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Summary
The activities of International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (together 
comprising the Bretton Woods Institutions) in Africa have continued to generate 
questions about the impact of economic reforms on democratization and economic 
growth. The Bretton Woods Institutions strongly believe that economic growth 
contributes significantly to poverty alleviation efforts and hence generates improvements 
in living standards, particularly in developing countries, including those in Africa. In the 
mid-1980s, as many African countries struggled to service their external debts and 
qualify for additional credit to provide services to their citizens and promote economic 
growth and development, the World Bank and the IMF offered to help them. However, the 
Bretton Woods Institutions conditioned their assistance on the willingness of each African 
country to undertake necessary structural reforms, which included a reduction in the 
public sector, devaluation of the national currency, deregulation of the foreign trade 
sector, and more reliance on markets for the allocation of resources.

These aid programs, which came to be known as Structural Adjustment Programmes 
(SAPs) consisted of conditional lending to African countries in economic crisis. At this 
time, the World Bank felt that the effectiveness of its development programs in Africa and 
other regions of the world was being undermined by bloated and dysfunctional 
bureaucratic structures and governmental systems that were hostile to the market 
generally and entrepreneurship in particular. The World Bank’s desire to condition the 
extension of credit to African countries on institutional reforms was supposedly to 
improve bureaucratic efficiency, as well as economic performance, and enhance the 
effectiveness of the World Bank’s projects in these countries. Thus, the IMF and the 
World Bank emerged in the 1990s as major players in efforts to improve economic growth 
and development in Africa.

The SAPs were expected to improve macroeconomic performance, produce rapid 
economic growth, achieve economic diversification, and provide each African country 
with the resources that it needed to confront poverty and improve national living 
standards. In fact, in 1994, the World Bank expressed a lot of optimism about the impact 
of SAPs on African economies. However, many critics have argued that SAPs had virtually 
no positive impact on the macroeconomic performance of African economies and, instead, 
created a series of internal political and economic contradictions that have continued to 
haunt the continent to this day. As a result, critics say, many countries that implemented 
SAPs continue to suffer from high levels of poverty and became more dependent on 
external financial resources (such as loans, development aid, and food aid) than before 
they got involved with the Bretton Woods Institutions and their adjustment programs.
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Africa’s Socioeconomic and Political Reality

The engagement of the Bretton Woods Institutions with Africa predates independence and the 
creation of the continent’s present states. For example, in 1953, the World Bank was providing 
assistance to the colony of Nigeria as its citizens prepared for independence, which came in 

1960. Part of that effort led to the publication of the document The Economic Development of 
Nigeria, which was released in 1954.1 The World Bank was to significantly increase its 
involvement in Africa, particularly in the post-independence period, starting with sectoral and 
project loans to African countries through consultative groups that were established for 
Nigeria, Sudan, and Tunisia. Some of the immediate post-independence leaders, such as Jomo 
Kenyatta (Kenya), Kwame Nkrumah (Ghana), Julius Nyerere (Tanzania), and Félix Houphouët- 
Boigny (Côte d’Ivoire), took an active interest in state reconstruction and nation building, with 
specific emphasis on national development.

Many of these countries began to experience significant improvements in economic growth 
and, as a consequence, there was widespread optimism in the continent’s ability to fight 
poverty and promote human development. However, many African countries were unable to 
fully extricate themselves from their colonial past. Of particular interest were colonial policies 
that used the military and other state institutions as tools of oppression, as well as the failure 
of the colonial state to provide effective policies for managing diversity and enhancing 
peaceful coexistence. In the post-independence period, the military emerged as an important 
contributor to political instability and maladministration, while the absence of effective 
institutions for managing diversity created situations in which ethnic-induced violence 
became a major obstacle to economic growth and national development. The military failed to 
manage religious and ethnic diversity. For example, in Nigeria, the military intervened in 
politics in 1966 and derailed the country’s post-independence efforts; in Burundi, the struggle 
between the country’s two major ethno-cultural groups—the Hutu and Tutsi—plunged the 
country into a civil war that killed about 800,000 people and destroyed the country’s 
economic capacity; and Sudan fought long and brutal civil wars that eventually led to the 
partition of the country in 2011, which resulted in the creation of a new country called 
Republic of South Sudan. Military coups d’état and the inability of African countries to 
effectively manage diversity have significantly impeded economic growth and development in 
many African countries such as Cameroon, Central African Republic, Ethiopia, Liberia, Libya, 
Nigeria, Sierra Leone, and Somalia.

By the late-1970s, many African countries found themselves burdened by high levels of 
political instability, some of it attributable to either military intervention in politics or the 
desire of elected presidents and prime ministers to remain in power indefinitely. In fact, the 
creation of reinforced or imperial presidencies in some countries, such as Cameroon, Côte 
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d’Ivoire, Gabon, and many other Francophone countries, allowed presidents in these countries 
to create one-party political systems dominated and controlled by them.2 Economic growth 
and development were sacrificed for allegiance to a government that was secured “largely 
through bribery, co-optation and patronage,” as well as “fear and intimidation.”3 Politics in 
Africa was characterized by brinkmanship and exclusion, which entrenched the principle of 
“crude majoritarianism” and the neglect of the interests of the minority.4 Political space 
became volatile, corrupt, monetized, and driven by exclusivity. The canker of corruption 
dominated African public space.5 Through the centralization of political power and state 
resources, African states became the playgrounds for resource accumulation and illicit wealth 
accumulation for the benefit of a few politically connected individuals and groups.

