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as South Africa’s premier research institute on international issues. It is an independent, 

non-government think tank whose key strategic objectives are to make effective input into 

public policy, and to encourage wider and more informed debate on international affairs, 

with particular emphasis on African issues and concerns. It is both a centre for research 

excellence and a home for stimulating public engagement. SAIIA’s occasional papers 

present topical, incisive analyses, offering a variety of perspectives on key policy issues in 

Africa and beyond. Core public policy research themes covered by SAIIA include good 

governance and democracy; economic policymaking; international security and peace; 

and new global challenges such as food security, global governance reform and the 

environment. Please consult our website www.saiia.org.za for further information about 

SAIIA’s work.
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A b s t r a c T

Values are essential to set up normative standards that are indicative of the qualities of 

governance. This paper describes and analyses trends of governance values and practices 

in Africa using secondary data. There are positive and negative governance values in 

Africa. To reverse the negative governance values, which are entrenched in traditions and 

practices in politics and governance, the member states of the African Union (AU) outlined 

a compelling vision for the norm of democratic governance values on the continent in its 

different instruments. These initiatives reflect the changing governance values and practices 

on the continent, and distinguish the AU from its predecessor the Organisation for African 

Unity (OAU). Yet the member states of the AU have not committed themselves equally to 

own or work towards ratification, domestication and compliance with these standards. 

There is also a lack of political commitment to regional standards. Hence, this research 

recommends that the African Union member states address these problems. In addition, 

more attention must be paid to building democratic governance as African challenges are 

rooted in governance problems driven by negative values. In so far as values are universal, 

they can also be particular to a specific region or country. In this regard, governance values 

that are intrinsic to Africa, such as peer review, solidarity, consensus and communalism, 

which are deeply rooted in African culture, have not been communicated effectively at a 

regional and international level. Communicating and establishing appreciation for African 

particularities, contexts and perspectives would enhance the image of the continent in the 

development and application of positive governance values. This requires strengthening 

Africa’s engagements on regional and global dialogue platforms. In this regard, it is vital 

to consolidate action on the African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM) and the African 

Governance Platform to facilitate information flows, co-ordination and evaluation of the 

implementation of common normative rules and standards that promote governance 

values on the continent. The role of political leadership is paramount, as Africa’s greatest 

deficit is its dearth of moral leadership that adheres to ideal governance values and shows 

real commitment towards social transformation.
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at the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), Governance and Public 
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He previously lectured at government and private universities in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.  
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in Africa; globalisation and Africa; AU-related issues; and on China/India–Africa–Ethiopia 

relations. He holds an MA in International Relations. This article was written in his personal 

capacity. Email: gediongam@yahoo.com 
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A b b r e v ia  t i o n s  a n d  A c r o n y m s

ACDEG	 African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance

ACHPR	 African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights 

AGR	 African Governance Report

APRM	 African Peer Review Mechanism 

AWR	 African Women’s Report 

AU		 African Union

AUC	 African Union Commission 

AUCPCC	 African Union Convention on Preventing and Combating Corruption  

	 and Related Offences 

ECA	 Economic Commission for Africa

ECOWAS	 Economic Community of West African States

GDP	 gross domestic product

GPAD	 Governance and Public Administration Division

NEPAD	 New Partnership for Africa’s Development 

OAU	 Organisation for African Unity

PAP	 Pan-African Parliament

REC	 Regional Economic Community

SADC	 Southern African Development Community

UNDP	 UN Development Programme

UNECA	 UN Economic Commission for Africa
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I NTRODUCT        I ON

Values are imperative to modern African states as they provide the guiding norms, 

moral standards and principles in politics and governance on the continent. There 

are positive and negative values and practices in a particular governance culture that 

promote or hinder governance. Some negative values that adversely affect governance 

in Africa are, among others, lack of transparency and accountability; a poor human 

rights record; corruption in politics and governance; political clientelism and patronage; 

patriarchy in politics; marginalisation of women in politics; and election rigging. To reverse 

these negative values, which are entrenched in traditions and practices in politics and 

governance, the member states of the African Union (AU) outlined a compelling vision 

for the norm of democratic governance values on the continent. They did this through 

documents and institutions such as the AU’s founding Constitutive Act; the African Peer 

Review Mechanism (APRM); the African Union Convention on Preventing and Combating 

Corruption (AUCPCC); the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance 

(ACDEG); and the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR). 

