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Introduction:
Unpacking good governance

Civil servants as implementers and “target population”

According to the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) there
is little doubt that African bureaucracies are inefficient and unsustainable.
Corruption and mismanagement of public resources are identified as the main
impediments to economic recovery. Good governance is being promoted by the
Bretton Woods institutions' as the instrument for removing these obstacles to
economic growth. The term “good governance” denotes a set of policy meas-
ures intended to transform “dysfunctional” public institutions into efficient and
transparent service providers that will be accountable to the public and subject
to the rule of law. It is hailed as the solution to the impasse in development.
Good governance manifests a shift in development discourse. It differs from
classic development interventions based on the modernization paradigm, since
it is neither about building roads nor transmitting superior scientific knowledge
for the purposes of “development”; for example, in order to increase agricul-
tural production. Good governance seems to be about the transmission of a

' The World Bank and the IMF are also referred to as Bretton Woods institutions.

Both organisations were established by the Bretton Woods agreements, signed by
delegates from 44 Allied governments in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, in July
1944. Another term used in this book is International Financial Institutions (IFIs).
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different type of knowledge. Its objective is the establishment of systems of
management and self-control to improve “efficiency” and “transparency”.

Since the early 1990s, good governance has become the dominant shibboleth
of development discourse; without uttering this password it has become impos-
sible for governments to receive financial support. Except for countries with
substantial oil reserves, such as Nigeria and Angola, there is virtually no Afri-
can country left where the principles of good governance do not guide public
policy. To some observers it appears as if the World Bank and the IMF have
succeeded in establishing an all-encompassing system of surveillance and
control, which has replaced the ideological antagonism of the Cold War that
cunning Third World leaders were so adept at exploiting (cf. Abrahamsen
2000).

Malawi is no exception in this regard. Since the introduction of multi-party
democracy in 1994, the government has implemented a whole range of World
Bank and IMF-supported programmes to improve governance. A central ele-
ment of this reform process is the reorganisation of the civil service with the
objective of improving efficiency and transparency, deemed essential precondi-
tions for better governance. Civil servants” have been in a peculiar position with
regard to the implementation of the civil service reform and related measures,
as they are both executors and addressees of the reform process, its agents and
its subjects. Their response has ranged from various forms of resistance and to
the occasional pursuit of illicit extra-office income-earning activities — activities
that lend little support to the notion that World Bank and IMF programmes are
efficacious. What appeared on paper to be an all-encompassing system of
control provoked unanticipated responses by civil servants who had become
accustomed to enjoying privileged and safe positions under Banda’s autocratic
rule between 1964 and 1994.

The reorganisation of the civil service at the turn to the 21* century cast a
shadow over civil servants’ lives. They struggled for security at a time charac-
terised by an overwhelming sense of crisis and uncertainty. In a bid to manipu-
late the reforms to their advantage, civil servants responded in unforeseen and
often illegal ways to protect their positions of relative privilege. Apart from this
reorganisation, their everyday experiences were already characterised by ex-
treme uncertainty. HIV/AIDS, malaria, and the pauperisation of rural kin all
contributed to their sense of insecurity. Of course, there was no uniform res-
ponse to the reforms. The experiences of a high-ranking official in Lilongwe’s
ministerial headquarters were obviously different from those of a watchman

2 Le. government employees working in the civil service and the army, including

temporary workers. Employees of state-owned companies are excluded, as different
terms and conditions apply for them.
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with five children, who was the only salaried employee in his family. In
recognition of the diversity of experiences the following chapters describe a
wide range of civil servants’ responses to civil service reform, democratisation
and the economic crisis including several case studies of individual civil
servants.

To understand civil servants’ unanticipated reactions to the civil service
reform I followed two lines of inquiry: a vertical and a horizontal one. The
vertical one follows the policy from the individual civil servant up to the
ministerial headquarters that issues circulars, and from there to loan documents
signed by representatives of the Bretton Woods institutions and cabinet minis-
ters. The horizontal line of inquiry casts a wide net over the everyday life of
civil servants, which encompasses both, the public and the private sphere. In-
stead of presenting an account limited to either of these, I present an analysis of
the ways people connected these spheres and crossed the boundaries between
them.

This ethnographic study of the manifold ways Malawian civil servants
negotiated civil service reform and social change constitutes a contribution to
the anthropology of the postcolonial state in Africa. There are very few studies
of what African bureaucrats actually do, both at their workplace and in their
private lives, which arguably accounts for widespread misconceptions about
corrupt African civil servants and “dysfunctional” states. This book addresses
this gap. It is based on a fine-grained ethnography of the everyday life of civil
servants in Malawi and how they dealt with the implementation of the good
governance agenda promoted by the World Bank and the IMF.

The “dysfunctional” African state

The good governance agenda and civil service reform in Africa, in particular,
are based on the idea of the “dysfunctionality” of African states, stemming from
an imagined disconnect between transplanted “modern” state institutions and
“traditional” African society. The latter is assumed to subvert the proper func-
tioning of the bureaucracy. The idea of a divide between state and society is, of
course, not new and has been at the heart of modernization theory, which views
the state as an engine of social change. Ironically, this dichotomy also informs
the IFI’s good governance agenda although, according to the neo-liberal dogma,
the dysfunctional state constitutes a serious impediment to development. In line
with the Washington consensus, good governance heralded the end of the inter-
ventionist state and promoted its reduction and transformation into the protector
of private property rights, thus enabling society to engender economic growth.
These ideas reflect a long-standing debate among Africanist scholars about
the nature of the postcolonial state in Africa. The notion of “dysfunctionality” is
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often employed to describe the relation between the state bureaucracy and
society (Bayart 1993; Bratton & van de Walle 1994; Chabal & Daloz 1999;
Cohen 1980; Diamond 1987; Mbembe 1992, 2001; Médard 1982, 2002). Early
studies of the African state usually adopted a Weberian approach. Cohen
(1980), Diamond (1987), Ekeh (1975) and Médard (1982), for example, meas-
ure the bureaucracies in Africa against criteria derived from Weber’s ideal type
of rational-legal power, and find that African state institutions are “dysfunc-
tional” and “corrupted” by patronage and tribalism — in other words “primor-
dial” ties of affection, although the term itself has become unfashionable lately.
Médard adopted Eisenstadt’s (1973) concept of neo-patrimonialism to describe
the hybrid nature of the African state. In the neo-patrimonial state, “the bureau-
cratic logic was artificially applied to a patrimonial logic” based on “primordial
sentiments”, according to Médard (1982: 179). Although the concept of neo-
patrimonialism has its merits, it is also flawed, since it considers social relation-
ships only in terms of their patrimonial character and their deviation from an
ideal model of rational-bureaucratic order, usually equated with the advanced
Western democracies. From the neo-patrimonal perspective, African society is
responsible for the state’s pathological nature, with its peculiar mixture of sup-
posedly modern and traditional elements according to Weber’s typology (cf.
Weber 1990).

The studies by Chabal & Daloz (1999), Bayart (1993) and Mbembe (1992,
2001) challenge the notion of a transplanted state that is alien to African soci-
ety. According to these authors, the postcolonial state in Africa is a complex
hybrid in which ethnic and clientelistic networks have appropriated the colonial
state apparatus and have transformed it into an instrument that serves parti-
cularistic interests. Due to their focus on the rational-legal model of the state,
however, these studies usually do not differentiate between the so-called
clientelistic relations that usurp the state institutions and thus, unwittingly,
reproduce the dualism between the Weberian legal-rational order and African
society, lumping all types of social relationships, from kinship to various volun-
tary forms of association, under the latter.

Recent anthropological studies of the postcolonial state (Blom Hansen &
Stepputat 2001; Das & Poole 2004; Ferguson & Gupta 2002; Gupta 1995;
Nuijten 2003) have recognised the danger of reproducing “state thought”, “the
state categories of thought produced and guaranteed by the state”, according to
Bourdieu (1994: 1). Instead they investigate popular “imaginaries”, ideas and
theories, of the state. This goes a long way in transcending the dichotomy
between state and society, which is at the heart of most social-scientific
approaches to the state. However, it also presents a distorted image of the state.
First, as a consequence of the focus on popular representations of the state only
little attention is paid to the practices of those representing the state, the tens of
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thousands civil servants who crowd government offices, neighbourhoods, mar-
kets and churches. Second, studies in this vein concentrate on the “margins of
the state” and attempts of the population to make it “legible” (Das & Poole
2004) but pay much less attention to the denizens populating the centre of the
state, so to speak, and their unforeseen responses to policy implementation.

By contrast, the present study builds on a careful ethnographic account of
civil servants’ individual trajectories, connecting the relationships with col-
leagues, neighbours, friends, relatives and kin in the home village, and often
revealing considerable differences in the moral principles governing the con-
duct in these spheres, a phenomenon I refer to as a “patchwork of moralities”.
This book thus shows the manifold ways in which state and society, public
office and private life, are actually intertwined (cf. Herzfeld 1992; Blundo &
Olivier de Sardan 2006; Gupta 1995; von Benda-Beckmann & von Benda-
Beckmann 1998).

Good governance as technology

As elsewhere in Africa, good governance, the fight against corruption, market
liberalization and democratic reforms in Malawi have to be considered in the
context of the country’s dependence on foreign aid and the far-reaching influ-
ence of mainly Western donor agencies, most notably the World Bank and the
IMF, on government policy. In Malawi, the government’s policymaking has
been dominated by multilateral and bilateral donor agencies since the early
1990s. The objectives of the government that came to power after the end of
Banda’s authoritarian regime and the multi-party elections in 1994 included the
reduction of poverty levels and addressing the economic crisis. It was, there-
fore, particularly responsive to the demands for reform made by the “donor
community”, spearheaded by the World Bank and the IMF. This, of course, was
a consequence of the country’s dependence on foreign aid. Government figures
for 2001 confirm, for instance, that 90 per cent of the development budget, the
financial resources for development projects, and about 30 per cent of the
current budget were paid by donor agencies. These estimates do not include the
regular balance-of-payment payments made by the IMF and national donor
agencies to compensate for overspending.

A burgeoning body of literature has formulated a scathing critique of the
Bretton Woods institutions and other Western donor agencies for protecting
their own economic and political interests under the cover of advancing econo-
mic and political liberalism. By drawing on postcolonial studies and Foucault,
these authors interpret development as an instrument of Western hegemony,
framing countries as “underdeveloped” and in need of development assistance
(Abrahamsen 2000; Escobar 1991, 1995; Ferguson 1994; Mitchell 2002). Fer-
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guson even draws a parallel between development discourse and Foucault’s
“genealogy” of the prison (1994: 20). From the critics’ perspective, good
governance is a “discursive transformation that, while claiming to liberate the
poor, enables the West to continue its undisputed hegemony over the African
continent under the changed conditions of the new world order” (Abrahamsen
2000: 44).

While these studies succeed in showing how categories such as “underde-
veloped” are actually social constructions that reify evolutionist and Orientalist
assumptions they fail to account for disjunctions and contradictions within
development discourse, on the one hand, and flawed programme design and
haphazard implementation, on the other (cf. Harrison 2003; Mosse 2005a). By
relying mainly on textual sources, its critics often present an image of develop-
ment discourse that unwittingly echoes the claims to efficiency made by devel-
opment agencies. My analysis avoids the determinism of these studies and fo-
cuses more on social practice and social relations, which produce and reproduce
policy ideas and concepts such as good governance. Policy and textual self-
representations can neither be isolated from the practices of consultants and
negotiators, as Mosse argues (2005a: 14-15), nor from the people charged with
the implementation of policy reforms. In line with other studies it examines in
detail how tools such as “ownership”, “partnership”, “community participation”
and “conditionality” are actually operationalised on the ground (Gould 2005;
Mosse 2005b; Murray Li 2007; Mosse & Lewis 2005).

In an attempt to understand how the good governance agenda is inserted into
the national polity by means of “conditionality”, this book traces the construc-
tion of “country ownership” through the loan documents signed between the
international financial institutions (IFIs)’ and the government of Malawi. The
grey area of letters of intent, memoranda, mission statements, technical proto-
cols and terms of reference of development projects has not received the atten-
tion it deserves. The legal dimension has been conspicuously absent in studies
of development discourse, and only a handful of studies explicitly address its
significance with regard to development policies and projects (Moore 2002;
Randeria 2003; von Benda-Beckmann 1994; von Benda-Beckmann 2001).

This neglect of the legal dimension might be attributed to the materialistic
perspective of many studies in the fields of political science and anthropology
that mainly view the legal form in terms of superstructure. To consider the legal
dimension in these terms, however, would ignore the ways in which power
relations not only shape legal rules but are also, in turn, shaped by them. Legal
techniques focusing on notions of “country ownership” and “conditionality” are

> The World Bank and the IMF are the two major international financial institutions

also known as Bretton Woods institutions.
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crucial in expanding the influence of the IFIs and in ensuring the reorganisation
of Malawi’s state apparatus according to the principles of New Public Man-
agement and neo-liberal institutional economics. This entails an analysis of the
forms of knowledge used to unify ownership and conditionality by means of a
set of “tools” employed to promote good governance. Chapter 3 therefore fo-
cuses on mundane bureaucratic practices and the idiom of policy documents
that legitimise the neo-liberal political agenda of the Bretton Woods institu-
tions.