The oil price increases of the early-1970s had a significantly negative impact on Africa’s non- 
oil-producing countries. Yet the significant rise in the price of crude oil produced substantial 
revenues for oil-exporting countries, such as Algeria, Angola, Gabon, Libya, and Nigeria. 
However, a majority of African countries did not experience any reasonable rates of economic 
development. First, the rising price of oil made it much more difficult for the continent’s non- 
oil-producing countries to promote growth policies. Second, even countries like Nigeria that 
benefited significantly from the oil price increases did not devote the additional revenues 
received from oil exports to providing citizens with necessary overhead capital for 
development (e.g., infrastructure, reliable supply of electricity, and water treatment plants). 
Instead, the revenues were squandered by corrupt civil servants and political elites. Gross 
mismanagement of Nigeria’s oil revenues forced the country to seek assistance from the 
Bretton Woods Institutions in dealing with its enormous external debts.6 The extent to which 
Nigeria has mismanaged revenues from the export of its enormous natural resources is 
evidenced not just by the fact that the country is regularly ranked among the most corrupt in 
the world but also by the 2018 revelation that it has surpassed India as the country with the 
largest number of people living in extreme poverty.7

Poverty and underdevelopment in Africa can be traced to the lack of productive capacity, the 
high level of bureaucratic and political corruption, dysfunctional governmental structures, and 
institutional failures. While the structural adjustment programmes (SAPs) were anchored 
around economic and political liberalization, as well as the effective eradication of 
bureaucratic and political corruption, many of Africa’s national leaders used the SAPs as a 
weapon against their political opponents and as a vehicle to reward their supporters and 
benefactors. Throughout the continent, anti-corruption agencies were created and staffed by 
individuals who were supporters of the incumbent regime and who, in addition to using these 
positions to enrich themselves, also proceeded to punish the opponents of the regime. 
Consequently, corruption has remained pervasive in many African countries.

The rapid increase in the populations of African countries has added to the continent’s 
struggle with poverty and underdevelopment. For example, between 1970 and 2000, 
population growth outpaced real income growth in sub-Saharan Africa.8 In reality, many 
African governments have either been unable or unwilling to adequately address the problems 
of poverty and underdevelopment.9

When the Bretton Woods Institutions were established in 1944, the member states empowered 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (i.e., the World Bank), which today is part of the World Bank Group (WBG), to 
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provide certain important services to member states. The IMF was expected to ensure that 
global trade was not interrupted and to provide financial aid to countries that were suffering 
from balance-of-payments problems. The World Bank was empowered to promote economic 
growth and development, primarily in countries emerging from colonial rule.

Beginning in the 1970s, many African countries turned to the Bretton Woods Institutions for 
help in stabilizing their economies and dealing with poverty and underdevelopment. In 
addition, regional organizations, such as the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa 
(UNECA) and the Organization of African Unity (OAU), also took an interest in dialogue on 
how to tackle the continent’s multifarious development issues. Part of this effort resulted in a 
continent-wide development program called the Lagos Plan of Action for the Economic 
Development of Africa, 1980–2000.10 The Lagos Plan of Action was an OAU-backed 
development framework designed to place Africa on a road to self-sufficiency. The main idea 
was that Africa would use its own resources, as opposed to foreign aid, to achieve significant 
levels of economic and human development.

In 1979, African governors of the World Bank requested the bank to analyze the multifarious 
development problems that the continent was facing. The report, written by Elliot Berg, was 
titled Accelerated Development in Sub-Saharan Africa: A Plan for Action. Released by the 
World Bank in 1981, A Plan for Action was a response to a set of policies and issues raised in 
the Lagos Plan of Action.11 The Lagos Plan of Action advocated and favored self-reliance and 
inward-looking policies; Berg’s A Plan for Action preferred outward-looking policies and 
greater reliance on markets for the allocation of resources. Specifically, the Plan for Action 

favored liberalization of the foreign trade sector, making the public sector more efficient, and 
significantly improving the agricultural sector. Basically, Berg’s report favored the same 
policies as prescribed by the SAPs, a position that was contrary to that taken by the Lagos 
Plan of Action. By the 1990s, many African countries, including Nigeria and Ghana, had 
adopted the SAPs.12 During this period developing countries outside Africa were performing 
better than those in Africa, despite the fact that these countries did not have significant 
endowments of natural resources.13 Decades later, many countries in the continent continue 
to suffer from extremely high levels of extreme poverty.

The World Bank identified inappropriate economic policies, mismanagement of the public 
sector, abandonment of the agricultural sector, and import substitution policies, which were 
made possible by a culture of protectionism, as the major causes of underdevelopment in 
Africa. Later, the Bretton Woods Institutions noted that poor governance was also a major 
obstacle to economic growth and poverty alleviation efforts in Africa. Thus, the Bretton Woods 
Institutions recommended not just economic liberalization but also political liberalization and 
transformation to make government more effective and efficient. This accounted for the third 
wave of democratization in Africa in the 1990s.14

Democratization or transition to democratic governance was one of the conditionalities that 
the Bretton Woods Institutions had set for African countries to guarantee their access to funds 
from global financial markets. Unfortunately, in many countries in the continent 
democratization and democracy deteriorated into just regular elections, most of which were 
rigged in favor of the incumbent regime. Many Africans came to see elections, even flawed 
ones, as the only way to resolve economic and political conflicts that had been festering for 
many years.15
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While many African governments initially protested against the World Bank– and IMF-backed 
liberal reforms, by the mid-1980s they had begun to implement them. Many African 
economies have subsequently recovered from the draconian institutional reforms imposed on 
them by the Bretton Woods Institutions. For example, as shown by the African Economic 
Outlook 2018, African economies have recorded steady economic growth and made significant 
progress in fighting poverty. Indeed, “real output growth is estimated to have increased 3.6 
percent in 2017 and to [have] accelerate[d] to 4.1 percent in 2018 and 2019.”16 However, 
millions of Africans continue to live in poverty. According to the World Bank, sub-Saharan 
Africa remains one of the poorest regions of the world, and in 2018 sub-Saharan Africa 
recorded an average poverty rate of about 41 percent. Twenty-seven of the world’s twenty- 
eight poorest countries in 2018 were in sub-Saharan Africa.17 Despite the fact that as many as 
twelve million youths have entered sub-Saharan Africa’s labor force in the early 21st century, 
many of them have not been able to secure gainful employment. As a consequence, the 
population of Africans living in extreme poverty has risen significantly.18