There is also a growing continent-wide consensus on zero tolerance for unconstitutional 

change of government. The continent has further set up a functional peace and security 

architecture to respond to conflict situations, which encompasses promoting governance 

and democracy in the context of solidarity, reconciliation and harmony. 

The paper is divided into four sections. Section one provides a conceptual framework 

and a brief synopsis of governance trends in Africa. Section two analyses values and their 

impact on governance in Africa. Section three looks at continental norms and frameworks 

aimed at improving governance values and practices in Africa. Finally, section four 

presents concluding remarks and suggestions on how positive governance values may be 

strengthened.

Defining values in governance

Values are developed by a community towards the achievement of goals, and can be 

institutional and esteemed by individuals and by a group of people. For this reason, 

values are embedded at the individual, societal, regional, continental and global levels, 

and they ultimately tend to influence attitudes, behaviours and actions. Values reflect 

‘norms, principles and practices that have been developed or acquired, which provide 

the basis for collective actions and solutions in addressing … political, economic and 

social challenges’.1 Values, therefore, refer to the desirable ends, goals or modes of action 

that orientate and also determine human behaviour. Defining governance has become a 

contentious issue and has led to diverse definitions. Here ‘governance’ can be defined as 

the effective management of state institutions in a technical sense. In a broader framework, 

governance can be seen as embracing the state and non-state actors such as civil society 

and the private sector towards the realisation of collective national goals. The state, civil 

society and the private sector have their own respective role in the governance process.2

The shift from the notion of ‘governance’ to ‘good governance’ encompasses a 

normative dimension, addressing the polity and its leadership. It also extends beyond the 

capacity of the public sector to the rules that create a legitimate, effective and efficient 

framework for the conduct of public policy. The core principles and practices of good 
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governance include the rule of law, respect for human rights and legitimate exercise of 

state authority based on the consent of the governed. It also includes accountability, 

transparency, integrity and responsiveness of the political and administrative system 

in addressing the needs and concerns of the people. These are more or less similar to 

ethical codes prescribed by the International Institute for Public Service and the African 

Charter on Public Service. Accordingly, good governance embraces ethics and values. 

Good governance also comprises a set of concurrent policy processes and has several 

dimensions such as economic governance, which includes decision-making processes 

affecting a country’s economic activities and relationships with other countries; political 

governance, which is the process of decision-making to formulate policies and laws; and 

administrative governance, which is the system of policy implementation.3 A concept 

closely related to good governance is ‘democratic governance’, which is concerned with 

electoral competitiveness, legitimacy of the government, political freedom and human 

rights, and removal of discrimination as central objectives.4

BR  I E F  S YNOP    S I S  O F  TREND     S  A ND   PR  A CT  I CE  S  O F 
GOVERN      A NCE    I N  A F R I C A

In the immediate post-independence period, governance was improving in Africa as most 

of the first generation of African leaders came to power through competitive elections. 

The trend, however, was soon replaced with bad governance, especially in the 1970s 

and early 1980s. Many leaders assumed power through coups d’état, and instituted one-

party rule. The majority of the population was marginalised and segregated by dictatorial 

and autocratic rulers. Authoritarian rulers commonly divert state revenue in order to 

maintain the support bases of their regimes, and government serves as a means for wealth 

accumulation and access to resources, jobs, credit, subsidies and market opportunities. 

Most African leaders were orientated towards personal and political concerns. The result 

was poor economic performance, continual civil wars, population displacements, a 

heavy external debt burden, recurring fiscal crises, disminished private investment and 

deepening poverty in many countries. As a consequence, bad governance was the principal 

cause of popular protest in the late 1980s and early 1990s in many African countries.5