Drawing on an account of the implementation of civil service reform and
fine-grained ethnographic case studies, this book then shows that what on paper
initially appeared to be an all-encompassing and efficacious system of control
and surveillance, dissolved in the messy practice of policy implementation, pro-
voking unanticipated responses from civil servants who tried to co-opt or adapt
to the reorganisation of their workplace. In order to understand the responses of
civil servants, it is necessary to go beyond the sphere of the public office and to
include all aspects of their social lives.

From the perspective of individual civil servants, the civil service reform did
not constitute a grand and comprehensive plan but only one aspect of their daily
lives, experienced as mundane practices, such as getting one’s pay-check,
securing a salary advance or leaving work early to take care of a private
business. Other issues not related to work were also very important to my
informants. Their everyday lives in Malawi’s urban and peri-urban areas were
fraught with tension. They experienced conflicts between their obligations
towards a wide circle of kinsfolk and their own middle-class dreams. The civil
servants’ privileged positions raised expectations among their kinsfolk who
expected to benefit from this. Yet, under the pressure of high inflation rates and
the economic crisis, many civil servants found it difficult to satisfy the needs of
their relatives in their home village and therefore preferred to “keep a safe
distance”, as they put it.

Recent studies of Africa have pointed out that the experience of “crisis”
constituted a dominant feature in the everyday lives of modern Africans during
the 1990s (Ferguson 1999; Mbembe & Roitman 1995). Indeed, the sense of
crisis was overwhelming during my fieldwork. If I had to sum up the everyday
experiences of most civil servants in Lilongwe and Zomba in the late 1990s and
the early 21* century, I would be compelled to choose the words uncertainty
and crisis. The civil servants I encountered in the offices in Lilongwe and
Zomba experienced an acute anxiety in the shadow of “expenditure control”
and “job evaluation”. This feeling transcended material insecurity and should be
understood in terms of existential uncertainty and anxiety. In their study of
Cameroon, Mbembe & Roitman note a “lack of coincidence between the every-
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day practice of life (facticity) and the corpus of significations or meanings
(ideality) available to explain what happens, to act efficaciously” (1995: 325).

Like the Cameroonians observed by Mbembe & Roitman, the Malawian
civil servants I encountered during my field work were struggling to come to
terms with the crisis, and developed new “ways of making do” in de Certeau’s
sense (1984). By invoking de Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday Life (1984) 1
would like to emphasise that civil servants’ mundane day-to-day activities, both
in and out their offices, do not constitute a residual category but should be
central to the social-scientific study of the state. Following de Certeau, this
book conceptualises their everyday lives in terms of improvised or errant tra-
jectories that “remain heterogeneous to the systems they infiltrate and in which
they sketch out the guileful ruses of different interests and desires” (de Certeau
1984: 34). While de Certeau developed his theory to account for the poetics of
the modern consumers’ subtle ways of resisting the “rationalized, expansionist,
centralised, spectacular and clamorous production” (1984: 31) of consumerist
capitalism I argue that his concept of “making do” contributes to a better and
de-exoticised understanding of the workings of the postcolonial state when
applied to civil servants’ “trajectories” and “ruses”.

Field sites

This study focuses on civil servants in urban and peri-urban areas in the central
and southern regions. Lilongwe, the capital, and Zomba, were selected as field
sites for one obvious reason: both towns contain sizeable populations of civil
servants. Fieldwork was conducted between November 1999 and November
2000, and again in February and March 2002. In November 2007, I returned for
a follow-up visit. Except for Chapter 7, which deals with events until the end of
2007, this book presents ethnographic evidence collected between 1999 and
2002. In colonial times, Lilongwe was a small administrative post with a few
South Asian traders who had come as contract labourers. The town was de-
clared the new national capital in 1974 and the population grew considerably
after the establishment of the ministerial headquarters. In the late 20™ century,
there were approximately 400,000 inhabitants. All ministries have their head-
quarters in Lilongwe, where a large proportion of the staff is concentrated.
According to my own estimates, roughly 20,000 civil servants lived in Lilong-
we during the late 1990s (GoM 1996a).* My research in Lilongwe was concen-
trated on Capital Hill and the township Biwi. In addition, I regularly visited and

* It is important to note that the civil service census in 1995 only presented numbers

on civil servants in the districts of Lilongwe and Zomba. Hence, the estimates given
here for the towns are lower than the numbers in the census to account for civil
servants who live in the district outside town (GoM 1996a).
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talked to primary and secondary school teachers in Nathenje and Likuni, two
peri-urban settlements to the east and west of Lilongwe.

Zomba was the colonial capital and the capital of Malawi until 1974. In
2000, it numbered about 70,000 inhabitants, making it one of the four major
urban areas in mainly rural Malawi. Zomba hosts Chancellor College, the
largest constituent college of the University of Malawi, the headquarters of
several government departments, and a large army base. Zomba town probably
numbered about 10,000 civil servants in the late 1990s (GoM 1996a). Research
in Zomba focused mainly on the National Statistics Office, Geological Surveys,
the General Hospital and the district administration. Most informants lived in
Mable Lines and the new township of Matawale, which was built with financial
assistance from the World Bank, about five kilometres east of Zomba. Others
lived in Sadzi, a township located on the road to Blantyre. I also worked with a
group of extension workers employed by the Ministry of Health in Domasi, a
peri-urban area about 15 kilometres east of Zomba.

The two cities were very different in character, reflecting Malawi’s past and
present. In Lilongwe, new buildings were under construction all over town in
2000 and 2002. Many of them were built around City Centre, the business part
of town, to house government departments and development agencies. In spite
of the precarious economic situation, belief in some kind of development and
progress seemed to be common and Lilongwe was the place where “things
happen”; it was more vibrant, with expensive hotels and nightclubs. Develop-
ment agencies and foreign diplomatic missions were based here. This was even
more conspicuous in 2007, after a number of roads had been improved and
numerous new office buildings had been built.

Zomba, by contrast, was a quiet town, breathing the air of decay and past
glory. Its physical appearance was dominated by its colonial heritage, with most
government offices in dilapidated buildings that used to house the colonial ad-
ministration. Many officers were housed in colonial houses, dating back to the
early 20™ century, while very little construction activity could be observed in
town. The only exception was the Central Hospital, which was being rebuilt
with support from the German development agency GTZ. The main reason for
these differences was money, or rather the lack of it. Lilongwe had become the
entry point for development aid and the national centre, while Zomba was cut
off from direct access to development aid and was degraded to a provincial
centre in shoes too large to fit.

Studying up, follow the policy

During my fieldwork I often commuted between the tidy and air-conditioned
offices of the World Bank and development agencies, the crammed offices of
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ministerial headquarters where a fan was a highly valued commodity, district
administrations and hospitals where clients crowded every available space,
waiting for their grievances to be addressed and where long forgotten files filled
rusty cabinets, and primary schools in townships where a chair and a desk were
the exclusive privilege of the headmaster. I met senior officials in sharp suits,
shining shoes, playing with a cell phone and their car keys. But I also met
gardeners and watchmen who could not afford the bus fare and had to walk
barefoot every day from their grass-thatched houses in peri-urban areas to the
office to protect their only pair of shoes from dust and dirt.

Civil service reform affected all civil servants and ministries. I therefore had
informants in all salary grades and in various ministries, ranging from senior
officers in the Superscale (Superscale is the technical term for the highest salary
grades), professional officers, senior technical officers, technical officers,
nurses, primary and secondary school teachers, messengers, cleaners and watch-
men in the Subordinate Class (SC) and Industrial Class (IC) (the former com-
prising support staff; the latter labourers on temporary contracts). Most of my
informants worked for the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Education, the
Army, the Veterinary Department, the District Administration, the National Sta-
tistics Office, Geological Surveys, the Ministry of Gender and the Ministry of
Works.’

About half of my informants were women. Virtually all informants, except
for the very young, were married and had children. The typical female infor-
mant was usually married to a man who also worked in the civil service or had
other formal employment, often in a higher position than his wife. With regard
to the male informants, the picture was more mixed: sometimes the wife
worked for the government, although usually in a lower position, and some-
times the wife would be a “housewife”, by which people meant that she was
involved in subsistence farming and small-scale business to earn some cash of
her own and, if possible, contribute to the household income.

Although all people working in the public sector were affected by policy
reforms, such as retrenchment and privatisation, my study is limited to those
working in the civil service and the army, and excludes staff of state-owned
companies (so-called parastatals), such as the Malawi Post and Telecommuni-
cations (MPTC) and the Malawi Development Corporation (MDC) and the
university. The conditions of employment for the staff of these organisations
differed from those of the civil service and were more similar to the private

> It is important to note that civil servants are not a homogeneous category. Civil

servants are defined by their employment in the civil service, it is merely an occu-
pational category differentiated by factors such as grade, department, age, gender,
function, education and training.
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sector. Furthermore, these organisations were not targeted by the civil service
reform, although all of them were forced to implement austerity measures and
reorganise in preparation for privatisation.

In order to understand the process of policy implementation and the links
between these different sites, it was necessary to “study up” and investigate
“processes whereby power and responsibility are exercised” (Nader 1972: 284).
In her study of the influence of government and companies on children, Nader
speaks of taking a “vertical slice” by “studying up”, as opposed to “horizontal”
studies of marginalized groups and networks (1980). Thus, I moved up the hier-
archical ladder and talked to senior civil servants in the ministerial headquarters
and local World Bank staff in Lilongwe.

When “studying up” the researcher cannot rely exclusively on localised
methods to study a “translocal” phenomenon, such as the state (Gupta 1995) or
organisations such as the World Bank. To fully understand the process of policy
intervention it is necessary to draw on newspapers, policy papers, official
documents, government circulars and legislation as well as more conventional
ethnographic data (Gupta 1995; Nader 1972; Shore & Wright 1997). In her
study of women’s rights activists from Fiji, Riles (2001) points out that docu-
ments are an integral element in the ethnography of international NGOs and
international organisations and should therefore be treated as ethnographic arte-
facts. By this she means that documents are constitutive elements of the expert
cultures studied by contemporary anthropology. My study combines the ethno-
graphy of civil servants’ everyday lives with that of the policy documents
prescribing the civil service reform to contribute to a better understanding of the
dynamics of policy implementation.

In a variation of Marcus’ conceptual vision of multi-sited fieldwork my
method could be described as “follow the policy” (1995: 105-113). 1 was
continuously moving up and down the ladder of the bureaucratic hierarchy, with
occasional forays into relevant localities such as the church or the home village.
This movement between different places led me to appreciate the heterogeneity
within the civil service and the complexity of implementing the civil service
reform. And, were it not for the often exhausting and difficult journeys between
these locations, I would have felt as if I was zapping from channel to channel,
like switching from “Dynasty” to a grim documentary.

Basic information about the civil service

In 2001, the government of Malawi had a total estimated expenditure of ap-
proximately US$ 421 million (MK 45,874 million). The total budget consisted
of statutory expenditures for public debts, pensions and gratuities, recurrent
expenditures voted by parliament, and capital or development expenditures. The
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former roughly denotes the cost of running the government apparatus, whereas
the latter denotes projects implemented by the government. As a rule of thumb,
the former is mainly financed by the government, whereas the latter is financed
up to 90 per cent by donor agencies. In 2001, statutory expenditures were esti-
mated at roughly US$ 100 million (MK 10,729 million), voted (recurrent) ex-
penditures at US$ 197 million (MK 21,469 million) and capital or development
expenditures at about US$ 125 million (MK 13,676 million). The government
employed about 120,000 employees and served a total population of about 11
million people (ratio 1:100) (GoM 2002). In absolute numbers this is very little.
For example, in the same year the city council of Amsterdam had total expen-
ditures of about US$ 5000 million and employed about 14,000 employees,
serving a population of 700,000 (ratio 1:50 not counting regional and federal
civil servants and government employees). According to the Malawi civil
service census conducted in 1995, the civil service numbered 112,975 civil
servants (28,706 women and 84,269 men) (GoM 1996a).° By 2000, the total
number of civil servants had grown to approximately 120,000, mainly due to an
increase in primary school teachers. The largest ministries were the Ministry of
Education with nearly 60,000 civil servants, the Ministry of Health with 15,300
civil servants, the Ministry of Agriculture with 10,000 civil servants and the
Ministry of Forestry, Fisheries and Environmental Affairs with 8,000 civil
servants (GoM 1999a: 67). In 2000, the army numbered around 10,000 and the
police force about 6,000.

