths with alternative sexualities. Are the 
real  concerns  and  experiences  of  ‘othered’  beings  catered  for  in  the  Charter?  Are 
people with different sexualities even recognised and, if they are, what form of protec
tion are they accorded by this Charter? The analysis focuses on the debates and con
testations that contribute to the policy directions on sexuality issues across Africa. 
Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and intersex — known as LGBTQI — is a 
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term widely used to describe a variety of alternative sexualities. It is a political state
ment, as well as a sexual orientation, which advocates breaking binary thinking and 
seeing both sexual orientation and gender identity as potentially fluid.1 

bacKground: african Youth charter and sexual rights

The AYC appears to be a progressive attempt towards protecting the rights of young 
people across Africa: however it has a serious weakness in its omission to explicitly 
outline a position on sexual rights. This omission may mean that the Charter implic
itly supports discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation, or it may mean that the 
drafters were reluctant to include such a controversial issue, which they knew many 
governments across the continent were against. Below is a section excerpt dealing with 
discrimination in the Charter.2

Article 2: Non-Discrimination 

  1.   Every young person shall be entitled to the enjoyments of the rights and free
doms recognised and guaranteed in this Charter irrespective of their race, ethnic 
group, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national and 
social origin, fortune, birth or other status.

  2.   State Parties shall take appropriate measures to ensure that youth are protected 
against all forms of discrimination on the basis of status, activities, expressed 
opinions or beliefs. 

  3.   State Parties shall recognise the rights of young people from ethnic, religious and 
linguistic marginalised groups or youth of indigenous origin, to enjoy their own 
culture, freely practice their own religion or to use their own language in com
munity with other members of their group

Article 2 outlines protections against various forms of discrimination — especially in 
note 1 — yet sexual orientation is conspicuous by its absence. The majority of African 
leaders, states and people are averse to openly recognising the rights of alternative 
sexualities. There are few issues that people from opposing religious, political, cul
tural, social and class backgrounds agree on in Africa, but homosexuality is one such 
issue. Africa is a story of constant struggle for selfdetermination yet when it comes to 
sexual orientation the debate is closed. 

The neglect of sexual rights ultimately contradicts the other important sections of 
this Charter. For  example, Article 16  states  that ‘Every young person  shall have  the 
right to enjoy the best attainable state of physical, mental and spiritual health.’ Threats 
of violence, abuse and various forms of stigma negate this right for LGBTQI youths. 
States that imprison youths with this status are denying them the right to enjoy the 
best state of health. Article 7 states that ‘No young person shall be subject to the arbi
trary or unlawful interference with his/her privacy, residence or correspondence, or to 

  1.  Transgender.  Available  online:  http://www.uakron.edu/groups/lgbtu/Transgenderhome.php  [ac
cessed 5 March 2012]

  2.  African Union, African Youth Charter,  2  July 2006. Available online: http://www.unesco.org/new/
fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/FIELD/Dakar/pdf/AfricanYouthCharter.PDF [accessed 10 November 2014]
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attacks upon his/her honour or reputation.’ However,  this does not seem to protect 
LGBTQI youths who are regarded as criminals in most states. Nothing is more private 
than a person’s sexuality, yet that fundamental freedom is criminalised by many gov
ernments. McFadden argues that there is an inextricable link between sexuality and 
power;3 therefore, control of one’s sexuality is an important part of freedom and the 
Charter has ignored the needs of a significant group of youth in Africa. Without clear 
articulation of a position on sexual rights within the Charter we can only infer about 
the motives of the drafters. 
Article 8.2 states that young men and women of full age who enter into marriage 

shall do so based on their free consent and shall enjoy equal rights and responsibili
ties. Whilst the wording lacks clarity, it presumes marriage is between a man and a 
woman, meaning that any other form of marriage is not recognised by the Charter. 
Without clarity we cannot be exactly sure of the standing of same sex unions in this 
section. Across the Charter there is widespread generalisation of youth in Africa as a 
homogenous group. Yet sexual orientation is one factor that differentiates between 
young people. There are sections within the Charter that can be used to entrench 
non-discrimination  of  alternative  sexualities.  For  example  Article  10.1  notes  that 
‘Every young person shall have the right to social, economic, political and cultural 
development with due regard to their freedom and identity and in equal enjoyment 
of  the common heritage of mankind.’ One’s  identity and  freedom is closely  linked 
with  sexuality.  Sexual  orientation  is  therefore  an  important  factor  in  the develop
ment of an individual. 

