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Dutch development assistance has been looking for new ways to find more effective 

and more innovative approaches to ‘development assistance 3.0’ for the last ten years. 

After a long period of project-driven interventions (1960s-1990s; ‘development 

assistance 1.0’), support was then given to donor-coordinated budget support and 

sector support to central governments (1990s-2010s; ‘development assistance 2.0’), 

which was followed by a quest for more focus and more results. The focus was both 

geographical (fifteen countries for Dutch bilateral assistance; ten of which are in 

Africa
1
) and thematic (food and nutrition security, water, security and the rule of law, 

and sexual and reproductive health and rights). It has been announced that the new 

Dutch government will maintain this thematic focus but the country focus might 

change (again), with fewer countries receiving ODA and more non-ODA tools being 

offered in these and other countries.  

 

With rapid shifts in the financial/relational networks of the focus countries and of 

Africa as a whole,
2
 and with relatively fast economic growth in Africa, better 

alignment of the new Dutch development assistance (and of Dutch involvement as a 

whole) to these new circumstances is badly needed. More tailor-made approaches are 

in demand and better knowledge and knowledge networking is crucial. 

 

The African Studies Centre is currently designing an approach for country-specific 

information exchanges in our African Studies Centre Community (see 

www.ascleiden.nl). There will be eight country meetings (for two or three African 

countries each) between November 2012 and April 2013 at which country-oriented 

experts from the African Studies Centre and its academic partners will discuss recent 

developments with experts from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (and Agency NL), 

Partos members, NABC colleagues, the FMO, NWO-Wotro, Nedwork and others. 

The aim is to establish a more effective system of knowledge exchange in the 

Netherlands (but including the diaspora of particular countries in the Netherlands) and 

linked to the many contacts in the African countries of the various knowledge hubs in 

the Netherlands.
3
  

 

                                                 
1
 Mali, Ghana, Benin, South Sudan, Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, Mozambique. The 

others are Indonesia, Bangladesh, Palestinian Territories, Yemen and Afghanistan. 
2
 And Asia but this paper concentrates on Africa. 

3
 It is partly based on eight years of experience with knowledge exchange in the Development Policy 

Review Network (2004-2011) and co-organizing the Africa Works! conference on 29-30 October 2012 

with the NABC, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Agency NL and FMO (see www.africaworks.nl). It is 

also based on discussions in the new Knowledge Platform for Development Policies.  

http://www.ascleiden.nl/
http://www.africaworks.nl/
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This policy paper aims to share some ideas about the types of knowledge and 

knowledge networks one would need to develop a more tailor-made approach to 

international development.  

 

1 There has been a rapid shift in the composition of ‘development finance’ 

and ‘development actors’. There are now: 

a. a growing number of non-OECD countries providing finance for 

development; 

b. increased private investments by corporations from an ever-wider 

background of head-office locations; 

c. increased remittances from the diaspora and from well-wishers (small-

scale private funding of development and capacity-building 

initiatives); 

d. increased sources of finance from non-traditional foreign banks and 

private equity agencies; 

e. increased investment activities by investors from African countries 

themselves (and from neighbouring countries) and increased trade and 

knowledge exchange within Africa; 

f. improved local tax bases for national government finance and for 

regional (ECOWAS etc.) and continental (African Union) coordination 

and support; and 

g. continued foreign support as Official Development Assistance, as 

defined by current OECD norms. 

 

Classic ODA is becoming ever more irrelevant in relative financial terms 

in many African countries
4
 and it is becoming more important to find 

niches for the remaining ODA for ‘catalytic’ impact, not so much based on 

financial flows per se but on knowledge exchange, and linking and 

learning. To be able to adequately assess the changing scope for 

involvement, it is vital to first know more about the composition and 

dynamics of development finance in a country-specific way. 

 

2 At country level, there are more statistics available to assess a country’s 

state of affairs (and dynamics) with regard to production, its social and 

business climate, human rights and other criteria for a country’s perceived 

success or failure. Banks and other rating agencies are in the process of 

‘discovering Africa’, while the art of perception reviews (surveys to 

determine customer preferences, political voting prospects, cultural views) 

is being seen in increasing numbers of African countries. At our country 

meetings we intend to interpret these data and review the relevant 

statistics. 

 

3 A rapid erosion of the functions of the central state has taken place in 

many African countries since the 1980s, driven in part by the impact of 

structural adjustment strategies and donor demands. In many cases, 

functions related to security, law enforcement, customs, physical 

infrastructure, health care, education and training have been partly 

                                                 
4
 And in Latin America, the Caribbean, most of Asia and the Pacific its relevance has already dwindled 

to insignificant importance. 
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privatized or become part of a myriad of public-private arrangements. In 

economically more central areas of countries, corporate private-sector 

agencies are now playing a key role, while ‘indigenous’ forms of 

governance have become stronger (or were revitalized or took the form of 

criminal syndicates) in more remote or marginal areas, and non-

governmental agencies, mostly linked to some form of foreign support, are 

assisting local-level NGO (or NGO-like) agencies (social actors), partly 

related to religious (Muslim and Christian and both in a bewildering 

variety) and sometimes ethnic-religious arrangements.  