Salaries were generally quite low. In 1999 and 2000, the time of my first
fieldwork, the most junior staff like security guards, gardeners and messengers
earned about MK 1000 (US$ 25) per month. Extension workers and primary
school teachers earned between US$ 30 and US$ 45 per month. Even officers
with higher qualifications, like a diploma or a bachelor’s degree, rarely earned

Formally, only government employees in established positions were civil servants,
as opposed to temporary staff and Industrial Class (IC) workers in non-established
positions. Established positions were centrally administered by the Public Service
Commission (PSC) and the Department for Human Resource Management whereas
non-established positions were administered by the respective ministries and depart-
ments. Army and police personnel were not formally regarded as civil servants.
However, police officers, temporary staff and IC workers were counted as civil
servants in the civil service census. Usually all employees of the civil service,
whether they held established or non-established posts, were considered to be civil
servants (cf. Malawi Public Service Regulations (MPSR), Public Service Act). One
of the measures of the civil service reform was to incorporate the IC into established
posts. Hence, when I speak of civil servants I usually mean all government em-
ployees holding established and non-established posts in the civil service, the police
and the army.
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more than US$ 80 per month. Secondary school teachers with a Bachelor’s
degree, for example, had a monthly salary of US$ 50-60. The highest grades, in
the so-called Superscale, earned no more than US$ 250 per month. This is not
much considering that rents for houses in the better areas of Lilongwe and
Zomba were between US$ 500 and US$ 800 and on the rise. Even so-called
servants’ quarters, basic-single rooms in a backyard, cost about US$ 100 rent
per month in Lilongwe and in Zomba only slightly less. Because of the high
rents most civil servants were forced to live in outlying townships (in Lilongwe,
for example, Area 23 and Area 25) where rents were still affordable. Yet to
reach their work they had to use public transportation, the so-called mini-buses,
on which they easily spent US$ 20 per month. These numbers should suffice to
give a preliminary indication of the value of salaries. Chapter 5 addresses in
more detail the consequences of inflation on salaries and the way civil servants
dealt with the resulting uncertainty.

In October 2000, the terms of work and the remuneration for the higher
grades in the Superscale (S4/P4 and above, Deputy Secretary up to Principal
Secretary) were radically changed. Officers in those grades had the option of
retiring from the civil service and being employed on contract. The scheme was
supposed to improve the performance of officers in managerial positions and to
make their remuneration more attractive, so that they would be more likely to
remain in the civil service. It directly followed recommendations of the World
Bank (World Bank 1994b). The officers got three-year contracts that could be
terminated at any time, with one month’s notice, if the officer’s performance
was unsatisfactory. These contracts offered a much higher level of remuneration
than before. In 2000, an officer in the S2/P2 grade S2/P2 (Principal Secretary)
earned almost MK 200,000 per month (US$ 3000), including more than MK
150,000 in allowances that were not subject to income tax. By 2002, most
officers eligible for the performance-based contracts were on contract, although
there was fear of so-called political retrenchments. Under the old conditions,
Superscale officers could not be easily dismissed but their salaries were signifi-
cantly lower.

In addition to their salaries, civil servants also enjoyed various benefits,
including institutional housing and travel allowances. The value of these bene-
fits was substantial and could be many times higher than the salary. Especially
senior officers who regularly attended workshops and travelled outside Malawi
enjoyed allowances which by far exceeded their salaries. Senior civil servants
were also equipped with telephones, mobile phones and vehicles. Since January
2002, all civil servants have been receiving housing allowances exceeding their
salaries up to 100 per cent. The impact of the introduction of the new housing
allowances and the conflicts surrounding it are described in more detail in
Chapter 4.
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Outline

Chapter 2 sketches the historical context of the civil service reform in Malawi,
including Banda’s rule since independence and Malawi’s democratic transition
during the 1990s and the effects of Structural Adjustment and economic liber-
alisation. The third chapter deals with the planning phase of the civil service
reform. It presents a detailed analysis of a range of connected documents,
signed between 1994 and 2002 between the Bretton Woods institutions and the
government of Malawi, on the civil service reform and related policy measures
to improve governance. The fourth chapter describes the implementation pro-
cess of the civil service reform and shows how various actors in the deeply
fragmented civil service manipulated, frustrated and subverted the reform to
protect their own particularistic interests. It traces the implementation of the
civil service reform by “studying up” or by taking a “vertical slice”.

The subsequent chapters then present different horizontal slices. Chapter 5
presents various aspects of the everyday life of civil servants in Lilongwe and
Zomba and addresses central issues such as the importance of the salary, allow-
ances, business and farming. The sixth chapter deals with changing kinship ties
in the context of modernity and economic crisis. Chapter 7 is a post-script of
sorts, covering events until the end of 2007. It discusses the moral and
normative ambivalence associated with the corrupt behaviour of civil servants.
The discourse on corruption and the alleged increase of corruption is seen in the
context of the profound political and economic changes Malawi has been
experiencing since the early 1990s. Summing up the findings of the previous
chapters, the final chapter formulates a fundamental critique of the policies of
the Bretton Woods institutions and conventional theories of the African state.



Historical background

The implementation of the civil service reform between 1994 and 2002 has to
be seen in its historical context. For a long time Malawi was perceived to be a
beacon of stability in an otherwise tumultuous region of Africa. Dr. Hastings
Kamuzu Banda' ruled the country almost single-handedly from the time it at-
tained independence from Britain in 1964 until 1993, when a referendum ended
the one-party rule of the Malawi Congress Party (MCP). The end of Banda’s
rule is closely connected to the country’s economic decline, which began in the
late 1970s. Three consecutive generations of Structural Adjustment Program-
mes did not succeed in restoring economic growth. On the contrary, economic
decline worsened in the late 1980s. Due to the economic crisis Banda’s regime
disintegrated quite quickly during the early 1990s and in 1994 the first free
elections since 1961 were held. Banda and the MCP lost the elections and a new
government under Bakili Muluzi took office. However, democratisation did not
bring welfare. Since 1994, the political system has become highly fragmented
and the economic crisis has deepened.

The volatile political situation and economic difficulties Malawi experienced
after its transition to multi-party democracy stand in marked contrast to the
promising years following the country’s independence. When the British pro-
tectorate Nyasaland became independent, in July 1964, the British High Com-
missioner described Malawi as follows:

Politically the country was under the firm paternally despotic control of Dr. Banda.
Politics here had gained a certain monolithic appearance that suggested security and

' In the following referred to as Kamuzu Banda or Banda.
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permanence. There was no real opposition. The Malawi Congress Party seemed
popular and deeply rooted [...] Stability, moderation, realism and firm leadership
seemed to be Malawi’s distinguishing characteristics. The [...] Government of Dr.
Banda [...] seemed to promise stability, anti-communism, realism and moderation in
foreign policy, and slow but sensible progress in its internal political development.?

Would the British High Commissioner have visited Malawi thirty years later
he would not have recognised the country’s political landscape. The president’s
authority was continuously challenged and the political arena was fragmented
with politicians selling their votes to the highest bidder. The country was in the
grip of a severe economic crisis and food security had become precarious.
Things became even worse in 2002 when large parts of the country were af-
fected by a famine compared by many to the Great Nyasaland Famine of 1949.

Banda’s rule and the “New Malawi”

Civil service reform in the late 1990s has to be seen against the background of
Malawi’s transition to multi-party democracy after 30 years “under the firm,
paternally despotic control of Dr. Banda”. In the 1980s, his iron grip on the
country loosened and in the early 1990s civil unrest and donor pressure
eventually led to free elections in 1994. Banda’s party, the MCP, was defeated
by the United Democratic Front (UDF) and the Alliance for Democracy
(AFORD) and a new government headed by Bakili Muluzi (UDF) took office.
Due to a growing disenchantment because of the lack of economic growth, the
electorate’s support for Muluzi soon waned but he and the UDF were able to
win the presidential and parliamentary elections in 1999. During my fieldwork
in 2002, there was a widespread feeling of disappointment in the government,
fuelled by the dire economic situation.

The dramatic changes of the 1990s are remarkable considering that for thirty
years there had been no need to adjust the High Commissioner’s description of
Malawi’s state of political affairs. Banda had eliminated all potential political
competitors already in 1964 during the “Cabinet Crisis” when he ousted the
majority of the cabinet ministers and forced them into exile. In subsequent years
he tightened his grip on the MCP, the only legal party, and the state institu-
tions.” In 1971, Banda declared himself ‘President for Life’ and oppression of
suspected opponents grew. Especially people from Malawi’s northern region,
who had previously benefited from missionary education during the colonial
period, were targeted by Banda’s campaign to suppress any potential threat to
his rule. At the time of independence most white-collar jobs in government and

In Baker (2001: 88).
*  On the Cabinet Crisis, see Baker (2001). See also Rotberg (1972), Vail & White
(1991), Short (1974: 179-230).
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the private sector were held by Northerners. Banda perceived this situation as a
distortion of the ethnic representation and he promoted the Chewa of the central
region, his home region, and gave them better access to education and govern-
ment jobs (Vail & White 1991; Rotberg 1972; Kaspin 1995; Chirwa 1998).

During the mid-1970s the oppression against so-called “confusionist” and
“separatist” elements increased and thousands of people were imprisoned with-
out trial, many from the North. The MCP and the youth paramilitary organisa-
tion Malawi Young Pioneers (MYP) had established an efficient web of control,
even in the rural areas. In 1977, the political climate improved somewhat but
Banda and his inner circle maintained a strong grip on power, the MCP and the
economy through a centralised system of patronage focused on Banda. In this
sense, Malawi differs from other countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. In Malawi,
political patronage remained restricted to Banda and his inner circle, consisting
of top party cadres and senior civil servants. Banda always managed to prevent
the development of patronage networks from operating independently of him.
He did so already in 1964, during the “Cabinet Crisis”, and he continued to
strike hard and fast at anyone who had the ambition to create his own patronage
network. This is markedly different from other African countries, where a more
polycentric political patronage structure emerged at all levels of the state hierar-
chy soon after independence (Bayart 1993; Chabal & Daloz 1999; Médard
2002: 385).

Under the heavy oppression of one-party rule, everybody was afraid and
perceived the walls to have eyes and ears. No one dared to talk about politics in
public or to attract attention, so that the illusion of the four basic principles of
unity, obedience, diligence and loyalty could be maintained. The poet Jack
Mapanje alluded to the survival strategies of Malawians in those years as
chameleon-like behaviour, always changing colours for fear of being detained
or worse (Mapanje 1981, 2002).

Malawi’s “monolithic appearance” began to show its first cracks in the late
1980s. Banda was getting old and was not able to maintain absolute control in
the same way he had. This was further exacerbated by the country slipping into
an economic crisis. Eventually the cracks tore open in the early 1990s. The end
of the Cold War resulted in a more critical stance of Western donors towards
Banda’s autocratic regime. The loss of international support coincided with a
loss of domestic legitimacy. Domestically, the undercurrent of discontent that
had been building up since the late 1980s finally surfaced. In March 1992, the
Catholic Bishops of Malawi issued a Lenten letter that was highly critical of
Banda’s regime and made him responsible for poverty and oppression, which
was read in Catholic churches throughout Malawi. This triggered wider protests
against Banda and his one-party rule. Students and vendors demonstrated in
Zomba and Blantyre and the workers at the Whitehead textile factory in Blan-
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tyre went on strike. Soon, other workers and civil servants in Blantyre and
Lilongwe joined them and went on strike to demand better working conditions
and political change. When the bilateral donors stopped development aid due to
concerns about the violation of human rights and democracy in Malawi, the
pressure on Banda’s aid-dependent regime intensified.

The pressure became so strong that he agreed to hold a referendum on the
introduction of multi-party democracy. The referendum was held in June 1993
and more than 60 per cent of the population voted in favour of multi-party
democracy. The country seemed to change over night, critical newspapers
mushroomed, people started discussing politics more freely and an elated
feeling about imminent change spread through the population. At last, things
seemed to be changing for the better. The general elections in May 1994 were a
clear rejection of Banda and the MCP. The UDF became the strongest party in
parliament and its leader, Bakili Muluzi, was elected president. Malawians had
very high expectations nourished by the promises of the UDF and Muluzi
during the election campaign. Muluzi’s credo was change, zasintha, and in the
beginning things did indeed change. Political prisoners were released, a
constitution with a bill of rights was introduced, the army disbanded the MYP,
primary education became free of charge and the government launched a
development programme with the aim to reduce poverty, the Poverty Allevia-
tion Programme. After the elections, the donors resumed their assistance and
even expanded their activities until 2002 when several donor agencies scaled
down their programmes due to concerns about government corruption.

