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THis BOOK is a remarkable 
resource for those serious 

about making the african Peer 
Review Mechanism work. The 
406-page publication is divided 
into five parts, comprising 14 
chapters covering a diverse range 
of issues. The appendices contain 
vital information on official guid-
ance documents, aPRM standards 
by thematic area, sources for desk 
research, a civil society checklist, 
and lessons for success. it comes 
with a CD-ROM that includes 
aPRM guidelines, country reports, 
survey instruments, video testimo-
nials, and standards embraced by 
the aPRM.

The publication is timely, 
coming at a time of growing 
scepticism about the utility of the 
aPRM. at its launch, the aPRM 
was applauded as an organi-
cally evolved african response 
to the continent’s deep-seated 

challenges of governance. since 
its launch, 29 countries have 
signed up to the aPRM, and nine 
have completed the review proc-
ess so far.

while the continent has con-
tinued to consolidate democratic 
governance, political and eco-
nomic systems remain fragile. 
in some countries we have seen 
reversals to earlier progress. The 
study is candid about the short-
comings of the aPRM, while 
offering practical suggestions to 
make the process efficient and 
effective. it would have been 
useful to have had some assess-
ment about whether the critical 
assumptions on which the aPRM 
was based still hold. For instance, 
enthusiasm associated with 
africa’s renewal, characteristic of 
the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
seems to have waned. Have the 
initial incentives for signing up 
to the aPRM, including increased 
fore ign di rec t  investment , 
changed?

Highly political

Experiences of the pioneer coun-
tries amply demonstrate the 
unprecedented level of ambition 
of the aPRM, the complexity of 
which was compounded by meth-
odology, process, and political 
challenges encountered. it was 
estimated that the aPRM process 
would take six to nine months 
to complete, but it has taken 
between 33 and 39 months. also, 
what might have been conceived 
as a technical exercise is proving 
highly political. while acknowl-
edging the daunting challenges 
that the aPRM faces, the study is 
positive in its view of the process 

as an opportunity to improve gov-
ernance in africa.

The study highlights chal-
lenges regarding aPRM rules, 
processes, and institutions in a 
detailed and substantive manner. 
Guidance provided by a variety 
of documents, and orally by the 
aRPM secretariat, is still evolv-
ing. while the documents are 
becoming more specific with 
experience, the study notes that 
later documents contradict earlier 
ones and it is not clear what takes 
precedence. some documents are 
not available on the website to 
allow easy access to information 
and guidance to the wide range 
of stakeholders engaging with the 
aPRM.

Establishing national aPRM 
institutions, key to the credibil-
ity of the process, has not been 
without controversy in pioneer 
countries. The book highlights 
the independence of the national 
governing council (NGC) as a 
contentious issue. There is divi-
sion between those that advocate 
autonomy from government and 
those that suggest there should 
be an even split between gov-
ernment, civil society, and the 
corporate sector. Different config-
urations of NGCs have emerged 
in pioneer countries and there 
is urgent need to consolidate the 
rules into one set of authoritative 
guidance to give clarity and con-
sistency to the process.

use of technical research insti-
tutions (TRis) is emerging as a 
standard feature of the aPRM. 
it is important that processes to 
establish national aPRM insti-
tutions should be transparent 
– to create trust and avoid conflict 
that can undermine the project. 
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The study recommends that par-
ticular attention be paid to the 
capacities and independence of 
the TRis in order to maintain con-
sistency in the self-assessment 
report and the programme of 
action (POa).