Origin and Evolution of the Bretton Woods Institutions

From July 1–22, 1944, 730 delegates from forty-four countries converged at Bretton Woods, 
New Hampshire, in the United States, for the United Nations Monetary and Financial 
Conference (UNMFC). The UNMFC’s primary objective was the establishment of institutions 
to regulate the international monetary and financial order, provide for an open system of 
trade, and enhance economic growth and development in the post–World War II period.19 The 
UNMFC established the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the International Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (IBRD). Among the countries that established the IMF, only 
three were from Africa—Egypt, Ethiopia, and South Africa. However, by 1957, the newly 
independent African countries of Ghana and Sudan had become members of the IMF, and by 

1969 forty-four African countries had joined the Bretton Woods system.20 South Sudan, 
Africa’s youngest country, which gained independence on July 9, 2011, became a member of 
the IMF on April 18, 2012. The Bretton Woods Institutions were strategically positioned to 
serve as the most important vehicles to provide financial stability and trigger rapid economic 
growth and development in Africa. However, most African countries remained 
underdeveloped, and some observers have argued that the Bretton Woods Institutions are 
partially responsible for the continent’s continued lack of development.21

While the IMF directed its efforts primarily at stabilizing national economies through fiscal 
and budgetary discipline, the World Bank attempted to help Africans provide themselves with 
the necessary social overhead capital for rapid economic growth and development.22 

Eventually, the Bretton Woods Institutions and the US government began to promote what 
came to be known as the Washington Consensus, which entails development blueprints that 
are connected with Washington-based institutions: the IMF, the World Bank, and the US 
Treasury.23 The Washington Consensus is a set of free-market-based economic policies that 
were designed to help promote rapid economic growth and development in developing 
countries, including those in Africa. The Consensus is based on market fundamentalism that 
promotes privatization, liberalization, price stability, and liberalization of capital markets.24
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The monumental loss of lives and property in World War II, the urgency to rebuild war-torn 
Europe, the necessity to restore buoyancy to the global economy and, more importantly, the 
failure of the Paris Peace Conference served as the basis for the success of the Bretton Woods 
Institutions. Two notable failures of the conference were President Woodrow Wilson’s inability 
to push for US membership of the League of Nations, and the lack of strong motivations for 
economic partnership among the world’s great trading countries.25 The absence of economic 
partnership was only the first of a series of historical events and ideological evolutions that 
influenced the IMF’s design and work. It also impacted on the nature of postwar international 
monetary system.

The World Bank Group is made up of five international organizations, whose main function is 
to extend “leveraged loans” to developing countries. These multilateral organizations are the 
IBRD, the International Development Agency (IDA), the International Finance Corporation 
(IFA), the Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency (MIGA), and the International Centre for 
Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID). The first two organizations are often collectively 
referred to as the World Bank. Specifically, the IBRD assists middle-income and creditworthy 
poorer countries, while the IDA focuses exclusively on the world’s poorest countries. The 
World Bank currently has 189 member states, which have imposed a duty on the World Bank 
Group to eliminate poverty and boost shared prosperity by 2030.26 Over the years, the World 
Bank has developed an interest in promoting limited government in the countries in which it 
operates as a way to improve the functioning of its development projects. Under this policy, 
governments were required to intervene in domestic markets and refrain from allocating 
credit facilities and subsidies to ailing sectors of their economies.27 Although the World Bank 
actively promoted its policy of more reliance on markets for the allocation of resources and 
pushed governments to privatize many public enterprises, it did not achieve much success 
until the late 1970s and early 1980s. Some scholars have argued that this period coincided 
with the rise of conservative governments in the United Kingdom, the United States, and 
France.28

In Africa, the World Bank promoted policies that called for countries to restructure the public 
sector and make it more efficient, liberalize markets in order to create opportunities for 
entrepreneurship, eliminate most public subsidies, and rely more on markets for the 
allocation of resources.29 In addition, the Bank recommended the reform of transport-related 
state-owned business enterprises, including either fully privatizing them or creating public- 
private partnerships to manage them.30 African countries were also required to undertake 
reforms that would open up their international trade sectors to competition as a way to 
improve the inflow of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), as well as to integrate these countries’ 
small to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) with international value chains.

The World Bank also reiterated the importance of good governance, transparency, and the 
rule of law as conditions for successful economic growth and development. These World Bank– 

imposed reform policies were generally referred to as SAPs; they were considered by many 
Africans as an attempt to delegitimize their governments as well as any popular opposition to 
the reforms.31

Nevertheless, the World Bank argued that the roots of Africa’s continued underdevelopment 
and poverty lay in the continent’s governance crisis, and that unless there were genuine 
reforms to significantly improve governance institutions, these countries would not be able to 
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deal fully and effectively with poverty. Throughout the continent, argued the World Bank, 
many public sectors were pervaded by corruption, opacity, and lack of accountability. Hence, 
without adequate and effective institutional reforms, African countries were likely to remain 
trapped in poor economic performance and high levels of poverty.32

By the late 1980s, the World Bank had concluded that African countries needed much more 
than just economic and financial stabilization. Instead, senior staff at the Bank argued, these 
countries needed “a genuine transformation of productive structures.”33 Unfortunately, the 
World Bank’s efforts at transforming African economies did not succeed in significantly 
improving the living standards of the continent’s masses. While the World Bank blamed post- 
independent Africa’s political leaders for their adherence to nationalism and pan-Africanism, 
the imposition of the SAPs strengthened African elites’ opposition to what they saw as a rising 
neocolonialist domination of the continent by former colonial powers, with the help of the 
Bretton Woods Institutions.34

While the Great Depression might not have been a direct motivation for the establishment of 
the IMF, it nevertheless had influence on the initial design of this global institution. Still 
mindful of the economic nationalism that played a major role in the outbreak of World War II, 
the IMF was expected to help countries deal with those problems that forced them to opt for 
extreme economic nationalism and enhance their ability to “avoid recourse to trade barriers, 
payments barriers, and bilateral clearing schemes.”35