Other sections of the Charter could be used to discriminate according to sexual 
orientation — such as Article 20.1 that notes ‘State Parties shall take the following steps 
to promote and protect the morals and traditional values recognised by the 
community.’4  In particular, Article 20.1b states that States Parties shall ‘Recognise and 
value beliefs and traditional practices that contribute to development.’ In this instance 
any act or situation that is deemed not to be cultural or a danger to culture. Ho mo
sexuality across Africa has variously been described as ‘un-cultural’ and, because of this, 
states can claim that banning or imprisoning people based on sexual orientation is a 
way of promoting and protecting the cultural beliefs of African societies. The Charter 
has many sections that may be interpreted in this way to deny fundamental rights 
around sexuality. The language of the document needs to ensure that all sections are 

  3.  Patricia McFadden, ‘Sexual Pleasure as Feminist Choice’, Feminist Africa: Changing Cultures, Issue 3 
(2003). 

  4.  The steps referred to are: a) Eliminate all traditional practices that undermine the physical integrity 
and dignity of women; b) Recognise and value beliefs and traditional practices that contribute to develop
ment;  c) Establish  institutions  and programmes  for  the development,  documentation,  preservation  and 
dissemination of culture; d) Work with educational institutions, youth organisations, the media and other 
partners to raise awareness of and teach and inform young people about African culture, values and indig
enous knowledge; e) Harness the creativity of youth to promote local cultural values and traditions by 
representing them in a format acceptable to youth and in a language and in forms to which youth are able 
to relate; f) Introduce and intensify teaching in African languages in all forms of education as a means to 
accelerate economic, social, political and cultural development; g) Promote intercultural awareness by 
organising exchange programmes between young people and youth organisations within and across States 
Parties.
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clearly written and protect all citizens. In many parts of Africa however, people are not 
recognised as citizens with rights because of their sexual orientation. 

contestations around sexual rights across the continent

The African  Charter  on Human  and  People’s  Rights  (the African  Charter),  which 
entered  into force  in 1986, and the Protocol  to the African Charter on Human and 
People’s Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (the Protocol), which entered into 
force in 2005 all protect certain sexual rights but crucially leave out homosexuality.5 
The Charter came into effect through the Organisation of African Unity, which was 
later replaced by the African Union and aimed to promote and protect human rights 
and basic freedoms on the African continent. As it stands today, the charter does not 
list sexual orientation as a basis on which an individual may not be discriminated 
against, thus rendering it an ineffective instrument for keeping signatory states ac
countable for the violation of gay rights.6 
The 2001 United Nations General Assembly Special Session (UNGASS) on HIV/

AIDS set out goals and statements regarding youth. In advocating for youth’s sexual 
and reproductive health and rights, for example, it advocates to expand goodquality, 
youthfriendly, sexual health education and counselling services and strengthen re
productive and sexual health programmes.7 Yet there were serious debates within the 
African  block  when  negotiating  UNGASS.  The  Southern  African  Development 
Community (SADC) block,  led by Zambia, supported language that would support 
the human rights of women and girls in matters related to reproductive health, sexu
ality, and HIV/AIDS prevention, treatment, and care. However conservative govern
ments including Libya, Djibouti and Egypt rejected any language referring explicitly 
to gay/bisexual men’s vulnerability to HIV infection.8

At the African Union summit in Addis Ababa in 2012, the UN Secretary General 
Ban Ki-Moon argued that ‘One form of discrimination ignored or even sanctioned by 
many states for too long has been discrimination based on sexual orientation or gen
der identity…  It  prompted  governments  to  treat people  as  second-class  citizens or 
even criminals… Confronting these discriminations is a challenge, but we must not 
give  up  on  the  ideas  of  the  universal  declaration  of  human  rights.’9 Many African 