With the end of the Cold War after 1989, the intensification of popular struggles and 

movements for freedom and good governance forced autocratic regimes either to give in 

to the forces of change or adjust to new developments. Hence, a wave of democratisation 

began to gain ground in a gradual and piecemeal manner in Africa. The confluence of 

favourable internal and international situations changed old habits and practices of 

administration. By the end of the 1980s, the World Bank identified the lack of governance 

as a feature of state–society relations in Africa, and as the major culprit that nurtured 

the different ills of polities and societies across the continent.6 Accordingly, since the 

early 1990s, there have been considerable efforts to transform Africa from one-party 

authoritarian systems to multi-party systems with full respect for the rule of law, human 

rights, and other democratic principles and values.7

Africa has recorded remarkable progress in the governance arena in the last two 

decades; for instance, the political space has been liberalised with multi-party democratic 
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politics taking root, more political parties being established, and enhanced freedom of 

association and freedom of expression. The media landscape has been fundamentally 

altered with the licensing and establishment of private print and electronic media, 

which has contributed to greater openness in societies. Progress has also been made 

in promoting human rights, the rule of law and women’s empowerment. However, this 

progress is more pronounced in some countries such as Benin, Botswana, Cape Verde, 

Ghana, Mauritius, Namibia, São Tomé and Príncipe, and South Africa. These countries 

have performed well on various governance indicators, including respect for the rule of 

law, transparency, accountability, effective checks and balances, corruption control, civil 

society participation, and political representation.8

The large majority of African countries, nonetheless, are still experiencing some sort 

of a transition. The attempt to establish democracy and good governance in the majority 

of countries is grappling with remnants of authoritarianism. Many countries are wavering 

between fully-fledged democracy and outright authoritarianism. Countries that are in 

transition and are sometimes called ‘hybrid regimes’ hold a series of multi-party elections 

characterised by the mushrooming of weak political parties, the lack of real competition, 

little chance of a change of government, and an environment with state-controlled media. 

Similarly, the majority of African countries failed to institute good governance, as the ‘big 

man’ syndrome continues to dominate, with several African leaders changing constitutions 

in order to run for an indefinite number of terms. Furthermore, human rights violations 

have spread dangerously and corruption is on the rise. Despite this negative trend, 

such states have partially opened the political space and made limited progress in good 

governance, which should be recognised and strengthened since it provides opportunities 

for further improvement.9

Finally, there are countries that have retained authoritarian systems, banning a free 

press, political parties and curtailing political participation. This is the case in Eritrea, 

The Gambia, and the Republic of Congo. In this category one also finds countries such 

as Madagascar, Mali, Mauritania and Niger which all reverted to authoritarian rule 

after recent military coups against elected governments. As indicated in the Economic 

Commission for Africa’s (ECA) latest report10 many countries in Africa still scored very 

low on control of corruption, transparency, accountability, and respect for the rule of law 

and human rights. The report further indicated that the overall trend has been marginal 

progress on governance within the past five years. According to the report, party and 

electoral systems remain weak and poorly institutionalised, with elections emerging as 

a conflict trigger marred by violence, rigging and intimidation, rather than a conflict 

resolution mechanism. 

V A L UE  S  A ND   GOVERN      A NCE    DE  F I C I T S  I N  A F R I C A

There are positive and negative values in a particular governance culture that either 

promote governance or adversely affect it. Negative values in Africa, among others, are 

lack of transparency and accountability; a poor human rights record; corruption in politics 

and governance; political clientelism and patronage; the marginalisation of women; and 

election rigging. Each of these values is analysed in detail below.
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Lack of transparency and accountability

Transparency and accountability of the government to the citizens are positive governance 

values, which derive, among others, from the principle of separation of powers between 

the executive, the judiciary and the legislature. The constitutions of most African states 

have sought to strike a balance between these branches of state power, giving each 

one specific responsibilities. In most cases parliament has been empowered to exercise 

political checks and balances, and the judiciary to ensure the appropriateness of laws and 

administrative acts. Together, these branches of government seek to ensure transparency in 

the management of public goods. Mechanisms, including inspections and audit systems, 

were also devised to check on government organs. Non-state actors, including civil society 

organisations and the mass media, are also expected to promote the same objective. 