The IMF established the Enhanced Structural Adjustment Facility (ESAF) in 1987, and it 
became its main policy framework in the 1990s. The ESAF was introduced to help less 
developed countries (LDCs), like those in Africa, with concessional assistance through a three- 
year program, under the supervision of the IMF. By 1999, the ESAF had been transferred into 
the Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility (PRGF), which focused on achieving debt relief in 
crisis-ravaged countries. By 2004, there was global pressure on the IMF to adjust its lending 
policies in a way that would increase local ownership of the project, as well as conform with 
the economic realities of the countries in distress.36

Although the World Bank and the IMF were established specifically to carry out different 
objectives, their roles have tended to converge. That convergence is reflected in the following 
statement by the World Bank:

The World Bank Group provides financing, policy advice, and technical assistance to 
governments, and also focuses on strengthening the private sector in developing 
countries. The IMF keeps track of the economy globally and in member countries, 
lends to countries with balance of payments difficulties, and gives practical help to 
members.37

However, it is important to note that the organizations that make up the World Bank Group 
are collectively owned by the governments of the WBG’s member states. These states govern 
the WBG organizations and have a significant impact on how each one of them designs and 
implements policies. In order for a country to become a member of the World Bank, it must 
first join the IMF. Rules for membership in the World Bank can be found in the International 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) Articles of Agreement. In addition, 
membership in the World Bank Group organizations, International Development Agency (IDA), 
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International Finance Corporation (IFC), and the Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency 
(MIGA) is conditional on membership in the IBRD. At present, the IMF and the World Bank 
have 189 members.38

By the mid-1980s many African countries that had borrowed significantly from the IMF 
determined that they were no longer able to service their debts. This prompted the IMF to 
reconsider the way it dealt with these heavily indebted countries.39 Initially, the IMF subjected 
many of the African countries that had overdue financial obligations to its “remedial” 
measures regime, which included the suspension of their voting rights (see note 38). In 

September 1999, the IMF established the Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility (PRGF) with 
the aim of making “poverty reduction and growth more central to [the organization’s] lending 
operations in its poorest member countries” (see note 39). Many of the countries benefiting 
from the PRGF were in Africa. Programs supported by the IMF’s PRGF “are framed around 
comprehensive, country-owned Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs),” which are 
prepared by national governments “with the active participation of civil society and other 
development partners.”40 In other words, lending to developing countries struggling with 
large amounts of debt was conditional on each of these countries being able to provide the 
IMF with detailed analyses of local strategies for reducing poverty and inducing economic 
growth.41

According to the IMF, “PRGF-supported programs are framed around comprehensive, country- 
owned Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs)”; these “are then considered by the 
Executive Boards of the IMF and the World Bank as the basis for concessional lending from 
each institution and debt relief under the joint Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) 
Initiative.”42

The IMF also noted that the PRGF program was designed not only to help heavily indebted 
countries deal with their debt obligations but also to strengthen governance and enhance 
economic growth. This is evidenced, first, by emphasis on “broad public participation and 
country ownership,” and second by the fact that “PRGF-supported programs reflect closely 
each country’s poverty reduction and growth priorities and, as long as macroeconomic 
stability is maintained, seek to respond flexibly to changes in country circumstances and pro- 
poor priorities.”43

Structural Adjustment Programmes

Structural Adjustment Programmes were designed to liberalize African economies and make 
them more accessible to international trade. In addition, SAPs required a reduction in state 
activities in national economies and forced many African countries to privatize state-owned 
enterprises, as well as to eliminate many protectionist policies (e.g., regulations on import 
trade and exchange rate controls).44 While private capital flows have become the most 
important source of financing for economic growth, job creation, and productivity, they can 
also become a source of volatility and crisis.45 Of all of the programs of the Bretton Woods 
Institutions, SAPs were the most contentious; they were the program that appeared to have 
the greatest economic and financial impact on African economies. SAPs were tagged as “the 
parade horses of the Bretton Woods Institutions.”46 The Bretton Woods Institutions, “which 
had assumed the position of drivers of globalization, approached Africa’s economic dilemma 
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with a calculated dexterity, which liberalized African economies and resulted in the withering 
away of state sovereignty.”47 Many African states thereby lost the capacity to develop and 
implement locally focused economic policies and, as a consequence, became dependent on the 
Bretton Woods Institutions for economic policy.

The developers of the SAPs that were implemented in Africa drew inspiration from 
neoclassical economists, who believe in individualism and the market as the most important 
determinants of economic growth and development.48 Features of the SAPs include reduced 
public expenditure and employment; increased taxes; a switch to a market-based exchange 
rate system; elimination of parastatals, such as marketing boards, which have distorted prices 
in the agricultural sector; and general liberalization of the foreign trade sector in order to 
encourage and facilitate foreign resource flows, including especially foreign direct 
investment. However, the importance of state institutions in the formation and operation of 
the market was neglected. Stiglitz rightly notes that “if the IMF had an overly optimistic view 
of the markets, it had an overly pessimistic view of government.”49 SAPs also placed too much 
emphasis on internal adjustment programs and adherence to their conditions and ignored the 
sociopolitical implications of this conditionality.50

Prior to the introduction of the SAPs, African countries like Tanzania had implemented many 
economic recovery plans, such as self-reliant development, that were socialist in nature. The 
SAPs was too political and allocated too much power to the state, which resulted in dire 
economic crises.51 Nigeria, for instance, implemented the Operation Feed the Nation program 
to boost the agricultural sector. By the late 1970s and early 1980s SAPs were introduced in 
Nigeria, starting with the infamous austerity measures aimed at revitalization of the 
agricultural sector, which generated problems like high food costs and reduced purchasing 
power for non-farmers. African countries were confronted with diverse challenges that also 
stunted the performance of SAPs. Their poor macroeconomic performance was linked to 
military intervention in politics, electoral and ethnic conflict, political and bureaucratic 
corruption, dependency, weak political leadership, politicization of public institutions, and 
maximization of the elite’s interests.52