1994 proved to be a crucial year and generally the people I spoke to during
my fieldwork made a sharp distinction between the time prior to 1994, under
Banda’s oppressive rule, and the period after 1994, the year of general elec-
tions. During the first years following the transition to multi-party democracy
there was a general atmosphere of reform but by the late 1990s people seemed
to have lost faith in the ability of the new leaders to improve the miserable
economic situation. This was illustrated by the local government elections in
November 2000, considered to be a hallmark of the decentralisation pro-
gramme, which only had a turnout of 17 per cent of the eligible voters. Instead
of doing something for the country, politicians were perceived to be selfish and
corrupt. The population’s disenchantment with democracy can be largely attrib-
uted to the failure of the economic reforms to address the economic crisis and
deeply entrenched poverty. During my fieldwork in 2000 and 2002, many
people expressed nostalgia for the security under Banda’s rule, whose spectre
was still lingering, whilst they had little faith in the new democratic leaders.
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The results of two decades of structural adjustment

After independence, Malawi’s economy grew substantially, as a result of the
expansion of the tobacco sector, promoted by Kamuzu Banda. However, in the
1970s, economic performance deteriorated because of the oil and debt crisis. In
the 1980s, Structural Adjustment Programmes were introduced to counter eco-
nomic decline. However, economic recovery remained elusive and the econo-
mic crisis became more severe in the late 1990s. In 2002 the situation worsened
when large parts of the country were affected by severe food shortages, result-
ing in several hundred hunger-related deaths. Malawian government officials
and NGOs blamed the famine on the sale of the Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR),
advised by the IMF, and the reduction of the World Bank-funded Starter Pack
Programme. The latter had distributed seeds and fertilizer to almost three
million people. The World Bank terminated funding for this programme and in
2000 it was replaced by the Targeted Input Programme (TIP), which only de-
livered supplies to 1.5 million households.

At independence in 1964, there was moderate optimism concerning
Malawi’s economic future heralded as a new dawn, kwacha. And indeed in the
beginning there was hope for a better future. Under Banda’s firm leadership
Malawi seemed to be set for economic development. And development was
badly needed. The territory, established as a British protectorate under the name
of Nyasaland in 1891 during the Scramble for Africa, used to be one of the
poorest and least developed possessions of the British Empire. In colonial
circles, Nyasaland was referred to as the Cinderella of Africa, a quiet colonial
backwater serving as a labour reservoir for the more industrialised regions in
Rhodesia and South Africa, and supporting a small number of European
planters producing mainly tobacco and tea for export, hampered by high
transport costs to the coast because of the long routes through Mozambique
(Kydd & Christiansen 1982: 355-358; McCracken 1983; Pryor 1990; Vail 1975,
1977).

Soon after independence Kamuzu Banda succeeded in gaining control of the
economy through Press Corporation, a private company owned by himself.
Press enjoyed a near-monopoly in the industry, finance and trade sectors and
became by far the biggest company in Malawi. In the early 1970s, Banda
appropriated and distributed a large number of tobacco estates to his followers
in the MCP. Banda fully acknowledged Malawi’s unfavourable starting position
and chose a somewhat unusual development strategy. Instead of following the
path of industrialisation pursued by other African countries, his policy concen-
trated on the expansion of the agricultural production of cash crops, mainly
tobacco and tea. The agricultural sector can be divided into large-scale commer-
cial agriculture on estates, on the one hand, and peasants producing mainly for
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subsistence and, to a smaller extent, for commercial purposes, on the other.
Banda’s policy was squarely aimed at the expansion of the estate sector at the
cost of the smallholder sector. Kydd & Christiansen (1982) have argued that the
development of the estate sector was financed by imposing heavy taxes on
peasants through the state crop marketing corporation Agricultural Develop-
ment Marketing Corporation (ADMARC), a strategy already used by the Native
Tobacco Board during the colonial period (McCracken 1983). This develop-
ment strategy appeared to be successful during the first years after independ-
ence. Malawi was quoted as an example of economic development and enjoyed
impressive growth rates between 1970 and 1979 because of the estate sector
producing tobacco and tea for export. (Harrigan 1991: 207-208, 1997; World
Bank 1981). Although Malawi’s economy performed very well, Banda’s devel-
opment strategy had detrimental long-term effects on the equitable distribution
of wealth and the improvement of living standards of the majority of the
population, as Kydd & Christiansen (1982) point out.

Economic growth came under pressure in the late 1970s. In the wake of the
oil price hike and reduced prices for tobacco and tea, the main cash crops, the
terms of trade deteriorated dramatically in the late 1970s and the interest rates
on external debts exploded. The negative effects of these shocks were com-
pounded by a severe drought in 1979 and 1980 and the closure of the railway
connection to the sea due to the civil war in Mozambique. The government’s
budget deficit increased due to the high level of government expenditure. The
parastatal sector and Press Corporation faced severe financial difficulties, thus
putting more pressure on the government on which they depended for loans
(van Donge 2002; Harrigan 1991: 11, 212).

Responding to the crisis the government entered a stand-by agreement with
the IMF in 1979. In 1981, the government took one step further and accepted a
first Structural Adjustment Loan (SAL) from the World Bank followed by a
second SAL in 1982 and a third one in 1985 (Harrigan 1991: 217-223). By
accepting these loans Malawi entered a vicious circle of increasingly detailed
policy measures prescribed to restore growth and debt servicing to the debtors.
Of course, development aid had been a feature of Malawi’s budget since
independence and even during colonial times but, with Structural Adjustment, a
new dimension was reached in terms of scope, objectives, donor involvement in
national policy-making and the amount of loans provided.

Malawi was one of the first countries to receive Structural Adjustment sup-
port and implemented three consecutive SALs during the 1980s. However, the
Structural Adjustment reforms that came with these loans did not succeed in
restoring economic growth. On the contrary, the economic crisis deepened
during the 1980s, as in most other African countries (World Bank 1989, 1994a).
The adverse effects of the economic crisis were increasingly felt by the popula-
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tion during the late 1970s and the 1980s. By 1982, the Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) per capita was 12 per cent lower than in 1979. In the mid-1980s, eco-
nomic decline intensified even further. People were mainly affected by the
higher prices for their staple food maize, the loss of real income, the removal of
subsidies for fertiliser, the closure of ADMARC’s depots and higher consumer
prices (Kaluwa et al. 1992: 49-57).

The 1990s did not bring the recovery predicted by the World Bank (1989,
1994a). On the contrary, despite continuing structural adjustment, the economic
situation deteriorated even further (Ngalande Banda ef al. 1998). The economic
crisis was certainly an important factor in the popular support for the emerging
opposition to Banda’s and the MCP’s dictatorial regime in the early 1990s. For
example, according to government figures, annual inflation was at 22.8 per cent
in 1993 and rose to 34.7 per cent in 1994 (GoM 1995a: 5-8). The opposition
parties promised to reduce poverty and improve public services in the 1994
election campaign. Difficulties were compounded by severe droughts that hit
Malawi in 1990/1991 and 1993/1994. Consequently, expectations were high
when the new democratically elected government of Bakili Muluzi came to
power in 1994. Together with the donors, led by the World Bank and the IMF,
the new government embarked on a Poverty Alleviation Programme in August
1994 (GoM 1995b).

After the suspension of development aid, between 1992 and 1994, by most
bilateral donors, though not by the World Bank, aid was resumed after the
democratic elections. However, the new government did not really succeed in
reducing poverty as it had promised. Following the depreciation of the cur-
rency, inflation rose to an estimated 42 per cent in 1995 and to 50-70 per cent in
1996. Actual losses in income and savings were even more sudden and dra-
matic. The monthly inflation rate in April 1995 (inflation rate for a specific
month compared to the same month in the previous year) was 79.1 per cent
(Ngalande Banda et al. 1998: 78-79), for instance.

Since 1995, the government has been implementing the World Bank’s and
the IMF’s vision of a deregulated economy, open market reforms, less active
involvement of the state in the economy, privatisation of state-owned enter-
prises and the reform of state institutions (World Bank 1994, 2000). However,
the hope for economic recovery that would eventually result in higher standards
of living and poverty reduction was soon to be bitterly disappointed. Especially
since 1997, annual inflation has remained continuously high, at about 30 per
cent. In October 1998, the currency was again depreciated and lost 80 per cent
of its value against the US dollar. In 1999, the World Bank and the IMF phased
out Structural Adjustment lending and introduced the Poverty Reduction and
Growth Facility. Malawi was also included in the Heavily Indebted Poor
Country (HIPC) initiative for debt relief. In co-operation with the World Bank
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and the IMF, the government drew up a Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper
(PRSP) and launched the first Poverty Reduction Programme in August 2000,
aimed at further market deregulation, liberalisation, privatisation and the re-
duction of the budgetary deficit.

My fieldwork in 2002 was overshadowed by a severe famine that affected
large parts of the country and the densely populated South, in particular. So far,
no exhaustive explanation has been presented but the available data suggests an
unfortunate mix of trigger factors, such as the drought and the sale of the
Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR) as well as other underlying causes, such as
population pressure and deteriorating soil fertility (Devereux 2002). During
Banda’s reign, the government would intervene in the food market and build up
a strategic food reserve to guarantee food security. This interventionist policy
was strongly criticised by World Bank and IMF who demanded market liberali-
sation (Harrigan 1991, 1997). While Banda had been able to exploit the West’s
fear of Communism to his advantage and resist the pressure of donor agencies,
the new government under Muluzi proved to be more susceptible to the donor
agencies’ advice. Under donor pressure ADMARC, the state-owned agricultural
marketing board, scaled down its operations in many rural areas in order to
work more cost-efficiently. ADMARC was also responsible for the manage-
ment of the Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR) but, in 1999, the National Food
Reserve Agency (NFRA) was established to manage the food reserve independ-
ently and on a cost-recovery basis.

Following two good harvests in 1998/1999 and 1999/2000, the NFRA
bought maize with loans from commercial and government banks. In 2000, the
SGR was stocked at almost full storage capacity of 180,000 metric tons. In
order to purchase the maize, NFRA had borrowed MK 600 million at an interest
rate of 56 per cent per annum. By June 2000, the NFRA had a debt of MK 1
billion. This raised donor concerns, and the World Bank and the IMF advised
the government to reduce the emergency reserve to 30,000-60,000 metric tons
and export the excess stocks to service the debt (IMF 2002). Furthermore, the
grain reserve had to be renewed anyway, because the maize had already been
stored for two years. Hence, in accordance with these recommendations, NFRA
started to sell maize at the end of 2000. However, instead of selling only the
excess stocks, NFRA sold the whole stock and by the first half of 2001 the SGR
was virtually empty. The World Bank and the IMF had recommended exporting
the maize in order to avoid distortion of the domestic market and earn badly
needed foreign currency. Despite some sales to Kenya and Mozambique, a large
part of the reserve was sold to domestic traders who hoarded maize in
anticipation of rising prices at the end of the year, when most households would
have depleted their stocks.
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In February and March 2001, floods hit many parts of the country, especially
the central and southern regions. These floods washed away plants and soil in
the affected areas. As a consequence, maize production was reduced by 32 per
cent. However, the authorities expected sufficient maize production and ample
production of other crops. Based on the information provided by the Ministry of
Agriculture and the Famine Early Warning System (FEWS NET), ADMARC
and NFRA did not replenish their stocks. According to preliminary studies, the
floods were not the only factor responsible for the agricultural production
shortfall. It appears that the reduction of the Starter Pack Programme, higher
interest rates for input loans and rising fertilizer prices further compounded the
problem (Devereux 2002).

The decision to sell the maize and not to replenish the SGR, because of
predicted food surplus, proved to be fatal when agricultural production (maize,
roots and tubers) was much lower than expected. Due to the shortfall, prices
shot up in the second half of 2001, making it impossible for many people to
purchase maize to replenish their depleted stocks. In some areas the consumer
price for maize went up by 400 per cent. After the price hike, the traders, who
had hoarded maize, started to sell their maize, but many people could not afford
the exorbitant prices. By February 2002, the food shortages had turned into a
full-blown famine in many parts of the country, especially in the central and
southern regions. The government and donor agencies reacted very slowly. The
end of February, President Muluzi finally declared a state of emergency. But the
government was not the only party reacting slowly to the crisis. The donor
agencies appeared to be more concerned with the sale of the SGR than with
providing immediate support (Devereux 2002).

The government had started to import 150,000 metric tons at that moment
but, due to logistical problems and delays, the maize arrived in March 2002 —
too late to be distributed in time to all the affected areas. The situation only
gradually improved with the arrival of food aid from donors and the purchase of
maize from South Africa. However, prices remained high and people were not
able to purchase the necessary supplies (primarily seeds and fertiliser) for the
2002/2003 season. According to the affected people and the analysts, the 2002
famine was worse than the Great Nyasaland Famine in 1949.* According to the
World Food Programme (WFP), more than 3 million people were threatened by
starvation in 2002, and, according to estimates, at least 300-500 but probably
1000-3000 people died as a direct result of the famine (not counting people
dying from cholera or HIV/AIDS who were weakened by malnutrition) (Deve-
reux 2002: 18).

On the great Nyasaland famine of 1949, see Vaughan (1987).
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The civil service — from localisation to good governance

Chanock (1998) points out that the legal system constituted one of the most
persistent and influential legacies of British colonialism. The same can be said
about the civil service in Malawi. After independence, Malawi retained the
structure of the British colonial civil service. The colonial administration was
characterised by the strict division between European expatriate officers and
Africans. Until the late 1950s, only few Africans served in the colonial civil
service. Under the localisation or Africanisation programme’ of the last years
before independence, the number of Africans increased and by 1963 most junior
staff were Africans, while expatriates still held the senior posts. Even after in-
dependence, Africanisation was implemented very slowly in comparison with
other African states, and many expatriates continued to hold high positions in
the civil service of Malawi (Baker 1972).

