
BLAME FOR AFRICA'S CONTINUING ECONOMIC DECLINE, THE AUTHORS ARGUE,

CAN BE LAID AT THE DOOR OF THE WORLD BANK, THE INTERNATIONAL MONETARY

FUND, AND THE WESTERN DONOR NATIONS THAT HAVE ENTHUSIASTICALLY

SUPPORTEDTHEIR STRUCTURALADJUSTMENT PROGRAMS.THE FAILED POLICY

MUST BE HALTED, THE AUTHORS CONTEND, AND ECONOMIC REFORM LENDING

REORIENTED TO STRENGTHEN PRODUCTIVEACTIVITIES OF THE POOR-

PARTICULARLYWOMEN, WHO DO 80 PERCENT OF THE AGRICULTURALWORK IN

AFRICA-AND TO ENSURE SMALL PRODUCERSACCESSTO CREDIT AND INPUTS.

By DOUG HELLINGER and ROSS HAMMOND
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~~~ ne of t~e. great ~yths of the past
(W' ,'v,'. ~ decade ISfmallybemg put to rest.

, ..~ Last year, U.S.Treasury Undersecre-
',':' ~ ":1 tary Larry Summers presented to the
:~~> -.~House of Representatives evidence..that poverty was sharply increasing in
Africa. Not only was the number of poor people on
the rise. but those already poor actually were becom-
ing poorer. The Treasury provided statistics for this
tragedy that unfolded dUringthe 1980s,the so-called
"decade of adjustment" in which the World Bankand
the International Monetary Fund were fully engaged
in dictating economic policies across the continent.

News of Africa's economic decline may not have
come as a surprise to most people. Andthe Treasury's
acknowledgment of reality was small consolation to
the people of Africaand to the many Africangovern-
ments. NGOs,and UNagencies that had been citing,
for over a decade, the damaging effects of structural
adjustment. But the significance of Summers' sub-
mission to the Congress was that it is the Treasury
that has been the greatest proponent of adjustment
programs and that it willbe the U.S.governmoot. and
clearly not the Bank and IMFbureaucracies, that will
have to signal a shift in direction if fundamental<0
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change is to come to the international financial insti-
tutions (lFls).

The Treasuryis, in fact. now quietly discussing the
need for a change in policy, at least in the case of
Africa. As a step in tha~ direction, the U.S. govern-
ment, under pressure from NGOs at the United
Nations Summit for Social Development preparatory
committee meeting in New York in August. recom-
mended to the Secretariat that the formulation of
structural adjustment programs be opened to the
active participation of "representative organizations
of civil society."At least lip-service was also paid to
integrating gender-equity and poverty-reduction
objectives into these policy programs and to increas-
ing small-farm productivity to satisfy local food
needs.

At this point. these are but words on a page. Will
they be translated into action? Todo so would consti-
tute a shift in emphasis, ifnot course, in U.S.foreign
policy. It would also eventually require fundamental
turnabouts in institutions that have been so intimate-
ly involvedas architects of Africa'seconomic disaster
that they have gone to great lengths to mislead the
public and policy-makersabout the realityand causes
of the crisis.

The Bank's Tale
Although the IMF.the U.S.Agencyfor International

Development (U.S.AID),and other donors have also
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been involved in the Africa cover-up, it was the World
Bank that led the way. Last March, the Bank released
yet another in a series of public relations initiatives
entitled, Adjustmentin Africa: Reforms,Results,and the
RoadAhead.In this volume, it claims that adjustment
is working in Africa and that countries that havemost
closely fol/owed its advice have grown the fastest.
directly contradicting even its own internal 1992draft
study entitled, "Why Structural Adjustment Has Not
Succeeded in Sub-SaharanAfrica."

Given the Bank'ssorry record on the continent, this
most recent release and its companion case studies
were not well-received. The BBC questioned the
Bank's self-interest in evaluating its own policy pre-
scriptions. while The Economistaccused the Bank of
"complacency" on the issue of poverty and stated that
it "desperately needs to see success: whatever the
reality on the ground.

One of the strongest reactions came from the
British charity, Oxfam, which condemned the report
as a "blend of half-truths, over-simplifications, and
institutional propaganda" and claimed that the Bank
"has lost any claim to intellectual and political credi-
bility." Last year,Oxfam condemned the "fundamental
failure" of structural adjustment programs in Africa
"either to create a platform for sustained economic
recovery,or to enable the poor to benefit from market
reforms." Even where adjustment programs have led
to modest increases in economic growth, saysOxfam,

"there is no evidence that they have substantially
reduced poverty levels, or reduced trade deficits and
inflation to sustainable levels. Moreover. their 'suc-
cess' has been based on substantial aid transfers.
rather than on investment-led recovery."

Of the six countries that the Bank now puts for-
ward as adjustment "successes"-Ghana, Tanzania,
the Gambia. Burkina Faso, Nigeria, and Zimbabwe
-four had deteriorating rates of investment and
two had negative GDP growth rates during their
respective adjustment periods. Adjustmentin Africa
also conveniently ignores the social disaster in
countries like Tanzania and the full effect of large
donor aid infusions in Ghana. In addition, it takes
credit for gains in Zimbabwe and Burkina Faso,
despite the fact that they undertook their own
adjustment processes that in key areas contradicted
the Bank'sadvice.

Furthermore, throughout the report. the World
Bank claims that the failure of adjustment in certain
African countries was due to the lack of government
compliance in carrying out loan conditions. Howev-
er, only 21 of the 241 adjustment loans made to
African countries during the 1980swere abandoned
or terminated before completion, and two major
Bank evaluations of adjustment lending have
reported that 75 percent of al/ program conditions
had been fully or substantially implemented in
Africa quring ~ha.tdecade.
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