In 1993, of the fifteen African countries the World Bank identified as core adjusters, only three 
were subsequently certified by the IMF as strong economic performers.53 It was generally 
believed by a cross-section of Africans that the Bretton Woods Institutions had exploited, 
aggravated, and perpetuated Africa’s crisis of underdevelopment, which accounted for the 
mass protests against these international financial institutions throughout the continent. As 
stated in 1995 by Nigeria’s former federal commissioner for economic development and 
reconstruction, Professor Adebayo Adedeji, “[i]f there was a referendum in Africa today, an 
overwhelming majority of the people would vote against their governments having anything to 
do with the Bretton Woods Institutions.”54

Although the Bretton Woods Institutions’ initial focus was primarily on adjustments to the 
economic system in order to enhance the ability of African countries to deal with their debts 
and promote economic growth and development, they were later to veer into issues of good 
governance, which soon became a precondition of eligibility for debt relief under HIPC. The 
Bretton Woods Institutions later moved from specifying certain economic targets and 
acceptable policy tools to more direct involvement in the domestic politics of the borrower by 
insisting on inculcating democracy into the agenda of such states.55
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The Conditionality Question

In response to the economic and financial crises of the 1980s, the Bretton Woods Institutions 
and the US Department of the Treasury came up with ten economic policy prescriptions, 
which they considered to be the standard reform package for countries suffering from severe 
economic dislocation. A British economist, John Williamson, referred to these policy 
prescriptions as the Washington Consensus (see note 53). The policies included low 
government borrowing; reduction of government subsidies and increases in public investment 
in primary education, primary healthcare, and infrastructure; tax reform to broaden the 
national tax base and the adoption of moderate marginal tax rates; more reliance on markets 
for the determination of interest rates; a switch to market-determined exchange rates; 
adoption of free trade policies; removal of constraints for the inflow of foreign resources, 
including especially foreign direct investment; eradication of government regulations that 
impede market competition, including entry into certain sectors; and the development of 
property rights regimes and their enforcement.56 Part of the thinking of the Washington-based 
institutions was that poverty and underdevelopment in various countries around the world 
were due to government policies that impeded entrepreneurship in particular and the 
functioning of markets in general. The hope was that more reliance on markets for the 
allocation of resources would significantly enhance economic growth, which would then 
provide the resources for countries to confront poverty. Put another way, the Washington 
Consensus consisted of three overarching themes—macroeconomic discipline, a market 
economy, and more openness to the global economy.

In Africa, the major challenges to economic performance seem to be more structural than 
macroeconomic. At the introduction of the free market economy in the mid-1980s and early 
1990s, many African countries were transitioning from military and civilian dictatorships to 
democracies. Emphasizing this point, Stiglitz notes that,

[T]he results of the policies enforced by the Washington Consensus have not been 
encouraging: for most countries embracing its tenets development has been slow, and 
where growth has occurred, the benefits have not be shared equally; crises have been 
mismanaged; the transition from communism to a market economy . . . has been a 
disappointment.57

Downstream Oil Sector Reform in Nigeria

Nigeria, rich in crude oil and other mineral resources, has experienced the “resource curse,” 
because it has not been able to convert its oil wealth into significant improvements in the 
living standards of its citizens. Although the 1970s’ oil boom transformed Nigeria’s economy 
into an oil-dependent one, it also provided the country with significant public revenue. In fact, 
national income increased to the point where then head of state General Yakubu Gowon 
commented that money is not Nigeria’s problem, but that the problem is how Nigerians 
should spend the enormous resources obtained from the sale of oil.58
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As oil emerged as the country’s major export earner, the agricultural sector was neglected 
and the other non-oil sectors experienced significant levels of underdevelopment. Weak and 
opportunistic political leadership, which was characterized by high levels of bureaucratic and 
political corruption, contributed significantly to the mismanagement of oil wealth and the 
plundering of state resources. From 1967 to 1999, Nigeria was ruled primarily by military 
dictatorships, all of which were pervaded by high levels of corruption and mismanagement. 
These regimes squandered the resources that could have been used to improve spending on 
infrastructure, primary education, primary healthcare, and other pro-poor sectors (for 
example, agriculture).

In the early 1980s, the state was bankrupt and heavily indebted, which led to an invitation 
from the Bretton Woods Institutions for negotiations on how to rescue the country from its 
impending economic collapse. By 1981, Nigeria’s fiscal deficit had risen to N3,902.1m and hit 
N6,104.1m by 1982, while the inflation rate rose to 7.7 percent in 1982, eventually hitting 
39.6 percent in 1984.59 By the mid-1980s, the SAPs, which were publicly debated and 
overwhelmingly rejected by Nigerians, were poorly implemented by the autocratic military 
government.60 In Nigeria, the SAPs involved three important elements: commercialization, 
privatization, and deregulation. There was an emphasis on the downsizing of the public sector 
in order to attain efficient management of public assets. Import licenses and agricultural 
marketing boards were eliminated, price controls were raised, and the liberalization of the 
financial system became an important instrument for stabilizing the economy. In its World 
Development Report 1990: Poverty, the World Bank encouraged African countries to pursue 
economic development through export-led growth.61 The idea was for these countries to 
utilize their comparative advantage in the production and export of raw materials as the 
engine for sustainable development. Although Nigeria did make an effort to improve its 
agricultural sector, the country continued to rely on oil and was never able to significantly 
diversify the structure of its economy. Thus, in the first decades of the 21st century, nearly 
fifty years since oil became the country’s major foreign exchange earner, this sector continues 
to dominate economic activities in the country.