At the national level, it is necessary to understand the major agencies 

active in ‘state-like’ functions (and their foreign backing) and to better 

understand the public-private arrangements and the styles of governance 

related to these hybrid forms of governance. It is also important to know 

how these are related to democratic institutions, like national and local-

level parliaments. 

(These are issues documented in the annual Africa Yearbook
5
 that we will 

take as a point of departure at our country meetings.)  

 

4 Within countries there is a widening diversity of governance arrangements. 

My hypothesis is that the major cities (or metropolitan zones) will take 

over ever more of the state-like functions from central governments and 

will form ‘urban growth coalitions’: strategic combinations of 

metropolitan ‘local’ government, utility companies, the major private 

business interests in the city (partly coming from abroad) and sometimes 

key national and local politicians and army (‘army-in-business’) people. 

Often these are core groups of people who think in terms of 

‘developmental states’, and they are the ones who are now ‘looking to the 

East’ (or to Brazil) for inspiration. Metropolitan zones are having a major 

impact on their hinterlands and current growth in the hinterlands (food, 

water and energy provision to the metropoles but also rural-urban-rural 

networks of knowledge, credit and support) is mainly being driven by 

rapidly growing metropolitan demands. Where hinterlands of metropoles 

overlap, competition gives a better negotiating position to rural providers. 

And when ‘provisioning the cities’ competes with ‘provisioning foreign 

export markets’ (classic agricultural exports like coffee, palm oil, 

groundnuts or meat, niche exports like flowers and vegetables, basic food 

exports to Asia, biofuel exports), this also improves this negotiating 

position and may shift the balance of power in favour of rural private-

sector agencies. Most existing knowledge about ‘countries’ is either 

knowledge at a national level (most statistics are national) or at local, often 

very rural levels. The knowledge basis for knowing what is going on in 

and around the big metropoles is generally very weak and a great deal of 

effort will be needed to improve the situation.  

(Our country meetings will try to include an analysis of the trends of 

agricultural production in each of the countries and to discuss the 

hinterland/import-metropole and hinterland-export connections for food 

and other agricultural produce. It would be good to also develop more 

                                                 
5
 Edited by Klaas van Walraven of the African Studies Centre and colleagues from Hamburg and 

Uppsala, Andreas Mehler and Henning Melber, and published by Brill Publishers in Leiden (since 

2004). The 8
th

 volume has just been published.  
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insight into the provisioning of metropoles with water and energy. And in 

the food information chains the Agri-Profocus hubs
6
 can play useful roles.) 

 

5 As mentioned earlier, ‘development initiatives’ take place in many of the 

more remote, more marginal areas in African countries by a myriad of 

small-scale local and external initiators/actors, in ever-more hybrid 

constructions. The recently developed method of ‘participatory assessment 

of development’ (www.padev.nl) has made it possible to now get a lot of 

relevant data in a fast and relatively cheap way, and to get people’s own 

valuations of what has been going on in their area (in padev at district and 

lower levels of scale). It is an innovative method of ex-post evaluation but 

can also be used to get sound baseline data on which to build new 

initiatives or upscale existing ones. For some sectors it is useful to connect 

this approach to ‘difference-in-difference’ approaches of evaluation as are 

currently applied by IOB.  

 

6 The composition of the knowledge sector in many African countries was 

fairly straightforward until about ten years ago. One or a few national-level 

(and in Nigeria and South Africa at a provincial/regional level) universities 

provided information (and graduates), while a few national-level agencies, 

modelled on European examples, provided statistics and further insight (a 

Central Bureau of Statistics; a National Bank). A lot of this was and is of 

doubtful quality and there is a general feeling among the donor community 

and in scientific circles that the quality of knowledge provision is not as it 

should be. Some countries had quality newspapers or ‘weekly reviews’ but 

the quality was undermined or stopped altogether in the 1990s. Currently, 

the African knowledge industry is thriving but is very chaotic: private 

universities have started in many places; local and foreign-backed 

consultancy firms and local think-tank branches of international corporate 

and NGO agencies are on the increase; there are many internet sites, some 

of which are partly linked to a vocal diaspora; and there is a growing group 

of investigative journalists, The key people in the African knowledge 

industry are widening their orientation from Western Europe and North 

America to South, South East and East Asia, the Middle East and Latin 

America. Many are shifting their preferences to these ‘new partners’. An 

overview of who the key knowledge players are and what their networks 

are is relevant, and it should be realized that many of these key players 

combine various positions in the power arena: scholars, consultants, 

lobbyists, religious leaders, politicians and business people. It is important 

to have some idea about their biographies and connectivity. 