According to informants, who had served in the Nyasaland colonial service,
the first years of independence were characterised by high morale and motiva-
tion. According to one of them “there was great pride in the service”, although
relations between white superiors and African subordinates were characterised
by racism and distrust. Soon after independence, in 1964, the shadow of a
different type of oppression and politicisation fell on the civil service. Under
colonial rule people from the northern region, who enjoyed better access to
superior missionary education, had dominated the civil service. Banda was
suspicious of the Northerners and wanted to assert Chewa-identity — his own
ethnic group — as the national identity. In the wake of the “Cabinet Crisis”,
many civil servants, mainly from the North, were imprisoned, dismissed or
went into exile. The climate of oppression and political influence intensified in
the following years and reached a climax during the mid-1970s, when thou-
sands of officers, many of them from the North, were arrested and dismissed.®

Until the end of his rule, Banda and the MCP exercised strict control over
the civil service. The civil service became highly politicised and any suspected
opposition against the regime could provoke dismissal or detention. Banda’s
distrust of the civil service can be traced back to the first days of his rule. In
September 1963, civil servants protested in Zomba against the reduction of pay
proposed by the Skinner Commission and Banda’s reluctant Africanisation of
the senior positions in the civil service, and went on strike (Baker 2001: 133,
185-186, 190). Banda never forgot this open resistance and took every opportu-

Localisation is the technical term used by the British to denote the transition from a
civil service run by expatriate officers to a civil service run by Africans. Sometimes
the term Africanisation was also used.

On creation of tribalism and assertion of Chewa as national identity in general see
the seminal article by Vail & White (1991).
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nity to criticise civil servants’ greed and lax attitude. In order to prevent any
resistance within the civil service against his rule, Banda established a tight
system of control and oppression. Civil servants spoke of a “culture of fear”
when referring to the civil service under Banda’s rule — a time when any real or
perceived dissent or disloyalty could result in dismissal and detention without
trial.

Between 1994 and 2002, the government implemented far-reaching reform
programmes under the guidance of the World Bank and the IMF focusing on
privatisation, deregulation and liberalisation. One component of the institutional
reforms was the civil service reform. Consistent with the World Bank’s and
IMF’s focus on promoting good governance, this reform was aimed at im-
proving efficiency and transparency. Measures taken under the Institutional
Development Project included a civil service census to eliminate “ghost wor-
kers” (fictitious employees existing only on the payroll), public expenditure
reviews, institutional reviews, privatisation, the introduction of meritocracy and
a retrenchment exercise.

Efforts to increase efficiency concentrated on removing crucial parts of
public administration and policy implementation from the civil service. Devel-
opment policy, for instance, was mainly implemented by the Malawi Social
Action Fund (MASAF), a parastatal agency whose employees worked on a
contractual basis. Democratic reforms were formulated and supervised by the
Law Commission and the Human Rights Commission who also worked with
contracts similar to the private sector. This was possible since several of these
bodies, such as the Human Rights Commission and the Anti-Corruption Bureau
(ACB), were largely funded by donors who had a keen interest in the imple-
mentation of reform policies. The higher salaries paid to the employees of these
agencies did not constitute a major burden on the budget because of their rela-
tively small number of staff compared to the large ministries. In February 2000
the Departments of Customs, and Excise and Income Tax were dissolved and
replaced by the Malawi Revenue Authority (MRA). This new agency worked
on a cost-recovery basis; it operated outside the civil service structure and had
its own terms of service.

Since the 1990s Malawi’s civil servants have become more assertive in
voicing their concerns and demands. There were major strikes in 1992, October
1994, January 1996, April, May 1997 and 2001. Only few of these strikes —
such as in 1992 and 1994 — were supported by a large majority of the civil
servants, while strikes in specific ministries and for particular professional
groups have become very common, regularly disrupting the operation of
ministries and departments. Labour unrest, especially among junior officers,
started in May 1992 and culminated in the strike of October 1994. The strikers
complained about insufficient salaries and demanded salary increases. The



26 CHAPTER 2

strikes of the early 1990s played a crucial role in bringing Banda’s regime
down. In 1992, shortly after the workers at the Whitehead textile factory in
Blantyre went on strike, civil servants also laid down their work. Although the
strike had political undertones, their main demand was a substantial revision of
the salaries that they deemed insufficient to meet the rising cost of living.

In response to the strikes in 1992 and 1994, the newly elected president
Bakili Muluzi decided to establish a commission to address the complaints
made by the civil servants and make suggestions for a better salary structure.
The commission, headed by Judge Chatsika, delivered its report in March 1995.
The main recommendations concerned hefty salary increases. The commission
proposed to raise the salaries of the lowest grades in the Industrial Class by 236
per cent, of the middle grades by 120 per cent, and of the top functionaries in
the Superscale by 263 per cent. The commission conceded that the imple-
mentation of this proposal would result in a 100 per cent increase of the wage
bill and stated — with remarkable indifference to the demands of the World
Bank and the IMF — that “the Commission is convinced that the increased wage
bill is far outweighed by the impact the increase would have on the morale of
the civil service” (GoM 1995c).

Not surprisingly, considering the pressure from the donor agencies and the
low revenue base, President Muluzi was unable to implement the proposals of
the Chatsika Commission right away and instead promised to increase the
salaries by 25 per cent (Manda 2000: 87). In April 1997, civil servants, who
demanded salary increases and the implementation of the recommendations of
the Chatsika Commission, went on strike again. This time the strike was mainly
led by professionals in hospitals and the civil aviation department. However, the
1997 strike was not successful and ended after two weeks, without having
reached its objectives. This was largely due to insufficient support and internal
quarrels between the trade unions (van Donge 1998). The recommendations of
the Chatsika Commission were never implemented. Instead the government
simply chose to increase all salaries by 25 per cent per year to counter inflation
and appease the unruly civil servants.

During Banda’s rule, any form of independent employee organisation was
forbidden. The Teacher Union of Malawi (TUM) was the only officially recog-
nised trade union of government employees. During the 1994 strike, civil ser-
vants were only informally organised. In subsequent years, several trade unions
were formed: the Civil Servants Trade Union (CSTU), the Customs Workers
Union (CWU) and the Local Government Workers Union (LGWU). The CSTU
led the negotiations with the government during the 1997 strike but was unable
to realise most demands (van Donge 1998). By 2002, the trade unions had not
managed to function properly as representatives of employees’ interests yet.
They were fairly loosely organised and had no membership administration. For
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example, it was said that the CSTU had no more than 800 members. They
suffered from factionalism and internal power limiting their impact.”

It is difficult to assess the level of politicisation in the civil service since
1994. Compared to the culture of fear, during the days of one-party rule, at the
beginning of the 21" century civil servants seemed to enjoy considerably more
freedom and leeway. The frequent strikes and open criticism of the government
bear testimony to these new freedoms. Prior to 1994 it would have been simply
unthinkable to go on strike, form a trade union or write letters to the news-
papers, complaining about mismanagement or corruption. Yet there certainly
has been a degree of political influence on the civil service since 1994. The
highest positions in the civil service (S4/P4 and above) are appointed by the
President and are therefore “political”. As a consequence, there were indications
that appointments to the top positions in the ministerial headquarters in Lilong-
we and the District Commissioners, the central government’s representatives in
the districts, were often associated with support for the ruling UDF party be-
tween 1994 and 2004.

During my fieldwork, civil servants were in a somewhat ambivalent situa-
tion. On the one hand, they did not have to fear for their lives anymore and
enjoyed considerable economic and political freedom; on the other hand, the
economic situation was very unstable, levels of crime had risen sharply and the
restructuring measures threatened job security. Civil servants who had served
during Banda’s time often expressed nostalgia for the “good old times” when
the civil service was still respected, salaries had not been eroded by inflation
and crime was practically non-existent. Despite its oppressive character, civil
servants generally associated Banda’s rule with a sense of material security,
which has been replaced by a sense of insecurity and anxiety about the future.
The following chapters explore the various aspects of civil servants’ responses
to the civil service reform and the ambivalence and insecurity they were
experiencing between the late 1990s and 2002.

7 In March 2000 four trade-unions including the CSTU broke away from the um-

brella-organisation Malawi Congress of Trade Unions (MCTU) and formed the
Congress of Malawi Trade Unions (COMATU). Background were differences
between the CSTU-president Banda and the MCTU-president Antonio. Then an
internal power-struggle between Banda and the majority of the members who re-
sented Banda’s decision erupted and the CSTU joined the MCTU again end of April
2000, Daily Times, 28.4.2000: 1, 3.



Constructing country ownership

[D]uring the 1980s a new approach was developed, namely conditionality. Aid was
provided in return for explicit negotiated commitments to policy reform. The obvi-
ous theory underlying this was that aid could be an incentive to policy change.
However, an implication of this theory was that governments would be undertaking
policy change against what they considered to be their interests, except for the
receipt of aid. Policy change was the price which governments would have to pay
for aid; or equivalently, policy change would be what donors bought with their aid
(Collier 2000: 9).

Introduction

The implementation of the civil service reform programme was one of the
central measures to improve governance after Malawi’s democratisation in
1994. First steps to improve the performance of the civil service had already
been taken by the old regime, under Kamuzu Banda, in the early 1990s'. These
initial steps were feeble and limited in scope but they laid the foundation for the
latter measures. When the new government, under Bakili Muluzi, took office,
the reform of the civil service gained momentum. Between 1994 and 2002 a
whole set of reforms was introduced: The government signed agreements with

Through the Institutional Development Programme I (ID I) the World Bank fi-
nanced the establishment of the Malawi Institute of Management, an institution to
train senior officials and private sector managers in the techniques of New Public
Management.
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the World Bank” on Institutional Development Programmes II and III (ID II and
IIT) in 1994 and 1996 and the Fiscal Restructuring and Deregulation Pro-
grammes | and II (FRD I and II) in 1996 and 1998 and agreed to implement the
Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility (PRGF) arrangement in 2001. World
Bank and IMF documents presented these programmes as necessary measures
the government of Malawi would have to take to get the country back on track
to development. According to this perspective, economic recovery would re-
main elusive if the government failed to improve governance by implementing
the civil service reform and curbing corruption.

Civil service reform was one of the conditions for the financial support of
the World Bank and the IMF. And yet representatives of both organisations
have consistently pointed out that the resultant reforms must be “owned” by the
borrowing government. According to their legal advisors, “conditionality”, the
technical term for the policy measures financed with a loan, does not contradict
“country ownership”. The term ownership means that the government request-
ing a loan from the World Bank and the IMF is fully responsible for the policy
measures and their implementation. Country ownership is presented as a neces-
sary precondition for the success of policy reforms. Of course, representatives
of the World Bank and the IMF concede that ownership cannot be forced on a
government. It has to come from an ill-defined “within” and manifest itself in
the political will to implement certain reforms. The lack of ownership is usually
identified as one of the main impediments to development programmes. Critical
evaluations of the Bank’s and Fund’s operations, such as the one quoted above
hold the lack of ownership responsible for the failure of many a development
project (Botchwey et al. 1998; Collier 2000). This common observation, how-
ever, has not changed the policies promoted by the international financial insti-
tutions that deem ownership of reforms essential and present conditionality as
the logical consequence of ownership. For example, a recent “fact sheet” states
“conditions reinforce the level of country ownership” (IMF 2002a).

It would be deceptive to dismiss this claim simply as clumsy attempt at “new
speak” only thinly veiling the Bretton Woods institutions’ neo-colonial or neo-
imperial agenda. Such unmasking would fail to take into account the way good
governance and other development policies are actually inserted into the na-
tional polity. In order to understand the implementation process of the civil
service reform programme in Malawi between 1996 and 2002 and how civil

2 Actually with the International Development Association (IDA); in the following

referred to as the World Bank, the umbrella name by which the International Bank
for Reconstruction and Development (IBDR), the IDA and the International Finance
Corporation (IFC) are known.
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servants responded to the reorganisation of their workplace, it is important to
follow the transformation of external advice into self-imposed conditions.

This chapter analyses in detail how the notion of ownership is reconciled
with the far-reaching conditions set by the World Bank and the IMF with regard
to the reorganisation of Malawi’s civil service. This is achieved through a set of
legal techniques that places the responsibility for policy reforms with the
government and transforms economic data into conditions, which the govern-
ment agrees to adhere to in order to improve efficiency and transparency, a
phenomenon I refer to as “normativity of numbers”. The chapter further shows
how the latest development programmes, the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers
(PSRPs) introduced in 1999, supplement the normativity of numbers with high-
ly sophisticated conditions addressing corruption.

The emergence of a concept

Good governance emerged as the central concept in development assistance in
the 1990s. With the end of the Cold War, the relationships between the West
and African governments were reconfigured. During the Cold War, anti-com-
munism used to provide the most important criteria for Western support, as
massive Western support given to autocrats like Seseke Mobuto and Kamuzu
Banda demonstrates. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the attitude of
Western governments changed dramatically. In the early 1990s, adherence to
human rights and democratic values became the benchmark for Western support
in Sub-Saharan Africa.

