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Does a national development framework enhance

Local accountability and democracy?
Unlike previous plans, the PRSP promises ambitious change in country’s political economy. 

· It promises, at least in principle, better prioritization between and within sectors, and stronger incentives to sector plan. Plans within a common fiscal framework.

· PRSP process has enhanced (or promises to enhance) government-CSO policy dialogue.

· It promises to enhance greater accountability and democracy in economic decision-making

· It promises to democratize recipient-donor relationship, by replacing the politics of ‘paternalism’ with the politics of ‘partnership’ and ‘mutual accountability’. 

Yet, as we all know that the PRSP is not the magic bullet that would overnight transform many aspects of national developing planning as well as donor-recipient relationship. Preparing a well-articulated national development framework is not a sufficient condition for poverty reduction. A sound national poverty reduction framework is an outcome of many factors:

· Political dimension: A strategy of pro-poor growth and national ownership becomes meaningful when there is real political commitment from the top to push through the bundle of long-delayed critical reforms, such as public sector reform, financial management and decentralization, which are crucial for sustaining reforms.

· Technocratic or state capacity dimension: Second, an effective poverty reduction strategy and real national ownership are directly related to the adequacy of state capacity to implement the reforms. What exactly do I mean by state capacity? These include:


(a) Regulatory or legal capacity: which enables the state to set and enforce the rules of economic and social interaction, leading to greater predictability;

(b) Technical capacity: which gives the state specialized abilities to assist producers and mange macroeconomic policy, leading to greater stability;

(c) Extractive or taxation capacity: which allows the state to raise revenues to pay for its programs;

(d) Administrative capacity: which encompasses the management skills that provide effective government services.

These critical ingredients of state capacity so essential for economic renewal are severely lacking in many PRSP countries. They lack effective institutional and human capacity for policy formulation, implementation, and monitoring outcome. As a result, ownership of the PRSP is confined only to the Ministry of Finance or the Office of the President. Even then, ownership does not go down deep enough to the rest of the organization. The reasons are partly historical, and partly the result of reluctance on the part of governments to implement far-reaching civil service reform and changing the incentive structure to retain and recruit highly qualified nationals in the civil service. Twenty years of attrition has left the civil service in a much weaker position than ever before.

· Participation dimension: Poverty reduction strategies need to be addressed as a problem of changing the system of governance at all levels. For participatory processes to be successful and legitimate there must be high-level political commitment from the top. At the moment, genuine participation of local stakeholders remains a challenge. The process does not work smoothly, particularly in countries where prior dialogue between stakeholders and government has been lacking. More importantly, effective participation requires far more competent citizens (or effective civil society organizations. Giving voice to the poor should go beyond the slogan; it must be complemented with consistent support of poor people’s organizations for advocacy, lobbying and networking capacity.

· Domestic Accountability Dimensions: A National development framework, how cleverly constructed, is meaningless if it is not accompanied by strong institutional base to bring greater accountability in public financial management. We all know the debilitating effect of corruption, wastage and misuse of public resources on poverty. Urgent actions are needed to tighten governance system to ensure accountability and transparency in the use of national resources. This entails strengthening the accountability institutions at the country level, such as the –the Customs and Excise Departments, Internal Revenue Service, the Office of the Auditor-General, the Anti-Corruption Bureau and the various parliamentary committees. 

· Public financial management involves more than preparing MTEF and investing in Information Technology for financial management. It is about political will and a commitment by government to bring greater accountability and transparency in managing taxpayer’s money. The government has to lead by example. The word should be out that the “guillotine” rather than the “velvet glove” will be used for failure to comply with government directives, or for not respecting the budget and the priorities of the MTEF.

· External donor accountability dimension: Increased domestic accountability should go hand in hand with donor accountability. However, country ownership and donor support of strategies can be difficult to achieve. 

· First, there is a need for more transparent IFI conduct regarding content and mechanics of conditionality. 

· Second, aid agencies have to cede some influence over their programs to national institutions if the views of their partners are to be taken seriously. They should avoid promoting own thematic or sectoral interests. This is a major political challenge to some aid agencies—especially those whose decisions are highly constrained by their own domestic politics. It is also a challenge to the culture of aid agencies accustomed to controlling how their aid is used in Africa.

· Third, we must ensure the predictability of aid flows.

What is to be done?

A frontal attack on poverty hinges, among other things, on improving the efficiency, effectiveness and quality of public service and policy management. Mainstreaming poverty requires that the institutional machinery for development management be revisited to ensure that it is appropriate for effecting coordination of development policies and programs around the poverty reduction challenge. Donor support should be focused on long-term institutional reform and strengthening, and not on short-term projects. These include the following:

· Civil service reform: The cord that ties all the public sector-related reform is civil service reform. Low capacity in government institutions is the result of low wages and poor working conditions in the public service. This has resulted in dramatic attrition rates, paralyzing the efficiency and effectiveness of the public service. Civil service reform must be linked to a budget process in which performance influences budget allocations, and to a transparent medium term pay and employment strategy.

· Public financial management: The budget management system in the majority of African countries suffers from weaknesses that hinder fiscal transparency and accountability. There is a huge gap between the scale of the problem and the institutional requirements for a more efficient, reliable and transparent system of budget management and administration. Lack of consistency on the part of the central government in setting strategic spending decisions sends the wrong signals to ministries, departments and agencies. Low compliance by government ministries is also the result of credible sanctions from government. Therefore, the government has to lead by example. This should be complemented with civil society participation in the budget process as well as in monitoring expenditures outcomes.

· Decentralization reform: Accelerating the process of decentralization to the provinces is a sine qua non to the eradication of poverty in rural areas. At present, however fiscal responsibilities at provincial and district levels remain small compared to overall levels of public expenditures and revenues. In many countries, line ministry staff controls most district spending and they account only to their parent ministries. This complicates the need to align the MTEF budgeting and accounting system with the real needs of district assemblies and their departments. Progress is fiscal decentralization to lower level authorities is the litmus test on the legitimacy of decentralization policy. How to empower provinces and districts while ensuring fiscal accountability remains a challenge in many African countries where decentralization is a politically sensitive issue. The roles of districts must be redefined, and accompanied by the strengthening of technical capacity as well as by the creation of mechanisms for greater local participation.

· Strengthening the watchdog function of NGOS and the Media:
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