The greatest challenge of the 
aPRM is the questionnaire, which 
aims to ensure that reviews are 
done in a consistent manner 
across countries. The question-
naire is too long, containing 25 
objectives, 58 questions and 183 
indicators. aPRM rules promote 
broad public participation, but 

responding to the majority of 
questions and indicators requires 
technical knowledge. There is 
need to simplify the language 
of the questionnaire to make it 
more accessible. The principle 
of broad-based public partici-
pation underpinning the aPRM 
provides an excellent opportunity 
for a national dialogue critical 
to a country’s development, yet 
it could be undermined by such 
technical demands.

a far-reaching criticism of the 
questionnaire is its division into 
four discrete thematic areas. This, 
the study argues, imposes arti-
ficial barriers to the economic, 
social, political, and corporate 
spheres – resulting in the reports 
being very repetitive. The study 
suggests clustering related issues 
together – such as gender, human 
rights, and vulnerable groups. it 
further suggests focusing on insti-
tutions not thematic areas, as the 
current format invites superficial 
generalisations. The questionnaire 
is extremely diverse in the infor-
mation and expertise it requires, 
making it difficult to manage 
information and find expertise 

from a research perspective. it 
is estimated that the question-
naire in its current form requires 
between 27 and 35 forms of spe-
cialised expertise.

another criticism is that the 
questionnaire marginalises impor-
tant subjects such as freedom of 
information laws, restrictions 
on media freedoms, criminal 
libel laws, journalist licensing 
systems and criminal justice. 
Questions relating to political and 
democratic systems are not well 
structured to diagnose sources of 
poor political governance.

a key output of the aPRM 
is the POa, which is supposed 
to address democratic deficits 
identified by the country self 
assessment and country review. 
Reports of the pioneer countries 
reveal gaps between analysis and 
recommendations in the POa. 
There are many instances where 
the analytical part of the report 
identifies problems and urges 
action but recommendations in 
the POa ignore this. This might 
imply a lack of political will to act 
on problems considered too dif-
ficult, and perhaps not enough 
time is allocated to development 
of the POa compared to other 
phases of the process.

Unrealistic

This publication rightly observes 
that POas should seek to offer 
better quality solutions, more use-
ful prioritisation, stronger political 
consensus, and improved integra-
tion with existing systems. The 
guidelines should be clearer on 
how to write a POa and how to 
monitor and evaluate progress. 
Pioneer countries have struggled 
with the requirement to report 
progress to the heads of states 
forum every six months. all that 
they have been able to report are 
intentions, confirming that the 
reporting period is unrealistic.

The aPRM’s many political 
aspects include: the potential to 
embarrass politicians, discussion 

of corruption, examination of 
national political power dynamics 
through the necessary discussion 
of political systems, and the allo-
cation of political goods. These 
political aspects have implica-
tions, such as the choice of who 
gets consulted, invited to meet-
ings, appointed to governing 
structures, or chosen to write and 
edit reports. it is important that 
political tensions inevitably aris-
ing from the aPRM be mediated 
through democratic processes. 
There needs to be a healthy ten-
sion between government and 
civil society, with each party 
acknowledging that they play dif-
ferent roles and have different 
responsibilities. in most countries 
that have undertaken the aPRM, 
the government appears to have 
controlled the process.

it is critical that clear guide-
lines on the size and rules of 
procedure for governing coun-
cils be provided. The study 
makes very useful suggestions 
about how civil society can effec-
tively influence the process. in 
most cases, civil society organi-
sations (CsOs) are reactive to 
government’s exercise of power 
in setting the rules and shap-
ing the process. CsOs need a 
balance between applying pres-
sure and persuasion – knowing 
when to protest and when to 
persuade. The aPRM should not 
be seen as an exercise in scor-
ing political points but rather as 
an opportunity to reform systems 
of governance, and this requires 
CsOs getting priorities right and 
building strategic alliances. an 
important role for CsOs is estab-
lishing monitoring and tracking 
systems for the aPRM, as well as 
seeking to influence the panel 
of eminent persons and the sec-
retariat through well-researched 
submissions.

Part iV of the book com-
prises five case studies (Ghana, 
Kenya, Rwanda, Mauritius, and 
sa), which provide extremely 
useful information on how the 

The questionnaire marginalises 
important subjects such as freedom 

of information laws
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process was conducted and the 
challenges faced. By drawing 
out the lessons learnt in the pio-
neer countries, best practice can 
be developed. This is vital for 
countries beginning the process 
and for second-generation aPRM 
assessments.