The overall situation of accountability and transparency, however, looks bleak in 

Africa. For instance, according to the African Governance Reports, the majority of people 

still do not regard public services as transparent or accountable, especially in Chad, 

Ethiopia, Kenya and Swaziland. There is an apparent lack of transparency in the selection, 

promotion and rewarding of public servants, and the operations of public services are 

cloaked in secrecy. The commitment, loyalties and actions of public servants are guided 

more by political, ethnic or social factors than by professionalism. Mechanisms of 

accountability within public services are largely ineffective.11

Most African countries do not entertain alternative policies and programmes, and 

avoid active involvement of non-state actors in the policymaking and implementation 

sphere. As a result, popular participation and the influence of non-state actors on policies, 

programmes and conflict resolution is highly limited. Moreover, they have very little 

demonstrated ability and influence in promoting accountability and transparency. In 

general, the governments in most African states are viewed as only fairly accountable and 

transparent.12

Poor human rights record

The scope and progressive positions of the African human rights framework often exceed 

international instruments. There are constitutional guarantees to protect basic civil 

liberties and political rights in most African states. Human rights commissions were 

also established to protect these rights. The problem lies in the fact that pertinent legal 

provisions are often not translated into action in a consistent manner; for example, laws 

and policies to redress discriminatory practices against women’s access to justice are not 

adopted. Moreover, watchdog organisations can be relatively ineffective in promoting and 

protecting citizens’ rights. There is also a reporting gap – the record of many African 

countries in preparing their human rights reports has been poor. Only a few countries 

regularly produce and submit human rights reports to the treaty bodies, which would 

allow those bodies to know what the issues, problems and challenges those countries face 

and how to assist them. As succinctly noted by the African Governance Report II, ‘too few 

countries have improved the overall human rights situation … there is uncertainty and 

equivocation about human rights in Africa’.13
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Corruption in politics and governance

Corruption challenges the integrity of government and has a crippling effect on 

development in Africa. It is anathema to good governance and economic growth because 

it erodes trust and faith in government. Corruption in Africa has led to the diversion 

of scarce state resources for personal use, widespread unemployment, inequitable 

distribution of wealth and the erosion of moral values. Corruption within the institutions 

of government hinders their effectiveness. Corruption in Africa is estimated to cost more 

than $148 billion per annum or 25% of the continent’s gross domestic product (GDP). 

Moreover, according to the African Development Bank, 50% of tax revenue and $30 billion 

in aid for Africa was lost to corruption.14 Political or grand corruption is mainly dominant 

on the continent and many high-ranking government officials use political office to 

amass personal gain; for instance, African heads of state are estimated to hold more than  

US $420 billion in Swiss banks, while the continent is suffering from debt amounting to 

US $300 billion.15 Petty administrative or bureaucratic corruption is also prevalent on the 

continent.16

Africa is, therefore, losing a significant amount of money and resources that could 

be used for development, reduction of poverty and enhancing governance. This makes 

corruption a critical factor hampering the socio-economic development of Africa. As the 

ECA’s African Governance reports the performance of many African countries in corruption 

control has barely improved in the past seven years. Since 2005, only Botswana, Mauritius 

and Cape Verde consistently scored above five in the index (on a scale of 10, with 10 

being least corrupt), while the remaining Sub-Saharan African countries are perceived to 

be corrupt and failed to improve their ranking considerably.17 Hence, corruption diverts 

resources that can be utilised to satisfy the basic needs of Africans and achieve sustainable 

development. Many African countries have not made substantive progress in reducing 

corruption because of an apparent lack of political will, while some countries are simply 

challenged by a lack of resources and weak institutions of governance.18

Political clientelism and patronage

Political clientelism and patronage are another manifestation of negative governance 

values, entrenched in informal de facto traditions and practices in Africa. Political 

clientelism, also known as the ‘patron–client system’, is ‘a political system based on 

conditional loyalties and involving mutual benefits, in which individuals of unequal power 

are linked together through the exchange of favours’.19 In Africa, elites in the political, 

bureaucratic and private sectors are interconnected, with intertwined control over 

resources and political power. ‘Political patronage’ refers to the distribution of government 

resources to political allies irrespective of their qualifications. The superior or the patron 

provides security, and allocates benefits in the form of jobs, rents, power and prestige, 

development projects and so forth, and the inferior or client, in turn, provides military 

services, voting, economic labour power and information. The state in most African 

countries is a prize over which several groups engage in a continual struggle. Political 

patronage networks and associated resource allocation policies create inequality and 

perpetuate social cleavages. The importance of a network for the beneficiaries is not only 

to control the state’s distributive machinery, but also to mobilise other corrupt networks 
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and perpetuate the system. Incrementally, those beneficiaries form their own networks and 

have become extremely sensitive to any radical change that might alter their privileges. 