  5.  Organization  of  African  Unity  (OAU),  African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (Banjul 
Charter), 27 June 1981, CAB/LEG/67/3 rev. 5,21 ILM (1982). Available online: http://www.achpr.org/files/
instruments/achpr/banjul_charter.pdf  [accessed  10  November  2014];  Organization  of  African  Unity 
(OAU), Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa, 11 
July  2003.  Available  online:  http://www.achpr.org/files/instruments/women-protocol/achpr_instr_proto_
women_eng.pdf [accessed 10 November 2014] 

  6.  MambaOnline, ‘African Human Rights Charter must include gays’, 9 February 2012. Available on
line: http://www.mambaonline.com/article.asp?artid=6603 [accessed 20 October 2014]

  7.  United  Nations,  Annex-Declaration  of  Commitment  on  HIV/AIDS,  UN  General  Assembly 
Resolution, August 2001. Available online: http://www.un.org/ga/aids/docs/aress262.pdf [accessed 17 April 
2012]

  8.  Centre for Reproductive Rights, UNGASS on HIV/AIDS: Women’s Empowerment (2001)
  9.  France 24, ‘UN chief calls on African leaders to protect gay rights’, 30 January 2012. Available online: 

http://www.france24.com/en/20120130-un-chief-ban-ki-moon-african-union-leaders-protect-gay-rights-
homosexuality-discrimination [accessed 20 October 2014]
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presidents reacted negatively to this speech with President John Mills of Ghana saying, 
‘We have made our position well known. Ghanaian society frowns upon homosexual
ity and everybody has been telling us that democracy means governance for the peo
ple, by the people in the interest of the people’; whilst Liberian President Ellen Sirleaf ’s 
stated that ‘Liberians should hold this government by her word. This president will 
not sign into law anything called samesex marriage. This government opposes gay 
rights. In fact, government will not compromise its religious belief for any (foreign) 
aid.’10

On 18th of December 2008 the UN produced a Statement on Human Rights, Sexual 
Orientation and Gender Identity.11 The statement reaffirmed ‘the principle of the uni
versality of human rights… that everyone is entitled to the enjoyment of human rights 
without distinction of any kind… (and) the principle of nondiscrimination which 
requires that human rights apply equally to every human being regardless of sexual 
orientation or gender identity.’ It argued that nation states should protect the rights of 
all people and ensure protection against criminal penalties on the basis of sexual ori
entation. The statement was backed by 66 states including six African countries but 
there was a counterstatement arguing against the statement supported by 60 states 
including a multitude of African countries.12 The counter statement supported by 
many African countries argued that protection of sexual orientation could lead to the 
social normalisation and possibly the legalisation of deplorable acts such as paedo
philia and incest. This illustrates the divisive nature of sexual rights in African coun
tries. Lawrence Mute asks how countries and mainstream civil  society organisations 
which espouse human rights as universal, indivisible and interdependent still fail to 
acknowledge the unacceptability that fellow human beings should be killed, violated, 
discriminated against or excluded from society simply because of their sexual orienta
tion or gender identity.13 
In Africa any variation from heteronormativity is considered ‘pathological’, ‘devi

ant’ and ‘unnatural’, thus sustaining gendered hierarchies while limiting public debate 
on such issues.14 Across the continent homosexuality is unAfrican and uncultural. 
African homosexuals  constitute ‘improper’  bodies  and homosexuality  a ‘subversive’ 
pleasure.15 According to the International Gay and Lesbian Association, homosexual
ity is outlawed in 38 African countries.16 In 13 nations, homosexuality is legal or there 

10.  Patrick Burke, ‘African  leaders  reject UN call  for homosexual  equality’, CNS News,  20 February 
2012.  Available  online:  http://cnsnews.com/news/article/african-leaders-reject-un-call-homosexual-
equality [accessed 20 October 2014].

11.  UN General  Assembly,  Statement on Human rights, Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity,  18 
December  2008.  Available  online:  http://www.ilga-europe.org/home/issues/ilga_europe_s_global_work/
united_nations/ilga_europe_and_joint_statements/joint_statement_on_sexual_orientation_gender_ 
identity_and_human_rights_at_united_nations_2008 [accessed 10 November].