This publication makes it clear 
that the aPRM needs revision, 
in both process and substance. 
Given the magnitude of suggested 
changes, it is important to ensure 
that the aPRM secretariat has the 
capacity to make them. it will be 
a real pity if this becomes another 

aPRM study with recommenda-
tions that are not translated into 
concrete reforms. n

Ozias Tungwarara is director of 
Africa Governance and Monitoring 
Program (AfriMAP)

The flip side is the negative effect of the recession 
on global trade, GDP and commodity sales – espe-
cially gold – and its implication for the government’s 
external earnings. in any event, the sluggish emer-
gence of the Eu from recession (slower than in the 
us, even though the projected growth of Europe for 
2009 is 0.2% compared to 0.1% for the us) and its 
repercussion for, among other things, foreign direct 
investment, provides ample opportunity for sa to re-
think the decidedly right-wing leaning of its mixed 
economy. analysts and activists who have waited to 
see sa move a little to the left of the mixed economy 
may be delighted by the fact that, unlike the Mbeki 
government that talked left but walked right, the 
Zuma government seems set to talk right and walk 
left. But will it? Can it?

Except for very isolated pockets (e.g. Cronin, 
p. 241-242; Turok, p. 166-168), the book sets lit-
tle store by either the democratic component of 
developmental states or the critical role of women 
in development. if we take both together, it can be 
argued that, unlike in East asian countries, sa can-
not dispense with democracy and concentrate only 
on capitalist development. Cronin rightly concep-
tualises the democratic developmental state as one 

that, in the exceptional context of sa, is anchored 
on ‘popular participatory mobilisation and struggle’ 
(p. 240) and on working class politics ‘that seeks to 
roll back capital’s managerial prerogatives, in which 
the working class plays an active role … in develop-
ing industrial policy or investment decisions, both 
on the shop floor and in national bargaining for a’ 
(p. 242). Cronin’s ‘revolutionary politics’ that ‘seeks 
to defend, strengthen and transform (the) democratic 
state’ finds resonance in jara’s call for ‘sustained 
mass conscientisation’. The latter would involve ‘the 
patient work of building ordinary people as critical, 
conscious, self-organised and engaged social agents 
with social power, voice, and capacity’.

The flurry of strikes by an array of public sec-
tor workers in May 2009 and the threat by COsaTu 
to call a nationwide strike over wage increases 
and better conditions of service for public servants 
are eloquent testimony to a vibrant and politically 
engaged working class. The agreement on salary 
increases reached between government and labour 
in 2007 has yet to be honoured. The ball is in the 
court of the governing elite to no longer see workers 
as electoral canon fodder, but as strategic partners 
in the development process and in the construction 

The people vote, but does the market rule? – continued from page 42

Developments in the Middle East have reached 
an important crossroads. while the situation still 
remains in relative flux in the short term, there are 
strong indications that a fundamental paradigm shift 
can be expected in the medium to long term in 
favour of the resistance trend.

ironically, it is israel that bears major responsibility 
for rising militancy in Palestinian politics. Reflecting 
on sa’s struggle and the demands made on the aNC 
by the apartheid regime to abandon violence, Nelson 
Mandela responded, ‘…the state was responsible for 
the violence and it is always the oppressor, not the 
oppressed, who dictates the form of the struggle. if 
the oppressor uses violence, the oppressed have no 
alternative but to respond violently.’

This is, however, not the most profound lesson 
sa has to offer, for it also teaches us that ultimately, 
reconciliation is only possible amongst equals. This 
universal truth was poignantly captured by French 
philosopher, Gilles Deleuze, who said: ‘The cry of 
the Zionists to justify their racist violence has always 
been “we are not a people like any other” while the 
Palestinian cry of resistance has always been “we are 
a people like all others”.’ n

Aslam Farouk-Alli is an independent analyst and editor 
and contributing author of The Future of Palestine and 
Israel – From Colonial Roots to Postcolonial Realities (IGD; 
FES: 2007).

Understanding the war on Gaza – continued from page 23
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