The 1990s concept of good governance heralded an era of much bolder inter-
ference in the domestic affairs of governments of developing countries. Until
the late 1980s, the state was considered to be the prime actor in developing the
national economy and society. State institutions were to be part of the solution
rather than a cause for underdevelopment. In the late 1980s and the early 1990s,
the tone of World Band documents changed. A radical overhaul of the state
institutions according to the neo-liberal dogma was demanded to create favour-
able conditions for economic development. Good governance was promoted as
the principal tool or instrument, which would contribute to “sustainable eco-
nomic and social development” (World Bank 1992: 5) and “macroeconomic
stability, external viability, and orderly economic growth” (IMF 1997: 1).°

The booklet Governance and Development published in 1992 was the World
Bank’s first general statement of the new development agenda. It defined
governance as “the manner in which power is exercised in the management of a
country’s economic and social resources for development” (1992: 3). According

> See also World Bank (1989, 1994a).
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to the World Bank, the key dimensions of governance are “public sector
management, accountability, the legal framework for development, and infor-
mation and transparency” (1992: 6). Although this publication was the first to
be exclusively devoted to issues of good governance, the Bank had addressed
the problems of state bureaucracies in developing countries earlier on. In 1989,
a World Bank report on Sub-Saharan Africa mentioned “deteriorating govern-
ance” as one of the main causes of the crisis in Africa. It held the expansion of
state services and the dominant role of the state in the economy after independ-
ence responsible for elusive economic growth:

At independence Africa inherited simple but functioning administrations. They were
managed largely by expatriates and were not geared to the development role as-
signed to them by African leaders. The responsibilities of the state were enormously
expanded. But at the same time the rapid promotion of inexperienced staff and the
gradual politicisation of the whole administrative apparatus led to declining effi-
ciency. A combination of administrative bottlenecks, unauthorized ‘fees’ and ‘com-
missions’, and inefficient services imposed costs on businesses that have progress-
ively undermined their international competitiveness. The gradual breakdown of the
judicial systems in many countries left foreign investors doubtful that contracts
could be enforced. [...] Authoritarian governments hostile to grassroots and non-
governmental organizations have alienated much of the public. As a result economic
activity has shifted increasingly to the informal sector. Too frequently ordinary
people see government as the source of, not the solution to, their problems (World
Bank 1989: 30).

In line with this neo-liberal critique of the developmental state, World Bank
experts designed instruments to transform the inefficient African state institu-
tions. From their perspective it was only logical to push back the state in order
to make room for the private sector. From this unfavourable assessment of the
postcolonial state followed the plan to change government institutions in order
to create the envisaged “enabling environment” by “defining and protecting
property rights, providing effective legal, judicial and regulatory systems, im-
proving the efficiency of the civil service” as the World Development Report of
1991 stated (World Bank 1991).

Governance and Development (World Bank 1992) identified four key as-
pects of the World Bank’s policy on governance: improvement of public sector
management, accountability, the legal framework, and information and trans-
parency. The first included public expenditure management, civil service re-
form and privatisation of state-owned enterprises. The second emphasised the
need to hold public officials and political leaders accountable for their actions.
Accountability entailed “making comprehensive and timely information avail-
able, classifying expenditures in a manner consistent with budget and pro-
grammes, doing appropriate analyses for decision-making, comparing budget
and actual results, improving the organisation and responsibility for accounting
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in the finance ministry, and increasing the legal requirements for financial
reporting”. Third, the booklet emphasised the need to create a legal framework
for development by promoting the rule of law. The rule of law is presented as a
necessary prerequisite for economic growth; “to create a sufficient stable setting
for economic actors” through the “uniform application of rules, the limitation of
officials’ discretionary powers of and an independent judicial system” (Ibid: 30-
39). All depended on better information and transparency by “transparent
budgets and public expenditure programmes, the preparation of environmental
assessments and improving domestic and external procurement mechanisms”
(Ibid: 39-47, 49, 50).

In 1990, the General Counsel of the World Bank, Ibrahim Shihata, issued a
memorandum on governance placing good governance firmly within the scope
of the World Bank’s mandate. According to Shihata, the Bank should refrain
from any political intervention in the affairs of a country and should not be
influenced by the politics of other countries. Shihata argued that good govern-
ance should only be of concern to the Bank as long as it is instrumental in
promoting “sustainable economic growth and social development”, the Bank’s
mandate as it is laid down in the Articles of Agreement (Shihata 1990).* The
same limitation applies to the operations of the IMF: its Articles of Agreement
also explicitly prohibit political interference.

In subsequent years, World Bank staff and researchers developed a whole
range of instruments to operationalise the concept of good governance, such as
the “governance approach” (Dia 1993) that provided an analytical framework
for civil service reform in Africa. This approach recognised the failure of prior
attempts to reform the civil service in Africa and attributed this to the “patri-
monial character” of the state in Sub-Saharan Africa where “recruitment [is]
based on subjective and ascriptive criteria; public employment managed as a
welfare system; pay levels that are unrelated to productivity; loyalty of officials
to the person of the ruler rather than to the state; and formalism of admini-
strative rules and procedures” (Dia 1993: ix) was the norm. The “governance
approach” proposed a model of three ideal types of the African state based on
its “patrimonial profile”: countries with a high patrimonial character, countries
with a medium profile and countries with a low patrimonial profile (Dia 1993).

The patrimonial character determined the necessary instruments to modern-
ise the state bureaucracy. Highly patrimonial countries would be in need of the

* “Art. V Sect. 10 [Art . V Sect. 6 with regard to the IDA] Political activity prohibited
— The Bank [The association] and its officers shall not interfere in the political
affairs of any member; nor shall they be influenced in their decisions by the political
character of the member or members concerned. Only economic considerations shall
be relevant to their decisions, and these considerations shall be weighted impartially
in order to achieve the purposes stated in Article I [of this agreement].”
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“comprehensive approach” with “the aim [...] to effect the structural and func-
tional changes needed to correct the patrimonial distortions affecting the institu-
tional environment, incentives framework and the performance of core govern-
ment functions” (Dia 1993: 2). The “enclave approach” would be suitable for
countries “with a low patrimonial profile” according to Dia. In these countries
the aim would be “to build or reinforce the organizational, managerial and
technical capacity to improve the performance and productivity of existing
institutions” (ibid: 3). The third approach, referred to as the “hybrid approach”,
mixed elements of the two former ideal types by combining a comprehensive
public sector reform and isolating a few government core functions that would
function as “motors of development”. This approach was applied to countries
“with an average patrimonial profile”.

Malawi was considered to fall under the third category. Key functions such
as revenue collection, customs and pre-shipment inspection were removed from
the civil service and became the domain of new autonomous government
agencies and private companies. In March 2000, the Malawi Revenue Authority
(MRA) was established to replace the departments of customs and excise and
income tax. The new agency operated on a commercial cost-recovery basis,
with its own board of directors and conditions of service. Pre-shipment in-
spection was awarded to the private company Société Genérale de Surveillance
(SGS). These measures, aimed at creating enclaves, were supplemented by the
civil service reform programme, the outsourcing of non-core functions, such as
gardening, security services and carpenter workshops, and the privatisation of
state-owned companies.

While the World Bank was the forerunner in putting good governance high
on the agenda in the development debate, the promotion of the concept was by
no means restricted to the World Bank. In 1997, the IMF adopted its “Guide-
lines Regarding Governance Issues”. Like the World Bank, the IMF explicitly
limits its role to economic aspects of governance. The IMF Managing Director,
Camdessus, stated in an address to the United Nations Economic and Social
Council that “good governance is important for countries at all stages of devel-
opment [...] Our approach is to concentrate on those aspects of good govern-
ance that are most closely related to our surveillance over macroeconomic
policies — namely, the transparency of government accounts, the effectiveness
of public resource management, and the stability and transparency of the
economic and regulatory environment for private sector activity” (IMF 1997).
Of course, Camdessus, like his counterpart at the World Bank, did not fail to
point out that “the responsibility for governance issues lies first and foremost
with the national authorities” (IMF 1997: 2). The following analysis of the loan
documents and the way they designed the civil service reform process traces in
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detail how the notions of “country ownership” and good governance are recon-
ciled.

Conditionality and country ownership

Good governance and other reforms require slots to be inserted into the national
polity. These slots are the conditions for a loan, the government’s commitment
to implement specific policy reforms. The loans of the World Bank are referred
to as credit agreements and those of the IMF as loan agreements or loan ar-
rangements. Credit agreements and loan agreements are split into two separate
parts: a letter to the World Bank or the IMF signed by the government re-
presentatives (usually the Minister of Finance or the President of the Reserve
Bank), and the credit agreement or loan agreement. If this letter is addressed to
the World Bank, it is referred to as the Letter of Development Policy; if it is
directed to the IMF it is called a Letter of Intent. The letter is a document in
which the government seeking financial assistance describes a set of policy
measures it intends to finance with the requested loan. These policy measures
are the conditions for the credit or loan, respectively.

After the Bank or the Fund decides to honour the government’s request, a
credit agreement (World Bank) or loan arrangement (IMF) is signed. The
agreement includes clauses on the undertakings of the borrowing government
and the IFIs, the terms of the loan, and the repayment obligations of the bor-
rower. In addition, the borrowing government “declares its commitment to the
objectives of the Project [...], and, to this end shall carry out [...] the project
with due diligence and efficiency.” However, the agreement does not include a
description of the projects to be financed with the credit or loan. Instead, the
government’s intention to implement a specific programme and its exact
description are embodied in the Letter of Policy or the Letter of Intent. In other
words, it is the government, not the World Bank or the IMF, that sets the
conditions for the loan in the letter — which is a government document. The
Bank or the Fund then declares its intention to disburse the money as long as
the government honours the intention stated in the letter.

The splitting of the loan documents is crucial for the construction of owner-
ship and conditionality. According to the World Bank, “conditionality links the
Bank’s financial support to implementation of a program of reforms critical for
the country’s economic and social development [...]. [Clommitment to reform
is essential, and conditions usually reinforce the level of country ownership
needed to ensure the implementation of reforms supported under adjustment
loans” (World Bank 2003). The position of the IMF is similar: “When a country
borrows from the IMF, its government makes commitments on economic and
financial policies — a requirement known as conditionality” (IMF 2002a). From
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the perspective of the representatives of the Bretton Woods institutions, the split
into the Letter of Policy or Intent, on the one hand, and credit or loan agree-
ment, on the other hand, guarantees country ownership of the reforms, since the
conditions of the loan are set by the government.

The World Bank and the IMF deal differently with the ramifications arising
from ownership and state sovereignty, although the result is similar. According
to the World Bank lawyers, the credit agreement signed with a member state
includes the conditions at the request of the government applying for a loan,
whereas, according to the IMF lawyers, the conditions do not constitute a
legally binding agreement at all. Credit agreements signed between the World
Bank and borrowing member states are considered to be agreements between
two parties governed by public international law (Broches 1959; Delaume 1982;
Head 1996). The credit agreement includes a provision that gives the World
Bank the right to suspend disbursement if the programme described in the
Letter of Policy is not carried out “with due diligence and efficiency.” Since the
conditions are spelled out in the Letter of Policy, a government document,
characterising “ownership” as a consequence of “conditionality” seems logical
from the perspective of World Bank representatives.

In referring to “arrangements” rather than agreements, the IMF has gone
even further than the World Bank to avoid any contractual implications. Gold’
has argued, in one of the few discussions of the legal character of the Fund’s
stand-by arrangements, that the term “arrangement” does not imply any “inten-
tion to contract” by the IMF (1980). Gold states: “the adoption and performance
of a program are the responsibility of a member” (1980: 36). He makes a clear
distinction between the Letter of Intent and the arrangement: “The two stand-by
documents, the Letter of Intent and the stand-by arrangement, do not constitute
an international agreement under which the member undertakes obligations to
observe its objectives and policies” (Gold 1980: 43).

His argument refers to stand-by arrangements, the regular form of IMF
balance-of-payment support in the 1970s, but it also pertains to all subsequent
loan facilities — the Structural Adjustment Facility (SAF) and the Enhanced
Structural Adjustment Facility (ESAF) of the 1980s and 1990s as well as the
Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility and the HIPC initiative, which replaced
ESAFs in 1999. In spite of these changes in the Fund’s policy, Gold’s argu-

Sir Joseph Gold, who served as General Counsel between 1960 and 1979, played a
crucial role in the legal development of the IMF.
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ments were never substantially altered and continue to define the legal character
of all “arrangements” of the IMF with borrowing countries.’