12.  Lawrence  Mute,  ‘Africa’s  hypocrisy  on  human  rights,  sexual  orientation  and  gender  identity’, 
Pambazuka, (2009), 414

13.  Ibid.
14.  Urgent Action Fund Meeting, ‘LGBT organising in East Africa: the true test for human rights de

fenders’ (UAF-Africa, Nairobi, 2006).
15.  Vasu Reddy, ‘Subversive pleasures, spaces of agency: some reflections on lesbian and gay service-

delivery work in Ethekwini’, Feminist Africa 5, (2005), 80-88.
16.  Joanna Jolly, ‘Africa’s lesbians demand change’, BBC News World, 28 February 2008. Available online 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/7266646.stm [accessed 20 October 2014]
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are no laws pertaining to it. Places such as Mauritania, Sudan, and northern Nigeria 
make homosexuality punishable by death whilst in Uganda, offenders can receive life 
imprisonment  for  homosexual  acts.  Zimbabwean  president  Robert Mugabe  repre
sents a view held by many African leaders when he said: 

(It) degrades human dignity. It’s unnatural, and there is no question ever of allow-
ing these people to behave worse than dogs and pigs. If dogs and pigs do not do it, 
why must human beings... What we are being persuaded to accept is sub-animal 
behaviour and we will never allow it here. If you see people parading themselves as 
lesbians and gays, arrest them and hand them over to the police.17

Such views are held widely across Africa though there is a lack of studies to ascertain 
the views of  the majority.  In South Africa when parliament voted to enforce sexual 
rights that include same sex marriage, the current President Jacob Zuma voted against 
the bill. In 2012 Zimbabwean Prime Minister Morgan Tsvangirai on a trip to England 
supported homosexual  rights but when he returned  to Zimbabwe his office  started 
claiming he was misquoted. That is how divisive gay rights are in many places where 
politicians feel it is political suicide to openly support such rights.
There  is  support  for equal  sexual  rights  from prominent South Africans  such as 

Archbishop Tutu who in 2010 said, ‘Show me where Christ said, ‘Love thy fellow man, 
except for the gay ones. Gay people, too, are made in my God’s image.’18 Desai argues 
that in many cases, homosexual behaviour, while not always explicitly discussed or 
identified as such in the larger public sphere, was often more tolerated in precolonial 
Africa than in Africa after the colonial period.19 The problem however is that the same 
author in 2004 provides a counter thesis stating, ‘but along with the other fruits of 
modernity—technology, industrialization, growth of literacy, the expansion of public 
sphere and so on – the formulation of newer forms of sexual identities is a challenge 
that contemporary Africa must face.’20  

What we cannot escape is how the homosexuality agenda has been largely western 
driven. In 2011 the British Prime Minister, David Cameroon, argued that sexual rights 
should be tied to aid. This move is dangerous for the fight against bigotry and intoler
ance in Africa as it gives credence to claims that homosexuality is a ‘white man’s dis
ease’. It is important that stories of youth in Africa with alternative sexualities are not 
fetishised and exoticised by westerners; they are not helpless individuals to be (hyper) 
sexualised and preyed upon with a colonial gaze.21 As one young person argues: 

17.  Walter  Chari,  ‘Is  homosexuality  African?’ Zimbabwe Broadcasting Corporation (2012). Available 
online: http://www.zbc.co.zw/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=11653:is-homosexuality-
african&catid=39:opinion&Itemid=67 [accessed 27 October 2014]

18.  Desmond Tutu, ‘In Africa, a step backward on human rights’, The Washington Post, 12 March 2010. 
Available  online:http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/03/11/AR2010031103341.
html [accessed 27 October 2014] 

19.  Gustav Desai, ‘Out in Africa,’ Genders 25, (1997), 120-143
20.  Gustav Desai, ‘Queer Theory and Alternative Sexualities’, paper presented at the African Literature 

Association Conference, Madison, April 2004.
21.  Benjamin Roberts and Vasu Reddy, ‘Pride and prejudice: public attitudes toward homosexuality’, 