Although nation-states have the sovereignty to choose what policy to adopt and the Bretton 
Woods Institutions may have had good intentions for Africa, the consequences of their policies 
in Nigeria are impoverishment and significant declines in the quality of life of the majority. 
The implementation of liberal economic reforms deepened the economic hardships through 
subsidy cuts and downsizing the government. While many observers continue to hold the 
Bretton Woods Institutions responsible for Nigeria’s alarming economic struggle through the 
implementation of SAPs, Nigeria’s economic woos predated the adoption of SAPs. Indeed, 
Nigerian leadership mismanaged the oil boom of the 1970s. By the early 1980s the state had 
become bankrupt and associated with the “resource-curse” and “paradox of the plenty” 
hypotheses. Both the military and civilian administrations that govern the country were 
involved in political and bureaucratic corruption and squandered the oil resources that should 
have been used to implement pro-poor policies. For instance, the country has lost more than 
$400 billion to oil thieves since the discovery and commercialization of crude oil.62 

Furthermore, in 2013, several government institutions—the Ministry of Petroleum, the 
Ministry of Finance, and the Central Bank of Nigeria—traded blame over ₦500 billion of oil 
revenue that went “missing.”63 Thus, the political elites are culpable in the plundering of state 
resources and underdevelopment of the country.
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However, in 2003, the Obasanjo-led civilian administration tried to invigorate the economy by 
adopting policies that were similar to SAPs under the tag National Economic Empowerment 
and Development Strategy (NEEDS). The policy was aimed at improving citizens’ standards of 
living through macroeconomic stability, deregulation, liberalization, privatization, 
transparency, and accountability.64

On January 12, 2012, Nigerian President Goodluck Jonathan’s administration announced the 
deregulation of the entire downstream oil sector (distribution and marketing of crude oil 
byproducts). A major intent of the government was to ultimately remove public subsidies on 
the three major fuels—diesel, kerosene, and petrol. Since 1993, successive administrations 
had tried to deregulate the sector and remove subsidy payments, but raging opposition 
against any form of deregulation (partial or total) halted the process until January 2012, when 
then President Jonathan announced the deregulation policy and the petrol fuel price increased 
from ₦65 (about US$ 0.40) to ₦145 (about US$ 0.92) per liter.65

The price deregulation scheme was designed to inject dynamism into the inefficient oil sector, 
increase government revenue, improve spending on other vital economic sectors, curb oil 
theft and bunkering, combat corruption in the subsidy administration, and address the 
incessant fuel shortages. The announcement of the government’s intention to implement fuel- 
price deregulation triggered public anger, mass protests, and industrial action that nearly 
crippled the economy and threatened the viability of the Nigerian state. The government was 
eventually forced to engage only in a partial subsidy reduction, eventually fixing the price of 
petrol at ₦97 per liter for public consumption, effectively giving up the complete removal of 
subsidies on fuel.

At the dawn of the most contentious efforts at deregulation in 2012, the managing director of 
the IMF, Christine Lagarde, was in Nigeria to persuade President Jonathan to remove the fuel 
subsidies. The IMF argued that fuel subsidies hurt economic growth, discouraged investment 
in the energy sector, and encouraged smuggling and black-market activities, which could 
account for the shortages of subsidized products.66 Ms. Lagarde argued that the 
administration of the fuel subsidy program in Nigeria was an ineffective way to alleviate 
poverty and deal with the various problems that the poor confronted daily.

An increase in petrol and kerosene fuel prices negatively affects real household incomes. The 
masses that were negatively affected reacted through mass protests and industrial actions, 
leading to political upheavals in many African countries, including Nigeria and Zimbabwe. 
Based on a report by Tim Jones and Peter Hardstaff, “many of these incidents ended with the 
deployment of riot police or the army, resulting in almost 100 documented fatalities, with 
arrests and injuries running into thousands.”67 Between late 1999 and the end of 2002, there 
were about 238 separate incidents of civil unrest involving millions of people across thirty- 
four countries.68 In Nigeria, there were violent protests across the country, especially in 
Lagos, the country’s economic and commercial capital.

Throughout the world, most countries (oil producing and non-oil producing) have liberalized 
the prices of petroleum products for local consumption. In these countries, the removal of 
subsidies on fuel have usually been met with resistance, even in oil-producing countries. The 
Bretton Woods Institutions have adopted a single approach to the removal of fuel subsidies 
and have recommended it as a mechanism to address economic instability in both oil- 
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producing and non-oil-producing countries. Unfortunately, these international financial 
institutions have failed to grasp the specificities of each country and the fact that one 
approach is not sufficient to deal with the problems of a diversity of countries.

Despite the subsidy cuts in Nigeria and the eventual rise in the price of fuel from ₦97 per liter 
to ₦145 per liter, none of the economic problems that existed in the country prior to 2012, 
when the government implemented its subsidy-reduction program, have been fully addressed. 
Furthermore, the government’s promise to divert the funds accumulated from subsidy cuts to 
other sectors of the economy through the Subsidy Reinvestment and Empowerment 
Programme (SUPRE-P) did not materialize, and the poor remained trapped in a cycle of 
poverty characterized by their inability to meet their basic needs. In fact, as mentioned earlier 
in this article, by 2018 it was reported that Nigeria had overtaken India as the country with 
the largest number of people living in extreme poverty.69 Thus in early 21st-century Nigeria, 
poverty continues to rise, oil theft and bunkering continue, oil corruption and inefficient 
subsidy administration persist, while, at the same time, fuel shortages and distorted fuel 
prices remain a fact of life for most Nigerians.

Nigeria’s problems with poverty cannot be blamed solely on the IMF. The country’s leadership 
and its institutions have a part to play in this policy failure. After all, the corruption that has 
been partly responsible for the failure of the Nigerian state to invest oil revenues in pro-poor 
growth policies has been due to the country’s dysfunctional institutions. Studies show that the 
pervasiveness of corruption in Nigeria is because the country’s institutions have been unable 
to adequately constrain civil servants and politicians and prevent them from engaging in 
corruption and other growth-inhibiting activities. Unless Nigerians can provide themselves 
with laws and institutions that adequately constrain civil servants and political elites and 
prevent them from engaging in corrupt activities, poverty will remain pervasive. Perhaps more 
important is the fact that any policies prescribed by the IMF and the World Bank as a 
condition for access to financial resources will not be implemented effectively, since corrupt 
public servants are likely to use such policies as mechanisms to enrich themselves at the 
expense of their fellow citizens.