Gold is surprisingly frank about the IMF’s motives in avoiding any contrac-
tual implications. He argues that the non-binding character of the Fund’s ar-
rangements has advantages for both parties — the Fund and the government. He
observes that “[t]o bind governments by agreement to observe their objectives
and policies, so that departures from them would be breaches of obligation,
could exacerbate political tensions and increase the difficulties of negotiation
[with the Fund]” (Gold 1980: 37). By using “arrangements,” the parties in-
volved leave the fiction of sovereignty intact and avoid legal and democratic
accountability for policy reforms that “may impose hardship for a time on the
populace as a whole or on sections of it” and “can provoke domestic political
controversy and become a cause of friction even within a government,” as Gold
puts it (1980: 37).

Since the 1980s, when the concept of conditionality was introduced, the
World Bank and the IMF have developed a whole range of different conditions,
tailored to the perceived needs of the borrowing governments. Both organisa-
tions have harmonized their policies to avoid overlaps and conflicts between
their respective conditions. To avoid these conflicts, both organisations basi-
cally use the same types of conditions, in order to complement each other in
their “arrangements” with borrowing countries (IMF & World Bank 2001).
They have developed four types of conditionality: prior actions, performance
criteria, structural benchmarks, and programme reviews:

Prior actions are measures that a country agrees to take before the Fund’s Executive
Board approves a loan and before the initial disbursement takes place. [...]
Performance criteria (PCs) are specific conditions that have to be met for the agreed
amount of credit to be disbursed. There are two types of PCs: quantitative and
structural.

- Quantitative PCs typically refer to macroeconomic policy variables [...]

- In arrangements where structural reforms are an essential part of the economic
program, structural PCs are also used. These vary widely across programs but
could, for example, include specific measures to restructure key sectors [...]

Structural benchmarks are similar to structural PCs, except that individual bench-

marks are less critical for meeting the program’s objectives. Thus, benchmarks may

help the Board assess a country’s progress on structural reforms, but failure to
achieve them would not necessarily interrupt Fund funding.

Another important monitoring tool is the program review, which serves as an op-

portunity for a broad-based assessment [...]. Reviews are used to discuss policies

“Fund arrangements are not international agreements and therefore language having
a contractual connotation will be avoided in arrangements and program documents”
(IMF 2002b).
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and introduce changes to the program that may be necessary in light of new devel-
opments (IMF 2002a).

Prior actions and performance criteria are viewed as hard conditions, be-
cause they are a condition for the disbursement of the credit. Structural bench-
marks, on the other hand, are considered to be soft, because they would only
affect disbursement under exceptional circumstances (for example, massive
failure to implement a whole range of structural benchmarks without giving the
lending institution a satisfactory explanation). According to the IFIs, structural
benchmarks merely serve as points of reference for assessing a country’s pro-
gress and monitoring the government’s progress in implementing the reform
programme (IMF 2001a: 3-20).

Recent reports and policy papers of the World Bank and the IMF character-
ise hard conditionality in the form of performance criteria as being too inflexi-
ble and inconsistent with the principle of country ownership (Collier 2000; IMF
2001b; IMF & World Bank 2001). Of course, the Bank and the Fund did not
give up performance criteria and other hard conditions completely. However, by
emphasising the flexibility of soft structural benchmarks, both organisations
have tried to avoid the impression that they punish governments for failing to
implement certain policies. Soft conditionality has been presented as being
responsive to the needs of the borrowing governments, because it gives them
more leeway in adapting to changed circumstances.

The 1990s expansion beyond the financial-economic issues traditionally
addressed by the IFI programmes has resulted in the growth of conditionality.
The current PRSPs continue this trend and cover all aspects of the national
economy, from measures designed to increase agricultural production to
policies aimed at improving education and governance (cf. GoM 2002). PRSPs
are characterised by a complex mixture of hard and soft conditionality, ranging
from quantitative performance criteria to structural requirements, such as the
establishment of a system to prioritize expenditure management.

In Malawi’s case, the Poverty Reduction Strategy process, with its more
complex conditions, has not resulted in more leeway for the government. On the
contrary, in 2002 the IMF blocked the disbursement of US$ 45 million for
balance-of-payment support, because of government overspending and corrup-
tion allegations against several Cabinet ministers — despite the fact that these
were structural benchmarks. Since 2000, it has become common for bilateral
donor agencies to stop financial support, due to the misuse of funds or corrup-
tion allegations. So far, it seems that only the IFIs and other donor agencies
benefit from the greater flexibility afforded to them by the new conditionality in
the PRSPs, whereas the government of Malawi faces tougher sanctions than
under the Structural Adjustment regime in the event of misbehaviour.
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The way the loan documents are drafted reveals the extent to which
supposedly government-owned documents are determined by the policies of the
Bretton Woods institutions. The following documents have to be distinguished:
the Draft Staff Appraisal Report, the Memorandum and Recommendation of the
President of IDA’ to the Executive Directors.® The Memorandum and Recom-
mendation of the President of IDA is normally heeded by the Executive
Directors. The President’s recommendations are based on the Draft Staff
Appraisal Report. The Draft Staff Appraisal Report, in turn, is based on data
collected by visiting missions and data provided by the government and is
meant to assess the policy objectives listed in the Letter of Policy. The Minister
of Finance sent a Letter of Policy to the World Bank on 3™ May 1994, stating
the government’s intention to implement a range of policy measures to reform
the civil service. The Staff Appraisal Report, dated 17" May 1994, referred to
this Letter of Policy of 3 May 1994 and endorsed the planned measures.

Formally, the sequencing of the documents is correct, the Letter of Policy is
dated 3™ May 1994 and the Draft Staff Appraisal Report is dated 17" May
1994. 1t is odd though that the Draft Staff Appraisal Report and the Memoran-
dum and Recommendation of the President of IDA are both dated 17" May
1994. A comparison of the Letter of Policy and the Draft Staff Appraisal Report
undermines the impression created by the sequencing of distinct documents.
First, it strikes one that the wording of large parts of both documents is
identical. Second, the data referred to in the documents was already collected
during the appraisal mission of World Bank staff in October and November
1993 and updated by World Bank staff and consultants in subsequent years. The
same observation applies to the policy prescriptions. Both documents, the Staff
Appraisal Report and the Letter of Policy, refer to recommendations discussed
during the World Bank mission, which visited Malawi in October and Novem-
ber 1993.

Foreign consultants and experts were not only involved in the collection of
data, they also participated in drafting government policy. According to a report
by a consultant of the accounting firm KPMG, one of the conditions for dis-
bursement of the second tranche of US$ 30 million of the 1996 Fiscal Re-
structuring and Deregulation Programme was the submission of a Civil Service

The president of IDA is identical with the President of the World Bank Group.

The Executive Directors are responsible for the day-to-day decision-making of the
World Bank and exercise all powers delegated to them by the Board of Governors
under the Articles of Agreement. Every member government is represented by an
Executive Director. Representation depends on the size of the shareholders’ econo-
my: The five largest shareholders (Germany, Japan, the United Kingdom and the
United States) appoint an Executive Director. All other members are represented by
19 Executive Directors.

8
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Reform Action Plan to the World Bank. However, the first draft of this action
plan was rejected by the World Bank officials because it did not meet the World
Bank standards for civil service reform. At this point, several experts of the
British Overseas Development Agency (ODA), the precursor of the Department
for International Development (DFID), were hired “to develop an acceptable
action plan and more generally to meet the conditions for the release of the
second tranche of funds from the Bank”. They wrote a new draft, which was
submitted in March 1996. This plan better reflected the concerns of the World
Bank and was duly accepted. Shortly afterwards the World Bank released the
second tranche (KPMG 1996: 3).

The rejection of loan applications that do not meet World Bank and IMF
standards is not uncommon. For instance, the Interim Poverty Reduction
Strategy Paper that was submitted to the Bank and the Fund in 2000 was
discussed with the various missions visiting Malawi, followed by four draft
versions that were written in the course of the following two years, a process in
which various donor agencies and external consultants actively participated. In
spite of their active involvement representatives of donor agencies were keen to
delete any reference to their involvement and the donor-driven development
agenda in the policy papers and official documents. During the Consultative
Group Meeting in 2000, for instance, a representative of one of the major donor
countries commented on one of the drafts of the Poverty Reduction Strategy
Paper: “It gives some reason for concern that the document [interim PRSP]
states at the outset that PRSP process is simply a response to requirements of
the IMF and the World Bank” (The Nation 18 March 2000). Of course, the
criticised passage was duly removed from the following draft. Drafting the
PRSP was a protracted process. After four drafts had been rejected several
World Bank and IMF consultants participated in the writing of the government
document and eventually the Final Draft was submitted and endorsed by the
donors represented in the Paris Club, the yearly conference of the major donor
organisations where the general trend of a country’s performance and future
policies are discussed, in April 2002.

The various technologies described so far, ranging from the splitting of the
loan documents to the non-contractual nature of the unilaterally binding con-
ditions and the sequencing of the different documents, are all aimed at rein-
forcing the image that reforms are government-owned. This image, however, is
undermined by the extent to which foreign consultants, hired at the behest of the
Bretton Woods institutions, ensure that the letters and documents of the gov-
ernment of Malawi are “acceptable” and meet the standards set by the World
Bank and the IMF.
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The normativity of numbers

“Getting the numbers right” is at the core of what staff and consultants at the
World Bank and the IMF do — and the sheer amount of data collected by the
IFIs is staggering. A policy document of the Bank and the Fund would be
incomplete without extensive statistics and tables on every aspect of a country’s
economy, from data on the Gross Domestic Product to social indicators, such as
school enrolment. These numbers enable policy planners to determine the state
of the national economy and predict future development.

In his ethnography of the IMF, Harper (1998) traces the transformation of
numbers from their initial collection by visiting missions to their eventual
arrival on the desks of managers and directors in Washington D.C. He observes
how important numbers are for the functioning of the IMF. Echoing Levi-
Strauss, he describes their transformation as a conversion of numbers from a
“raw” state into a “cooked, meaningful” state in country reports and loan docu-
ments. According to Harper, the transformation of numbers into a “cooked”
state enables the Fund’s staff to assess a country’s present situation.

Harper, however, fails to address one important issue: the normativity of
numbers. Numbers develop a particular normative character when they become
part of the conditionality of the loan documents. Numbers may acquire norma-
tivity in two ways. First, the number itself can transform into a norm when it is
part of the conditions attached to the loan and second, the collection of specific
numbers, using standardised methods, can constitute a condition. Typical ex-
amples of the former are targets for economic growth, inflation, and public
expenditure. The second type of normativity of numbers exemplifies the neo-
liberal trend toward systems of self-control. The operation of the new systems
of management and control depends on the collection of reliable and standard-
ised data. For example, the installation of computerised personnel and payroll
management, expenditure planning, and accounting systems is a prerequisite of
the civil service reform programme. These systems are supposed to function as
instruments of self-control that are operated by the government or private con-
sultants, without any direct intervention from the IFIs.

The government’s Letter of Policy or Letter of Intent includes stated objec-
tives of policy reforms. Many of these targets are represented as numbers,
touching on all aspects of economic and social development, including Gross
Domestic Product, inflation rate, government expenditure, revenues, and aver-
age life expectancy. The stated targets or objectives are based on estimates of
Malawi’s economic situation at the time — estimates obtained using scientific
methods of data collection and processing. They are, however, not fixed; they
can change under specific circumstances. For example, by stating that the
reduction of deficit is an “objective,” the Letter creates some discretionary room



CONSTRUCTING COUNTRY OWNERSHIP 41

for the World Bank and the government. Better data collected in the future
might indicate that the original goal is no longer realistic and a new goal, based
on better estimates of the present and the future, might be formulated. As a form
of “scientific knowledge,” estimates are by nature subject to change if data col-
lection and processing methods are improved.

The collection of quantitative data is crucial for policy planning and imple-
mentation. Contemporary management and auditing systems depend on reliable
sets of quantitative data (cf. Porter 1995; Rose 1999; Strathern 2000). Numbers
are only useful if they are collected according to standardised methods; other-
wise they cannot be used to assess the country’s progress in relation to a
specific norm. In order to receive standardised sets of statistical data, the World
Bank and the IMF provide the government of the borrowing country with the
necessary technology to collect the required numbers.

When the first World Bank mission for governance reform visited Malawi in
1993, it was surprised that the precise number of people employed by the civil
service was unknown. The Bank therefore financed, through the Second Insti-
tutional Development programme, a civil service census — “a critical first step
in the development of a Personnel Management Information System (PMIS)”
(World Bank 1994: 19). The civil service census was conducted in October
1995 (GoM 1996a). The data collected through the census could be fed into the
PMIS, including a computerised payroll system, which was eventually intro-
duced in 1998, and a personnel management system. The data thus acquired
could be used for other measures, such as functional reviews of ministries and
the retrenchment of staff identified as redundant.