HSRC Review,  6  (2008),  9-11.  Available  online:  http://www.hsrc.ac.za/en/departments/sasas/SASAS-
contributions-HSRC-Review [accessed 20 October 2014].
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We are not ‘progressive/forward thinking/open-minded’ for identifying within your 
accepted categories of Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transvestites Queers (LGBTQ). Nor 
are ‘we’ ‘medieval/backwards’ for identifying with our various religious traditions. 
‘Our’ agentivity is not yours to gauge: the multiplicity of ways chosen to live our 
lives (emancipation from region/family/religion/culture OR NOT!) are all equally 
valid… regardless of whether they measure up to your expectation.22 

Thus it is important to ensure it is African young people demanding and defining for 
themselves who they are and how they want to live their lives. 

conclusion and recommendations 

Incidences of violence against lesbians and gay bashing in South Africa attest that the 
victory of constitutional equality has not guaranteed the end to social discrimina
tion.23 Securing rights thus goes beyond mere constitutional guarantees but first we 
need to question how we can go beyond the ‘silences’ in key documents such as the 
African Youth Charter. Without focusing on mindset change, people who discrimi
nate on the basis of sexual orientation will remain. Beyond the debates around cul
ture, religion and history there are real stories of young and old people suffering 
untold abuse; we therefore need to find a way to use platforms such as the Charter to 
ensure the protection of youth across the continent. The AYC should speak for all 
youths despite their sexual orientation. If there is a single weakness of the Charter it 
is this selective nature of accepting some and ignoring other human rights. 

This problem of a selective application of human rights goes beyond the Charter 
and must be addressed in other key documents such as the African Charter on Human 
and People’s Rights (1986). The African Union should ensure the safety and freedom 
of all youths despite their sexual orientation. It should work effortlessly to prevent the 
lynching, imprisonment, ‘corrective’ rape and abuses against those whose sexualities 
are deemed averse to the norm. This should be based on the fundamental principles 
of human rights. Such rights must appreciate the divergence of beliefs and views of 
African people across the continent but protect all against any physical or emotional 
harm. 

Tolerance and respect for difference should be promoted using the African Youth 
Charter. African youth with alternative sexualities deserve protection from all forms 
of discrimination. The African Youth Charter must affirm the rights of all young peo
ple despite their sexual orientation. When the charter remains silent on sexuality it 
inadvertently supports the continued persecution of some youth across the continent 
who are deemed immoral and abnormal. The African Union is a body that represents 
the aspirations of all African people from different races, ethnicities, genders, classes, 
sexualities, nationalities, languages and ages. Its youth charter initiative is a noble idea 
that recognises the importance of young people in Africa. This brief concludes, how
ever, that it has failed to adequately protect sexual rights, which remain a controversial 
and contested issue across the continent. 

22.  Ibid.
23.  Ibid.
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for a natIon to retaIn a truly InclusIve democratIc socIety everyone must be in
volved in the political process. As has been demonstrated in many African nations 
however, youth — who constitute a large proportion of the population — have con
tinually been marginalised through cultural practices that produce social and eco
nomic policies that do not favour their inclusion in the electoral process and that 
create their economic disempowerment. This edited volume is an attempt to highlight 
the  challenges,  perspectives  and  efforts  of Kenyan  youth.  In  the  book,  author  after 
author offers a perspective on what needs to be done for the realisation of peaceful 
elections in Kenya.

The book is divided into three sections: the first looks at the youth presence in the 
national agenda where the authors address issues of youth policies; the second exam
ines the socioeconomic status of youth and the implications of that status in con
ducting peaceful elections; and the final section looks at the opportunities and 
challenges that youth face in their efforts to participate in the electoral process. 
Kimani Njogu sets out the premise of the book when he describes the role of youth 

and sets the tone by acknowledging there is a different type of leadership (the ‘third’ 
type) that is youthful, intercultural and global in its outlook. He optimistically sees 
youth being nurtured through a collective humanity (also known as ‘utu’) and attri
butes the concept of ‘transnationality’ of youth as a positive factor, arguing that ‘the 
youth are not geographically or territorially bound’ (p. 6). He shakily places this opti
mism within a specific group of youth – the diaspora (ibid) – that can withstand 
challenging contexts such as pluralistic societies. The way in which Njogu envisages 
the transformation of youth is through redressing the negative colonial experiences 
that have continued to prevail, and influencing the political sphere of society today 
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including the redistribution of resources that have meant their continual exclusion, 
not just as part of a group in society but also as groups within marginalised commu
nities. Njogu also argues  that  there  is  the need  to  re-examine  some of  the negative 
cultural influences that reduce the possibility of youth undertaking a leadership role. 
Each chapter in this section correctly identifies that marginalisation of youth is a 