Land Reform in South Africa

The history of South Africa was dominated by land struggles, due to the historical land 
dispossession of the majority black population by the minority white people under colonialism 
and apartheid. The minority government monopolized land, a very basic asset, resources, and 
capital and used land as an instrument to perpetuate inequality in the racially divided country; 
the post-apartheid South Africa embarked on land reform programs to redress land inequality 
and address poverty among the black group. The apartheid government was not particularly 
interested in poverty alleviation among the African majority; thus, government involvement 
with the Bretton Woods Institutions was mainly to secure funds to resolve balance-of- 
payments problems.

SAPs were an important component of liberalization policy during the apartheid era. The 
implementation of SAPs accounted for currency devaluation and subsidy removal in the 
agricultural sector. The privileged white group were able to raise capital from banks, but the 
black farmers had restricted access to finances and were unable to farm in a productive way 
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or compete with the white farmers.70 This deepened the struggles in the land and agricultural 
sectors, which engendered what Sam Moyo has called “the collapse of Africa’s nascent agro- 
industrial base.”71 Furthermore, agricultural products were targeted at the international 
market, rather than local markets. The devaluation of the currency and trade liberalization 
that started in the 1980s favored white commercial farmers who explored new market 
opportunities for farm products abroad. Farms therefore became more mechanized, leading to 
the loss of about 1.1 million jobs in the agricultural sector. In fact, more than two hundred 
thousand households of farm workers or dwellers were evicted between 1994 and 2003.72 The 
openness of the South African border not only facilitated the exportation of agricultural 
produce abroad but also enhanced the importation of farm products, skills, and labor. This put 
the local small-scale farmers at a disadvantage. As noted by Moyo, “for the middle-sized farm 
to realise its potential of redirecting production to the national market and hence to synergize 
dynamically with domestic wages, a reversal of neo-liberal policies would be required.”73

At the attainment of majority rule in 1994, there was an intense disagreement between 
leaders of the ruling party—African National Congress (ANC)—and the Africanists over 
identifying the best approach to land reform. Indeed, the Bretton Woods Institutions, a 
powerful and white-dominated farmers’ union, and traditional authorities pressurized the 
government away from implementing a radical approach to land reform.74 The ANC founded 
land reform on a colonial paradigm that reinforces the neoliberal ideology and market-based 
approach, while the Africanists preferred a more inclusive and locally driven land reform in 
the interests of the disadvantaged black South Africans. On the one hand, as posited by Moyo, 
the liberal approach to land arrangement continued to favor the predominantly white farming 
elites, who could easily access the required capital to engage in productive large-scale 
farming.75 On the other hand, the lack of government support for emerging black farmers 
engendered land unproductivity and aggravated the socioeconomic gap between the white 
and black people, thereby reinforcing the land and wealth inequality that land reform aimed 
to address.

The post-apartheid reform scheme was erected upon three elements, namely restitution, 
redistribution, and tenure security. Land restitution entails returning land (or otherwise 
compensating victims) that was arbitrarily dispossessed of black South Africans since June 19, 
1913, due to racially discriminatory laws. Redistribution makes provision for the poor and the 
underprivileged to possess land through government’s Settlement/Land Acquisition Grant. 
Land tenure reform “aims to bring all people occupying land under a unitary, legally validated 
system of landholding.”76 The entire reform scheme was anchored on the Bretton Woods 
agencies’ “willing seller, willing buyer” model, which was a market-assisted model.

The liberalization of the land reform programs was accelerated through the integration of the 
South African economy into the new economic order and the influence of global capital on the 
state. Global North-South integration increased demand for land in the periphery for social 
reproduction.77 Post-apartheid land reform occurred at a period when national economies 
were being integrated into the international capital markets through SAPs and other liberal 
economic policies. This coincided with the triumph of liberal ideology over communism; thus, 
many countries across the world had to adopt liberal political (democracy) and economic 
(capitalism) systems.
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In South Africa, the contradictions engendered by SAPs increased the pressures for land 
access and deepened land conflict.78 The market-driven land reform has had two implications 
for national development on the continent as a whole, but particularly in South Africa. It 
neglects the integration of agriculture and industry at the domestic level, promoting instead 
their integration into international markets. It also deepens socioeconomic social insecurities, 
reinforces rural-urban migration, and generates maldevelopment. The land reform model in 
post-apartheid South Africa requires the government to purchase farms and land from willing 
sellers and transfer such land to beneficiaries. The reform model was bedeviled with a lot of 
complexities like ascertaining the value of the land, dwindling government financial 
commitment, involvement of too many actors, and the “unwillingness” of landowners and 
white farmers to put out their properties for sale. Furthermore, the system became too 
expensive for the government to fund. Also, it attracted different players that opened the 
system to high levels of corruption, such as manipulating the value of land above market 
prices. Indeed, the reform approach failed to meet the expectations of the government and the 
masses, and land inequality persisted; this led to increased agitation—by the black majority— 

for land expropriation without compensation. Initially and as advised by the World Bank, the 
government promised to achieve 30 percent distribution of land to the historically 
disadvantaged within five years of majority rule, which would have amounted to about 24.5 
million hectares; however, only 1 percent had been attained by 1999, and 10 percent by 2018 

(see note 78). This target was initially set for 1999, then deferred to 2014, and then shifted to 

2025.79

Indeed, privatization of land, enhanced by property rights, is enshrined in the liberal-inclined 
constitution of post-apartheid South Africa.80 The World Bank supported the protection of 
private property and argued that secure rights would motivate individuals to improve their 
land and “help rural credit markets to develop, because land is good collateral.”81 According 
to the World Bank, the South African land reform process did not deter investment; however, 
policy uncertainty around expropriation without compensation could change this, as it 
increases the risk of investing in land.82 In 2019 the World Bank identified the skewed 
distribution of land and productive assets and weak property rights as some of the factors 
responsible for the country’s low economic performance.83

Furthermore, the nature of globalization ensures a shift from an agricultural market directed 
at ensuring national food security to mass export of agricultural byproducts. In relation to 
land use, the global shortage of productive land motivated agricultural and financial actors at 
the global level to delve into the internal land policies of states for the realization of the 
optimal use of arable land.