 

7 The same is true for the political and business leadership. The ASC´s 

Tracking Development research (www.trackingdevelopment.net) made it 

clear that the South East Asian success stories have for a large part been 

driven by key people whose biographies show their commitment to growth 

and mass inclusion. Knowing who these people are and their power 

intelligence is important. But the Tracking Development project also 

                                                 
6
 See www.agri-profocus.nl. See too the most recent poster map produced by the African Studies 

Centre: ‘Africa from a Continent of States to a Continent of Cities’. 

http://www.ascleiden.nl/?q=publications/africa-continent-states-continent-cities 

http://www.padev.nl/
http://www.trackingdevelopment.net/
http://www.agri-profocus.nl/
http://www.ascleiden.nl/?q=publications/africa-continent-states-continent-cities
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showed that the political and business elites in South East Asia were 

pushing for inclusive development and rapid poverty alleviation on a 

massive scale because their positions were being threatened by a radical 

and vocal rural movement, with their urban and army allies.  

 

8 This brings us to the most important point of my policy paper. Many parts 

of Africa are growing rapidly but there is a very significant widening of 

the gulf in Africa between those who are benefitting from this success and 

the large majority of people (particularly the youth) who are not 

benefitting at all and/or are becoming frustrated by the constant reminders 

of wealth elsewhere and their own predicament and lack of prospects. If 

economic growth is to be sustained, it has to be much more inclusive and 

more environmentally sustainable. Inclusive growth needs strong political 

and business commitment and a civil society that is vocal and effective and 

can mobilize popular ‘threats’ for those in power, forcing them to 

negotiate social policies. Finding and supporting ‘inclusive growth 

champions’ within the power arena in countries (and the continent as a 

whole),
7
 and connecting them effectively to support structures from abroad 

is the most important challenge for economic diplomacy and ‘development 

assistance 3.0’. For this type of knowledge, one needs rooted social 

intelligence and long-term commitment and adequate handing-over 

communication structures. Can the Netherlands embassies do this? Who 

are they liaising with? 

 

9 Inclusive development has a social, temporal and geographical side to it. 

The geographical side means that there are pockets of poverty within 

countries (and within Africa as a whole): remote, often marginal areas, 

with difficult agro-ecological situations, and/or long distances to the major 

markets and/or large-scale insecurity and even (civil) war. So-called 

fragile states in Africa have these conditions at country level (although not 

everywhere in these countries are they as bad as they are often perceived). 

But fragility is a condition of many other regions as well. The temporal 

side has to do with the exposure of many areas in Africa to the whims of 

nature: droughts, floods and other natural calamities that undermine the 

resilience and stability of African economies, probably more so than 

anywhere else. In climate change forecasts, Africa is often seen as a region 

facing drastic implications in the decades to come and as being in dire 

need of adaptation to climate change, of diminishing vulnerabilities, and 

with a strengthening resilience of societies and governance structures. For 

foreign supporters and investors this means a need for flexibility and the 

capability to cope with sudden shocks. For a long time, Africa will 

occasionally need calamity assistance (disaster or emergency relief) from 

elsewhere. Private-sector initiatives for vulnerable places will need to offer 

better forms of insurance and fluctuation-adapted forms of credit and 

assistance. Supporting private business (and public-private-civil 

partnerships) in the so-called fragile states in ways that acknowledge the 

                                                 
7
 At the African Studies Centre, we have a partner relationship in Dakar with CODESRIA who we 

regard as one of the major hubs of this commitment. The Netherlands Ministry of  

Foreign Affairs also supports CODESRIA, with funding for its Consortium for  

Development Partnerships. See http://www.codesria.org/spip.php?article193&lang=en  

http://www.codesria.org/spip.php?article193〈=en
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vulnerable conditions and the instable environment is one of the challenges 

for smart development assistance 3.0’. The social side has to do with the 

composition of the society in terms of wealth rankings and with the 

composition of those who are regarded as relatively poor or even ultra-

poor. Knowledge about the dynamics of poverty and the temporal and 

geographical elements is better than in the past but still needs a lot more 

effort to be of real use for ‘smart development assistance’.  

 

10 Finally, mass poverty alleviation should remain the core goal of 

development assistance and be linked to visions and practices of inclusive 

and sustainable development. It is increasingly true that most of the 

world’s poor are to be found in rapidly growing middle-income countries. 

Effective inclusive policies are needed there that are rooted in the social 

and economic environment of these countries themselves, and are mostly 

based on their own tax- and private investment-based policies. Smart 

support from outside (ODA but mainly non-ODA) can act as a catalyst for 

the local mobilization of social and economic energy for change. However 

there will continue to be low-income countries where the local capital and 

knowledge mobilization for rapid growth is lacking from inside. These 

countries will remain in need of ODA development assistance from abroad 

for quite some time. Donor coordination is important here as a lot of this 

foreign support will continue to go to basic services like education, health 

care and physical infrastructure, and to capacity development that will lay 

the foundations for economic and social improvements. Here it is not the 

Netherlands that should be taking the lead but the European Union and 

global agencies. If the Dutch government continues to invest in these 

countries, it should do so in niches with the clear added value of Dutch 

knowledge support, and in close cooperation with local-level knowledge 

partners. 