This is one of the main underlying causes of the lack of genuine democratic governance in 

post-colonial Africa. The consolidation of democracy in some African countries, however, 

has been deterring political clientelism and patronage.20

The marginalisation of women in politics

Women have been largely marginalised in the political processes of Africa. Women 

represent over half of the African population, yet they are seriously under-represented 

in the political arena. As indicated in the ECA’s African Women’s report (AWR)21 women 

are also considered in ‘many African countries as ‘‘domestic beings’’, not intended to 

operate [in] the public sphere or political arena’.22 For instance, under the Milton Obote 

regime, women in Uganda were not represented in parliament or local councils. During 

the despotic regime of Idi Amin, women were not only denied inclusion in governance, 

but women’s organisations were banned in 1973.23

Chazan, quoted in Paxton and Hughes, has captured the marginalisation of women 

in Africa as follows: ‘[T]he female experience in African politics during the past century 

is … one of exclusion, inequality, neglect, and subsequent female consolidation and 

recreation’.24 Women find it difficult to engage and influence the policy process in most 

African countries. They face a variety of barriers to their participation in politics and 

decision-making such as discriminatory political structures, and economic and cultural 

barriers. Hence, most African women still do not have access to equal opportunities to 

engage in their country’s politics, especially in decision-making processes. While progress 

has been made in setting up laws, and the fact that Africa now has two women presidents 

in Ellen Johnson Sirleaf of Liberia and Joyce Banda of Malawi, significant work remains 

to be done in order to achieve the goals and commitments that African countries have 

agreed upon, since there is low visibility and involvement of women at national and local 

governance level, and in state and non-state institutions. 

The patriarchal nature of African societies often hinders women’s participation in 

political processes, and promotes discrimination against women and abuse of their basic 

human rights. The ECA’s AWR states that25 women’s roles should not revolve around the 

home with public activities reserved for men. Lack of political will, affirmative action, 

quota reservations, electoral systems that do not favour women, and negative perceptions 

of women in the public domain are reasons for the low participation of women in politics. 

Accordingly, women are still under-represented in the highest political decision-making 

institutions in Africa. In the majority of African countries less than 20% of ministerial 

positions are occupied by women. According to the AWR, ‘women are appointed to 

ministries that are considered ‘soft’, such as health, education, social services, gender and 

human resources and they are rarely appointed to ‘hard’ ministries such as defence, justice, 

foreign affairs, economy, finance, trade and energy.’26

In addition, as the trend in Africa shows, the vast majority of political parties are 

dominated by a group of elitist males. Women and the youth remain marginalised in 

political life. Mozambique, for instance, which has one of the highest representations 

of women in parliament and public sector participation in Africa, has no women in 

leadership positions in political parties.27 The low proportion of women in political parties 
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has a direct effect on the representation of women in political decision-making processes 

in Africa. The focus of political parties in Africa is more on ethnic, geographic and 

political leanings than gender, hence the representation of women in politics is minimal. 

In addition, political parties lack gender-sensitive policies.28

Election rigging

Despite the transition to democracy in most African countries, the performance, 

credibility and outcomes of Africa’s elections are not even across the continent. In states 

such as Botswana, Ghana, Mauritius, South Africa and Zambia, ruling elites were voted 

out of office with relatively free and fair elections. Nonetheless, in the large majority of 

African states, the political change that occurred in the early 1990s was not sustained 

by the elections held in the past two decades. Rather, elections were often manipulated 

by the incumbents to maintain their hold on political power. These regimes are neither 

democratic nor fully autocratic. Some observers call them ‘electoral authoritarian regimes’, 

while others refer to them as ‘hybrid regimes’, or characterise the system as ‘competitive 

authoritarianism’ or ‘semi-authoritarianism’. Electoral authoritarian regimes outstrip 

liberal democracies in Africa. Such regimes are found in Angola, Burkina Faso, Burundi, 

Cameroon, Central Africa Republic, Chad, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, 

The Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, Sudan, Togo, Uganda and Zimbabwe. In general, 

elections in many African countries are not effective instruments of political change 

and genuine democratisation. Instead of serving as conflict resolution mechanisms, in 

extreme cases such flawed, rigged and stolen elections sparked bloody violence, as in 

the case of Ethiopia (2005),the Democratic Republic of Congo (2006), Kenya (2007), 

Zimbabwe (2008) and Côte d’Ivoire (2010). Contested presidential elections in Kenya in 

2007 resulted in the killing of 1 200 civilians and the displacement of 350 000 people.29

REG   I ON  A L  NORM    S  A ND   F R A ME  W OR  K S  F OR   I MPROV     I NG  
GOVERN      A NCE    I N  A F R I C A

African positive governance values have been reflected in the numerous instruments, 

decisions and declarations of the OAU and the African Union Commission (AUC). These 

values express Africa’s common conviction and shape the criteria, codes, norms and 

standards by which to assess Africa’s governance progress. For instance, all the member 

states of the AU have adopted the values enshrined in the Constitutive Act that emphasise 

the significance of democratic governance, the rule of law, human and peoples’ rights, and 

sustainable socio-economic development. Governance values in Africa are drawn from 

an array of treaties, charters and decisions promulgated by the OAU and the AU. The 

lists are an amalgamation of universal values, but some such as solidarity, consensus and 

communalism are deeply rooted in African culture. These African values are also reflected 

in international engagements on development, governance and human rights.30

Within the framework of governance and democracy, positive values are reflected in 

the Constitutive Act of the AU, which emphasised the principles of good governance, 

popular participation, the rule of law and human rights. Drawing on this Act and the New 

Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), the AU developed additional governance 
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instruments such as the APRM; the AUCPCC; ACDEG; and the ACHPR. There is also a 

continent-wide consensus on zero tolerance for unconstitutional changes of government. 

Furthermore, the continent has set up functional peace and security architecture to 

respond to conflict situations, which encompasses promoting governance and democracy 

in the context of solidarity, reconciliation and harmony. Before these initiatives, in the 

1990s, African states introduced constitutional guarantees with provisions for periodic 

elections, the effective transfer of power and the renewal of leadership. Promoting 

governance values was also one of the strategic objectives of the AU’s ‘year of shared 

values’ in 2012.

The African Peer Review Mechanisms 

A bold, unique and innovative approach to elevate Africa’s governance standards has been 

the introduction of the APRM. It is rooted in African values of individual responsibility 

to the collective and seeks to commit African countries to good governance values. The 

mechanism is a mutually agreed instrument voluntarily acceded to by the member states 

of the AU, designed and implemented by Africans for Africa. It is aimed at monitoring 

participating countries’ progress towards adopting and implementing NEPAD’s priorities 

and programmes, particularly on democratic and political governance, economic 

governance, corporate governance, and socio-economic development. The mechanism 

is open to all member states of the AU. Currently, 33 AU member states have signed the 

memorandum of understanding on the APRM,31 of which 17 have already undergone the 

review process,32 and are focused on implementing the national programmes of action that 

emerged from it.

The mechanism is one of the core frameworks for upholding and deepening the 

governance values of the AU. The process of peer review is premised on the establishment 

of institutions, structures and systems that are based on AU values, codes, norms and 

standards in political, economic and social governance; human rights; and the rule of 

law. The process is reinforcing regional norms for democratic governance as participating 

states are expected to have democratic governance values as a basis for their claims on 

authority.33

The African Union Convention on Preventing and Combating Corruption and 
Related Offences 

The AU has also enacted the AUCPCC. The convention was adopted in 2003 and came 

into force on 5 August 2006. It has been ratified by 34 African states.34 It is made up of 