Despite the government’s motive of using land reform to eradicate mass poverty, twenty-six 
years after its implementation 55.5 percent of South Africans lived in poverty, while the white 
minority still dominated the land sector.84 Kate Wilkinson further reveals that nine out of 
every ten poor people in the country (93 percent) are black South Africans, while about 1 
percent of the white experienced poverty. Though progress was recorded since 1994, land 
inequality and land hunger by the majority continue to define politics and policymaking in the 
country. The World Bank affirms that the root causes of the persistent rise in poverty, 
inequality, and unemployment rates are linked with South Africa’s history of discrimination 
and exclusion, which continues to be embedded in land, capital, labor, and product markets.
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The “willing buyer, willing seller” model, empowered by Section 25 of the 1996 Constitution, 
has significantly impeded the effectiveness of the reform, mainly because the rural poor 
lacked the financial capacity to buy farms, and government financial support became 
inadequate.85 The market-driven policy was eventually condemned by the government in 

2016.86 While the policy is still operative in the land sector, the government has proposed the 
radicalization of land reform under the label Land Expropriation Without Compensation 
(LEWC). Both the World Bank and IMF staunchly opposed any policy that threatens the 
property rights of land and farm investors in the country. In reality, no significant 
improvement has been made to alter the skewed land arrangement that characterized 
apartheid South Africa. Generally, South African elites need to rethink the logic of land 
reform, rather than merely tinkering with its details.87 Therefore, a change of land policy is of 
great necessity.

Discussion of the Literature

Generally, there is robust literature on the interventions of the Bretton Woods Institutions in 
Africa. Most of the studies particularly engaged the performances of SAPs in Africa. Kempe 
Ron Hope’s edited volume on Structural Adjustment, Reconstruction and Development in 
Africa locates SAPs in the broader policy frameworks of the World Bank and IMF.88 SAPs were 
characterized by: currency devaluation, which aimed to render exports more competitive and 
resolve the balance-of-payments problem; limited government, which involved reduction of 
government expenditure in non-productive sectors, elimination of subsidy payments, 
partnerships with the private sector, and commercialization of public enterprises; creating an 
enabling environment for FDI through control of domestic money supply, reduction in credit 
facilities, and introduction of market-determined interest rates; price liberalization to remove 
government control on the prices of goods and ensure price stabilization; and trade 
liberalization to explore countries’ comparative advantage in the international markets.89

SAPs soon generated many contradictions. The programs led to the reduction of government 
expenditure on social services vital to the masses, and the political consequences of SAPs 
were largely neglected. The Bretton Woods agencies also failed to provide effective guidelines 
for the implementation of palliative measures for cushioning the negative effects of the 
structural adjustments. As Themba Masuku noted, the policy also failed to redress economic 
imbalances associated with African states, while attempts to diversify the economies remained 
unattained.90 At the initial implementation of SAPs in the 1980s, no research was carried out 
to ascertain the feasibility, practicability, effectiveness, and sustainability of the programs. By 
the early 21st century, very few studies have found that African leaders invited the Bretton 
Woods Institutions to intervene Africa.91 In the 1990s the literature engaged the conversation 
on aid, conditionality, and rising debt and concluded that African countries had become aid- 
dependent, and that the possibility of Africa’s economic recovery within the framework of the 
global financial institutions’ economic policies was remote.92 The failure recorded by SAPs in 
the mid-1980s and the rising debt incurred by African states engendered a shift from pure 
economic policy to political adjustments. Thus, by the end of the 1980s, liberal reform 
schemes became a precondition for eligibility for debt relief under the HIPC. Studies were 
very critical about the policy directives of the Bretton Woods Institutions, particularly the 
implementation of SAPs and subsequent conditionality regimes. However, the literature is 
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very sparse on the violations of terms of intervention or conditionality, which could have 
accounted for the failures of SAPs. Ravi Kanbur presents the case of Ghana, whose successful 
economic reform was reversed due to its violation of conditionality.93

In the early 1990s, studies revealed two realities in Africa. First was the initial adoption of 
macroeconomic policies to address balance-of-payments disequilibrium and reduce 
government expenses, and the second phase was directed at improving efficiency and 
restoring economic growth.94 During this period, studies focused on the political 
conditionalities—democratization—attached to World Bank and IMF intervention. This was 
due to the agencies’ initial error in neglecting the impact of political dynamics on the 
effectiveness of economic reforms. The Bretton Woods agencies realized the importance of the 
state’s capacity and legitimacy for the implementation of economic reform.95 While political 
conditionalities enhanced the development of democratic movements and forced many 
autocratic regimes to embark on political reform, this actually obstructed the performance of 
SAPs.96 By the late 1990s, the World Bank had accepted its failure to use conditionality as an 
effective instrument for imposing its economic blueprint on needy countries.97

In the 2000s the literature focused on the World Bank’s efforts at strengthening good 
governance in distressed countries and improving the effectiveness of aid.98 In the same 
period scholarly attention shifted to the good governance discourse. The Bretton Woods 
agencies believed that the fight against world poverty should be centered on the principle of 
“help for self-help.” Thus, studies focused on how poor countries must strive to establish 
peace, the rule of law, and good governance, as well as implement economic policies that 
encourage private initiative and integration into the global economy.99 There were fewer 
studies on the activities of the Bretton Woods Institutions in the 2010s in comparison with the 
preceding two decades. Subsequent studies engage debt management and the negative 
impact of foreign debts on developing countries.

Primary Sources
In contrast to other socio-economic issues under investigation, the oral accounts or documentaries on the 
intervention of the Bretton Woods Institutions in Africa are scant. The documentaries of Ali Mazuri offer a first-hand 
account of Africa’s dependent status.100 The World Bank and IMF provide valuable archives of the activities of the 
Bretton Woods agencies in their open knowledge repository.101 Other audio presentations on Africa’s quest for 
development can be located on CODESRIA’s website.102
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