problem  in  Kenya. Wamuyu’s  chapter  succinctly  demonstrates  the  obvious  lack  of 
meaningful involvement of youth in decisionmaking. This is illustrated in the way in 
which youth policy and programme implementation processes have proceeded with
out any efforts to accommodate the views of youth which might effectively mobilise 
them towards a progressive and comprehensive youth development agenda (p. 45). 
The chapter identifies the tensions and contradictions of the various National Youth 
policies and equates the overall impact as small due to the continued huge numbers 
of  unemployed  youth  and  further  marginalisation  of  youth  —  male  and  female. 
Owino addresses the socio economic implications of peaceful elections and comes to 
a  similar  conclusion. Marginalisation  of  youth,  he  argues,  can  be  redressed  by  re- 
engaging them not just through decisionmaking processes but through economic 
empowerment by job creation and policies that stimulate fiscal entrepreneurship. 
Similarly Owino argues  that  a better  engaged youth  is one  that  is better  integrated 
with efforts to tap into their sense of belonging in society and this, the author argues, 
would ensure that they feel they have a stake in working towards peace in the country. 
Unfortunately, as Churchill’s chapter notes, though youth constitutes the largest age 
group in the country, the leadership is yet to come up with innovative ways of tapping 
into this potentially enterprising group of workers. 
Part two is entitled, ‘youth and peaceful elections’, however the authors do not ad

dress any aspects of youth within their chapters — something possibly attributable to 
the fact that this is a collection of conference papers where the presenters have not 
strictly adhered to the themes requested by the conveners, or the editor of this volume. 
However,  the various  authors do  explain  the different  aspects — such as how eco
nomic,  social  and  party  politics  have  implications  for  peaceful  elections.  Iraki,  for 
example, demonstrates through graphs, tables and figures what needs to be done to 
improve  economically what he  entitles ‘economic  road  to peace’. Here he  identifies 
innovation as a new source of wealth, calls for more investment in science and tech
nology and proposes the need for diversity and more trade. The section on youth is 
illustrated by a table that compares the demographics of Kenya and Japan to illustrate 
the economic potential of youth; however, he does not elaborate or explain the figures, 
which leaves one wondering the value added of the many graphs and figures used in 
this chapter. For a publication about youth, one feels that quite a number of the au
thors did not link their discussions to the issue at hand.
The third section somewhat saves the day. Entitled ‘youth,  leadership and peace

building,’ the authors in each of the chapters engage convincingly on issues such as the 
role of Kenyans  in  the diaspora,  children of  the post  colony, and violence. The  last 
chapter addresses the role of youth in translocal peacebuilding amongst the pastoral
ist  communities  in North-western  Kenya.  On  the  role  of  the  diaspora,  the  author 
Olubayi identifies two groups; those who he describes as being pro a multiracial, 
multicultural  and  homogenous  Kenya,  and  the  other  group  that  tends  to  be  anti- 
Kenyan because ‘these groups will support politicians on the basis of ethnicity and no 
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ideology. It is these diaspora anti-Kenyanists who contributed heavily to the tragedy 
of post-election violence  in 2007/8’  (p. 124). The author does not  substantiate  this 
claim, which is rather alarming. This is quite a dangerous position to take in a context 
in which the aim of the narrative is the need for peaceful solutions. This view also 
accords too much power and agency to the diaspora and hence perpetuates the per
ception of diaspora having ‘superior resources in terms of ideas and money’ (p. 124). 
He rightly concludes that both the pro and anti-Kenyanist diaspora need to be part of 
the national dialogue on national peace.
The book is well rounded off by Okumu’s chapter on the role of youth in societies 