28 articles, and includes important guidelines for fighting corruption such as prevention, 

punishment, co-operation and education. The AUCPCC is not only designed to control 

corruption, but also to complement continental efforts to promote good governance, 

democracy and development. The convention is the latest and most comprehensive of 

the regional conventions, and represents continental agreement on the importance of 

addressing corruption.35 The AUCPCC is largely phrased in mandatory terms and in 

particular has binding provisions on combating private sector-driven corruption and 

regulating political party funding. In addition, it obliges state parties to incorporate laws 

on asset declaration by public officials and restrictions on immunity of public officials; 
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covers both the ‘supply’ and ‘demand’ side of corruption; and requires public sector 

internal auditing and accounting, and whistleblower and witness protection systems with 

broad jurisdictional provisions. At the national level, many African countries have adopted 

anti-corruption laws, and established anti-corruption bodies such as an auditor general, 

anti-corruption commission, parliamentary committees and an ombudsman to tackle the 

problem. Combating corruption, however, has proven difficult in practice in Africa, and 

is affected by factors such as limited political will, scarce resources and weak governance 

institutions.36

The African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance 

The ACDEG, to a large extent, speaks to the governance values of the AU. It is a milestone 

in the development and work of the AU in providing a normative framework for member 

states by institutionalising values of good governance such as transparency, accountability 

and participatory democracy. The charter also aims to promote a political culture of 

change based on the holding of regular, free, fair and transparent elections conducted by 

competent, independent and impartial national electoral bodies. ACDEG was finalised 

in 2007. When the requisite 15 countries completed the ratification process, the charter 

entered into force in February 2012. This creates an obligation among member states to 

respond to unconstitutional actions within other AU member states. Hence, it provides 

an excellent standard by which to measure progress towards governance and democratic 

values, and promotes the constructive management of diversity and competitive politics.

Other international and regional policy instruments 

To address the marginalisation of women, African countries have adopted international 

and regional policy instruments that promote the participation of women in governance 

and political processes. At the continental level, the following measures are in place: 

Article 4(1) of the Constitutive Act of the African Union; the Dakar Platform for Action 

(1994); the African Plan of Action to Accelerate the Implementation of the Dakar 

Platform; the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights 

of Women in Africa (2003); the African Union’s Solemn Declaration on Gender Equality 

in Africa (2004); and the ACDEG (2007).37 At sub-regional level, the governments of the 

Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) have adopted a protocol on gender 

equality, and also raised the target for the representation of women in all political and 

decision-making structures from 30% to 50%.38 The Economic Community of West 

African States (ECOWAS) has put a gender policy in place to guide its member states in 

accelerating delivery. 

However, while the effective participation of women in political decision-making 

and governance structures and processes is showing some improvement, it still lags far 

behind that of men in Africa. Therefore, deliberate effort needs to be made to ensure 

inclusive political representation in the executive and legislature, and in the various tiers 

of government. Since changes in society can come through the political process, the need 

for women to be among those who make policies and decisions at all levels of government 

is critical if their plight is to be adequately addressed. It is also crucial to understand that 

the representation of women in political decision-making needs long-term strategies, such 
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as increasing the literacy rate, and improving functional skills related to civic and political 

participation. In addition, changing laws and other policy frameworks to encourage female 

participation in politics and strong advocacy on gender equality are also necessary. 

E S T A B L I S HMENT      O F  P A N - A F R I C A N  I N S T I TUT   I ON  S  PROMOT      I NG  
GOOD     GOVERN      A NCE    V A L UE  S

In addition to the aforementioned initiatives to promote democracy and good governance, 

the AU has made progress towards the establishment of Pan-African institutions focused 

on the achievement of good governance values. These include the Pan-African Parliament 

(PAP), the African Court of Justice and Human Rights; the ACHPR, APRM, and the 

Regional Economic Communities (RECs). All of these institutions are embraced under the 

African Governance Architecture, which is an attempt to better co-ordinate and streamline 

the actions of institutions dealing with governance issues on the continent.

Attempts by African countries to improve their governance processes have resulted in 

incremental, though gradual, progress in democratic governance; for instance, elections 

are increasingly regular and numerous on the continent. ‘Between mid-2011 and the end 

of 2012, 14 presidential, 30 parliamentary elections and three national referenda were 

scheduled. On average, two to three national elections are being held on the continent 

every month’,39 though they were not bereft of challenges as indicated in the African 

Goverance Reports.40 Moreover, ‘as new democratically elected leaders come into office, 

they are further shifting the standards and priorities of this sub-regional body.’41