Another crucial element of the civil service reform was the establishment of
the Medium Term Expenditure Framework (MTEF). MTEF is a technology,
which was developed by the World Bank in the 1990s to enable the government
to plan and prioritise expenditure in line with the available financial resources
over a period of three to five years. MTEF was introduced in Malawi as a
condition of the First Fiscal Restructuring and Deregulation programme in
1996. The important contribution of MTEF is that it enables the government “to
prioritise” expenditure in a time frame that transcends the traditional yearly
budget planning. To “prioritise” does in fact mean that the ministries have to
identify their priority activities. High-priority activities will receive available
funding, while low priority activities receive less funding or no funding at all if
they cannot be sustained. Low-priority activities are usually earmarked for
privatisation. MTEF was at the heart of the measures to control government
expenditure and constituted a structural performance criterion. It is a technology
that was supposed to balance the tasks of a ministry, its expenditures and the
available funding. The Letter of Development Policy of the Second Fiscal
Restructuring and Deregulation programme stated the aim of MTEF:



42 CHAPTER 3

The aim will be to correct deviations from the budget and adjust expenditures to
changes in resource availability. To enable control over salary payments, expendi-
ture monitoring will also include a monthly comparison and the reconciliation of
payroll and personnel, based on the ongoing audit of civil servants.

Of course, MTEF was not supposed to operate in isolation: it was part of an
encompassing system of interlocking tools serving specific purposes. Specifi-
cally, it was connected to the computerized payroll and personnel management
system, which, in turn, relied on data collected during the civil service census.
MTEF was introduced, together with a number of instruments, “to assist line
agencies in defining their mission, goals and programme objectives, and Activ-
ity-Based Budgets (ABB) to enhance programme costing and classification in
budget representation”. A system of monthly cash allocations, the so-called
cash budget, and a Credit Ceiling Authority (CCA) were also introduced to
check overspending, which was endemic in Malawi’s ministries during the
1990s.

The government established several specialised government agencies to
implement these systems. For example, it set up the Public Sector Change
Management Unit (PSCMU) to conduct functional reviews of all ministries,
aimed at evaluating how the ministries performed, as well as at earmarking
functions for outsourcing to the private sector. Furthermore, the government
established the Finance and Audit Committee of Principal Secretaries and the
Special Cabinet Committee on Budgetary Measures to monitor expenditure and
check overspending. The Ministry of Finance was responsible for the prioriti-
zation of expenditure and in each ministry so-called MTEF Committees were
formed to ensure the application of MTEF in their respective ministries.

The discovery of the “C word”

Since the introduction of the PSRPs a gradual shift has taken place from the
emphasis on economic analysis to a more open involvement in matters con-
ventionally considered to be more politically sensitive. The most visible marker
of this shift was the discovery of the “C word”. In 1996, the World Bank and
the IMF put the fight against corruption high on their agenda. This new element
in their policies does not imply a move away from or a softening up of the
rigorous instrumentalism that characterised their more conventional economic
interventions. In the rhetoric of the World Bank and the IMF the fight against
corruption is just another “necessary” technical instrument employed in a
bundle of other technical measures, such as accounting and budgeting systems,
to transform the state into the efficient machine that creates the “enabling envi-
ronment” for private enterprise.
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The discovery of the “C word” has to be considered in the context of grow-
ing critique on the World Bank and its policies in the early 1990s. A heteroge-
neous assemblage of scientists, NGOS and lobbying groups had criticised the
Bretton Woods institutions for a long time drawing the attention of the public
and politicians to the failures of the Bank and the Fund. Both organisations
were held responsible for the deteriorating living conditions of people who were
supposed to benefit from their programmes and the deterioration of the envi-
ronment due to large-scale infrastructure projects. Pressure on the World Bank
really became threatening for its continued existence when major donor coun-
tries, led by the United States, became increasingly critical of World Bank pro-
jects and began to reduce their contributions to the IDA.

By discovering the “C word” Wolfensohn succeeded in reinventing the
World Bank as an organisation fighting corruption. In doing so he was able to
divert at least some of the attention of the Bank’s critics to corrupt and parasitic
African civil servants. As Finnemore (1997) shows, this was not the first time
that the World Bank was reinvented. When the Bank was threatened by donor
fatigue in the 1960s McNamara succeeded in reinventing the Bank by iden-
tifying poverty alleviation as the primary policy objective of the World Bank in
1968.

Considering that the mandate of the Bretton Woods institutions explicitly
prohibits any non-economic intervention into the domestic policies of a state it
is surprising that the fight against corruption was quite bluntly advanced in
policy statements and official documents. The shift in policy of the international
financial institutions is marked by Wolfensohn’s address to the Annual Meeting
of the World Bank in 1996:

And let’s not mince words: we need to deal with the cancer of corruption. In country
after country, it is the people who are demanding action on this issue. They know
that corruption diverts resources from the poor to the rich, increases the cost of run-
ning businesses, distorts public expenditures, and deters foreign investors. They also
know that it erodes the constituency for aid programs and humanitarian relief. And
we all know that it is a major barrier to sound and equitable development. Corrup-
tion is a problem that all countries have to confront. [...] The Bank Group cannot
intervene in the political affairs of our member countries. But we can give advice,
encouragement and support to governments that wish to fight corruption and it is
these governments that will, over time, attract the larger volume of investment. Let
me emphasize that the Bank Group will not tolerate corruption in the programs that
we support; and we are taking steps to ensure that our own activities continue to
meet the highest standards of probity (Annual Meeting’s Address by James D.
Wolfensohn, President of the World Bank, Washington, D.C., October 1, 1996).

This speech reflects the instrumentalist vision of the World Bank. Corrup-
tion is a “cancer” growing and “diverting resources from the poor to the rich”,
increasing costs for private business and deterring foreign investors. The image
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of “cancer” evokes a surgeon who cuts away the literally corrupted parts of the
body and applies medicines to stop the growth of cancerous cells. Surgery can
only be undertaken if there is a correct medical diagnosis. It is neither political
nor moral. This imagery draws heavily on the language of disinterested scien-
tific rationality, which produces facts not judgements. Wolfensohn was careful
in pointing out that the World Bank “cannot intervene in political affairs”. He
emphasised ownership of governments “that wish to fight corruption”. In his
representation the World Bank would only play the role of an advisor providing
technical knowledge when needed.

The “C word” figured prominently again in a speech delivered on the
“Global Forum on Fighting Corruption” in Washington, D.C. on 24 February
1999. In this speech less than three years later Wolfensohn reflected on the dis-
covery of the “C word”:

It is true that when I came to the World Bank, I was given an admonition by our
General Counsel that I should read the Articles of the Bretton Woods agreements. In
there it says I am to deal with economic matters and that as an international civil
servant, [ should not, if I want to keep my job, talk about political matters. I was
then told that there was one word I could not use, which was the “C” word, the “C”
word being “corruption”. Corruption, you see, was identified with politics, and if I
got into that, I would have a terrible time with my Board. Well, I then visited quite a
number of countries, and I decided in 1996 that I would redefine the “C” word not
as a political issue but as something social and economic. That got me in under the
wire of the Articles of the Bretton Woods institutions and, simultaneously, my
friend Michel Camdessus did the same on the side of the International Monetary
Fund. The fact is that all the evidence indicates that the major inhibiting factor to
investment and to consistent development; the major factor which affects the lives
of poor people in terms of equity and in terms of their opportunity, is corruption
(www.worldbank.org/html/extdr/extme/jdwsp022499).

In this speech Wolfensohn displays more confidence: He muses uninhibit-
edly about his trick that “got him under the wire of the Articles” prohibiting
political interference by the World Bank. No more concern about “political
interference” and ownership of reforms is expressed in this speech.

Both quotes from Wolfensohn reveal the way the Bank presents measures
that are perceived as political, even within the Bank, as purely economical and
technical affairs covered by the Bank’s legal mandate prohibiting its interfer-
ence in the domestic affairs of borrowing countries. His frankness about rede-
fining the “C word” as “something social and economic” is indicative of a
dangerous pragmatism that simply subsumes anything it might see fit under its
mandate. The realm of the economic does not limit the operations of the Bretton
Woods institutions but rather expands the realm of the economic to include the
social and political domains. Both, the good governance reforms of the mid-
and late-1990s and the fight against corruption are presented as instruments and
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technical measures, something from the toolbox of a surgeon who diagnoses
cancer or some other dysfunctionality that can be cured applying the proper
technology.

While the austerity and efficiency measures of the 1990s, the Institutional
Development programmes and the Fiscal Restructuring and Deregulation pro-
grammes, were mainly concerned with prescribing technologies to “get the
numbers right” the PRSP spelled out very detailed conditions with regard to
measures against corruption the World Bank and the IMF expected the govern-
ment to implement. These conditions did not replace the normativity of num-
bers but supplemented it. For example, the Letter of Intent sent by Malawi’s
Governor of the Reserve Bank and the Minister of Finance on 8 December 2000
to the Managing Director of the IMF, in which Malawi requested “support from
the Fund under a three year Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility (PRGF)
arrangement in the amount of SDR 45.11 million (65 per cent of quota) and are
seeking debt relief under the enhanced HIPC Initiative” contained very detailed
measures the government intended to take in order to curb corruption that
would not have been part of the agreements signed in the mid to late 1990s.
Under the title “Governance” the Letter stated:

Prima facie evidence indicates that corruption and fraud remain major problems in
Malawi. The government is fully committed to the prevention of fraud and corrup-
tion and prosecution of all identified offenders. Furthermore, the government is
committed to supporting the work of the Anti-Corruption Bureau and the Auditor-
General and is determined to achieve good governance. In pursuit of this commit-
ment, the government will

- give all possible support to the Anti-Corruption Bureau (ACB) and the Director of
Public Prosecutions (DPP) in their investigations and potential prosecution of
former officials of the PCC [Petrol Control Commission] implicated in the irregu-
larities highlighted in the 1998 audit report on the PCC, and take steps to recover
misappropriated funds;

- facilitate further action by the ACB and DPP in the cases of the disputed contract
award to SECUCOM to provide identity cards and the attempted procurement of
Land Rovers through Apex Motors;

- by end-February 2001, pursue the recovery of at least MK 150 million in cases of
large-scale evasion of customs duties, together with appropriate penalties, and pro-
vide adequate resources for investigation and prosecution of such cases, including
associated corruption issues.

The government went quite far with this list of cases of fraud and corruption
it wanted to deal with. It even specified a date by which the recovery of the sum
“of at least MK 150 million in the cases of large-scale corruption” was to be
pursued. This remarkable list has to be placed in historical context: In 2000 the
“donor community” grew more confident in expressing concern about wide-
spread corruption in the government and criticised the way it had been dealing
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with cases of corruption. The IFIs therefore expected a firm commitment to the
fight against corruption.

The government’s commitment to deal with particular cases of corruption
was a condition for the Fund’s acceptance of the loan request. The list quoted
above is a Structural Benchmark, a “soft” condition which, in principle, did not
affect the effectiveness of the loan although that is exactly what happened in
2002 when the IMF blocked the disbursement of US$ 45 million balance-of-
payment support because of government overspending and serious corruption
allegations against several Cabinet ministers, senior civil servants and politi-
cians. This move reflected the more flexible approach of the Bretton Woods
institutions. The shift away from too many “hard” performance criteria was
presented as an acknowledgement that more flexibility and ownership were
required to make conditionality work. It was finally time for the government to
get into the “driving seat”, the representatives of the IFIs argued. Benchmarks
were supposed to be more open to dialogue and the participation of the bor-
rowing government. This, it was claimed, would strengthen “ownership”. In
actual fact, however, benchmarks widened the margin of appreciation for the
World Bank and the IMF rather than strengthening “ownership”.

In line with Wolfensohn’s redefinition of corruption as a social and eco-
nomic problem the PRSP summed up the negative effects of corruption:

The Malawi Poverty Reduction Strategy (MPRS) district consultation process
showed that corruption is one of the major concerns of the people. High levels of
corruption and fraud reduce economic growth by discouraging legitimate business
investment, and reduce the public resources available for the delivery of services to
the poor. In addition, corruption gives disadvantages to the poor in selling their agri-
cultural produce, and reinforces the unequal distribution of wealth and power in
society — only those who can afford to pay a bribe benefit while the poor, the weak
and vulnerable suffer (GoM 2002: 81).

The shift from the relatively straightforward emphasis on simple Perform-
ance Criteria to the highly complex mixture of “hard” conditionality and struc-
tural conditionality of the PRSP occurred gradually between the late 1980s to
the late 1990s. Until the mid-1990s the Bretton Woods institutions relied almost
entirely on hard conditions aimed at improving economic performance. This
changed soon. For example, already in 1997 the delegates of the Consultative
Group “applauded the continued progress made by Malawi in good governance,
respect for human rights, and in consolidating democratic institutions (parti-
cularly Parliament and the Anti-Corruption Bureau) over the past 17 months”.
Yet there was a discernible shift from the emphasis on the reform of institutions
and management systems that pervaded the documents signed in the mid-1990s
to forms of interference that were both, much bolder and more intrusive, at the
beginning of the 21% century.
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Conclusions

This chapter traced the reorganisation of Malawi’s civil service to its source: the
good governance reform agenda, as it had been promoted by the World Bank
and the IMF since the 1990s. It shows how the IFIs actually set the develop-
ment agenda for civil service reform in Malawi, where national policy is rarely
the product of the sovereign government or the national legislature. The paper
trails described in this chapter provide the bac