that he identifies as being both perpetrators and victims of the vicious cycle of vio
lence. A book of this nature should include the sort of analysis and rich discussion 
presented by Okumu. However, his view is not entirely convincing — that the emer
gence of the local youth as major stakeholders in these communities and the facilita
tion of the peacebuilding process has emanated mainly from interacting with the 
‘outside’ world in terms of creating opportunities for higher education (p. 149). My 
view is based on the knowledge that in most African societies there were inbuilt 
mechanisms for conflict resolution even before the emergence of an elite society. This 
is something the author himself alludes to only later in the chapter having already 
made the contentious observation. The author outlines the processes with which the 
youth in these communities have engaged to address the challenges they face. He de
scribes the role of the peace caravans; an initiative that was made possible through 
USAID  funding  as  a means  to mitigate  the  conflict  caused by  cattle  raids  amongst 
these  communities.  (A  similar  concept  is  used  in  Somaliland with UNDP  funding 
through a community media company). The success of the peace caravans has in
cluded peace agreements by elders and other multi stakeholders, and the reopening of 
markets and trade routes in the vicinity of these communities. These peace caravans 
are led by the youth as an avenue for peacebuilding.  

The chapter by Okumu has achieved what the others failed to do; concretely defin
ing the role of the youth in the peaceful elections in Kenya. However, the limitation of 
the book is that it is mainly a collection of conference papers that address the issue of 
youth but in a rather disjointed manner and from different schools of thought. This 
was a rather ambitious effort to coherently bring together such diverse positions into 
an edited book. The topics were rather disjointed but each chapter on its own contrib
utes greatly to the understanding of the issues of youth and elections in Kenya.
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Democratic Uprising in the new miDDle east by Mahmood Monshipouri presents a 
fascinating analysis of how the youth-led mass political protests in the ‘Middle East 
and North Africa’ (MENA) — popularly known as the Arab Spring — have unravelled 
all the ageold assumptions, perceptions and discourses about politics in the region, 
especially the role of the hitherto inconsequential social agents such as youth and 
women. The common ingredients of these upheavals that started in Tunisia in 2011, 
the contagion effect of the uprising as it spread through the Arab world, as well as the 
contextspecificity and contrasting elements of the revolt are lucidly analysed by the 
author. As the largely non-violent and non-ideological revolt cascaded in the MENA 
region, it extraordinarily impacted the foundation of the region’s autocratic regimes 
resulting  in a montage of regime change  in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen, while 
plunging Syria into an explosive civil war and leaving Bahrain in a suspended state of 
apprehension  and ‘topsy  turvydom’. The  rest  of  the  autocratic  regimes  in  the Arab 
world are directly or indirectly haunted by an unprecedented crisis of legitimacy.  
Monshipouri sets out to elucidate why and how the Arab Spring happened, arguing 

that ‘significantly missing from the flurry of coverage of the Arab Spring has been a 
more  considered assessment of  the  role of  emotion,  solidarity  and online  activism’  
(p. vii). I am however, not personally convinced by the author’s claim that the role of 
emotion, solidarity and online activism has not been adequately researched and cap
tured in the spate of coverage of the Arab Spring. An avalanche of journalistic, schol
arly and policy research accounts have been published in the past three to four years 
concerning how the romanticism, exuberance, solidarity and social media activism of 
the  youth  precipitated  and  impacted  the Arab  Spring. Monshipouri’s  book  cannot 
therefore sustain its claim of originality on the strength of this disputable assumption. 
I  do,  however,  share  the  well-informed  sentiments  of  Monshipouri  that  even 