CONC    L U S I ON

Overall, Africa has been showing marked progress towards democratic governance 

over the past two decades. As the recent ‘Arab Spring’ or North African ‘revolution’ 

showed, important structural factors such as a growing youth bulge, information and 

communications technologies, urbanisation, expanded awareness of global governance 

norms, a more sophisticated civil society, and emerging institutional checks and balances 

have positioned Africa for more robust democratic governance than ever before. The 

recent revolution in Tunisia demonstrates that a seemingly stable autocratic model that 

delivered economic growth at the expense of democracy is not sustainable. Nevertheless, 

some African countries still continue to follow this model. Chief among these are Eritrea, 

Ethiopia, Rwanda and Uganda. However, this model is not viable in the long term because 

of resentment about corruption, inequality, and the absence of democratic governance 

values such as transparency, accountability and non-partisan service delivery to the 

citizenry.42

To reverse negative governance values that are entrenched in informal de facto 

traditions and practices in politics and governance in Africa, the AU demonstrated a 

compelling vision towards a guiding norm of democratically orientated governance 

values in its founding Constitutive Act. These principles reflected the changing views 

on governance on the continent and distinguish the AU from its predecessor, the OAU. 

To this effect, the AU enacted important normative rules and standards, developed 
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institutions, and emphasised shared values in the commitment towards democratic 

governance. The AU stresses the unity and integration of Africa through commonly shared 

values, and there are commendable efforts among some African countries to uphold these 

principles and standards. However, the basic challenge the AU is facing is with ratification, 

domestication and implementation of relevant democratic governance instruments. This 

problem exists because of the particularities and preferences of each member state, and the 

limited capacity of the AU to enforce these instruments in sovereign states. There are also 

challenges in harmonising AU values with national laws and regulations and with RECs. 

Therefore, the AU, RECs and member states should enhance co-ordination and harmonise 

their policies and programmes.

The capacity to implement, the pace of implementation, the efficacy of institutional 

arrangements and the measurement of actual progress in implementing the ratified 

instruments continue to be big challenges for AU member states. For instance, the problem 

of xenophobia against African migrants was identified in the 2007 South African APRM 

Country Review Report, yet the government did not heed the warning and violence flared 

up in 2008. The same can be said about the 2007–2008 Kenyan post-election violence 

which was predicted in the Kenyan APRM Country Review Report, yet was also ignored. 

Accordingly, for values to be genuinely shared, compliance monitoring is necessary, as 

indicated in the 18th Ordinary Session of the Executive Council of the AU. At the same 

time, member states should equally commit themselves to own and work towards the 

ratification, domestication and compliance with these instruments. The lack of political 

commitment to regional standards must be relinquished. Many African challenges are 

rooted in democratic governance problems driven by flawed electoral processes; failure 

to appreciate and manage diversity; recurrent military coups d’état; and autocratic and 

despotic regimes. Therefore attention must be paid to building governance institutions.

Governance values that are intrinsic to Africa such as peer review, solidarity, consensus 

and communalism are not being effectively communicated, and the continent is often 

marginalised at the international level. Communicating and establishing appreciation 

for African particularities, contexts and perspectives would enhance the image of the 

continent in the development and application of governance values. This requires the 

strengthening of Africa’s engagements in regional and global dialogue platforms. In this 

regard, it is vital to consolidate action on the African Governance Platform as a mechanism 

to facilitate information flows, co-ordination and implementation of common normative 

rules and standards pertinent to promoting good governance on the continent. The 

platform comprises of the AU organs, institutions and RECs, as well as other civil society 

involved in governance on the continent. The platform is not only expected to strengthen 

normative governance values, but would also serve to provide a solid basis for enhanced 

harmonised and complementary actions. Furthermore, this platform will, among other 

things, serve to facilitate ratification and domestication of treaties and standards, and 

create firm links between governance institutions and the values they seek to promote. 

In this way, as the EU demonstrates, effective regional governance also requires supra-

national institutions through which cohesion could be nurtured between regional 

governance values and national practices. 

In all of the above discussion, the role of political leadership is paramount. Yet, 

arguably, Africa’s greatest deficit is its dearth of moral leadership that adheres to ideal 

governance values and that is committed to social transformation. It is crucial to ask 
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how such an enormous challenge might be taken up in small steps in Africa; and, are the 

emerging African Governance Platform and the APRM steps in the right direction to foster 

both the emergence of positive values and the means to track compliance?
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