though the creative activism and organisation skills of the youth have ‘resulted in an 
unprecedented cascade of falling regimes’ in the MENA region, it is not clear whether 
these largely nonviolent revolts that ‘seek concrete responses to the youth demands 
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for freedom, dignity, employment and social justice’, and ‘facilitated by the emancipa
tory potential of a digital world – will prevail over wellentrenched institutions, such 
as  the  army,  vested  interests  of  privileged  classes  and  traditional  Islamist  groups’  
(p. 1). In fact, all available empirical evidence points to the contrary reality that the 
youthled demonstrations and public protests can pull down illegitimate autocratic 
regimes but are apparently unable to overthrow or revolutionise the vicious under
girding political culture, structures and interests that privilege the political and reli
gious elites. The result of this seemingly unanticipated tendency is the spate of 
bewildering and convoluted transitions that have followed regime change in the Arab 
revolt which has left many activists and analysts in the Arab world and beyond pon
dering whether  the ‘uprising’  and ‘change’  have been  really worthwhile. The  young 
Arabs who spearheaded the revolt, as the author correctly observes, are largely the 
section of society that have borne the brunt of the dysfunctional educational systems, 
unemployment, socioeconomic deprivation and political disempowerment across a 
region that has conversely been heavily impacted by fastmoving technological and 
sociocultural change unleashed by the forces of globalisation. The plight of these 
young Arabs is sharply contrasted by the extraordinary opulence of the privileged 
governing oligarchs and their families, cronies and business associates whose en
trenched interests for aggrandisement of power and resources are some of the key 
drivers of the political status quo. The contradiction between the popular aspiration 
of the Arab youth for a satisfying modern life and their social conditions of depriva
tion has never been more palpable. From the standpoint of these young Arabs, any
thing but their deplorable status quo would offer better opportunities, dignity and 
hope. It is probably early days to assess the full impact of the Arab Spring but what 
seems clear at this juncture is that the political and social landscape of the Arab world 
will never be the same again.  
Monshipouri’s book illustrates in one chapter after another how social media and 

information and communication technologies have unprecedentedly empowered the 
hitherto disenfranchised young people  in  the MENA region, and elsewhere around 
the world, to participate in actively shaping political discourses in their countries and 
regions. In the Arab world in particular, traditional politics of totalitarian control is 
giving way to a new politics of ‘freer space for public debate, making it extremely dif
ficult for governments to censor information’ (p. 7). The emerging new politics, ar
gues Monshipouri, has far-reaching consequences for western and US foreign policies 
towards the MENA region. The US government in particular is faced with one of the 
greatest strategic dilemma in its foreign policy relations with the MENA states. The 
traditional  support of  the US  for old autocrats based on  the pragmatic philosophy 
that order and stability should take precedence over democracy and human rights is 
no longer feasible or sustainable. Supporting democratic transition in itself does not 
seem to be an easy choice given the fact that democratic elections could ultimately see 
radical Islamist movements ascend to power through the ballot box, the very nemesis 
that the US and the entire western governments clearly want to avoid in the region. It 
therefore seems from all practical indications that the Islamist movements and their 
terrorist allies are potentially among the greatest beneficiaries of the open society and 
freedom immanent in the new dispensation.  Would the US government and the west 
under any circumstance lend support to Islamist movements in the unfolding demo
cratic transitions in the MENA region? The issue is intensely debated in many western 
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capitals, not least in Washington. Given the inevitability of the Islamists ascending to 
power by democratic means in the aftermath of the Arab Spring as had already been 
demonstrated in Tunisia and Egypt (prior to the July 2013 military coup led by the 
current president General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi), the US government could be pleased 
with a Turkish model in the transitioning states: ‘blending a secular constitution with 
a  pronounced  socio-political  Islamist  identity’  (p.  164).  Monshipouri  argues  that 
‘since  9/11  and  the US  problems  in Afghanistan  and  Iraq,  and with  the  improved 
position  of  Iran  in  the  region,  the United  States  has  come  to  view  Turkey  and  its 
Islamist-rooted party (the Justice and Development Party – AKP) as a counterbalance 
to Iran, Lebanese Hezbollah, Hamas in Gaza (now a Turkish ally), Saudi-supported 
Salafists, and al-Qaeda and Islamic Jihad’ (ibid).
Generally, Monshipouri  has provided us with  a well-researched narrative  of  the 

Arab Spring, why and how it happened, as well as the strategic dilemmas it presents 
to US and western foreign policies. Ostensibly,  the most  innovative contribution of 
the book is in elucidating how the US and the larger international community (nota
bly the west and the additional veto powers in the UN Security Council – Russia and 
China) have responded to the revolts, including the practical and difficult foreign 
policy  choices  ahead  of  them  in  the  MENA  region.  Without  doubt,  Democratic 
Uprising in the New Middle East is one of the best researched and comprehensive stud
ies ever published on the Arab Spring and political transition in the MENA region. 
The book is an invaluable read for all students and practitioners of nonviolent revolt, 
youth activism, technopolitics, political change, foreign policy, and regional security 
in North Africa and the Middle East. 


