
Local Government:
Responsibility without power

LOCAL GOVERNMENT has not been allowed to become an effective
agent for change in rural areas or a powerful voice for the poor.
Instead it has often been used merely to pass on the policy of the

centre without the resources even to perform the imposed tasks well.
The colonial government 'froze' the shifting leadership and tribal

structure at the time of take-over, giving political power under what was
called the Native Administration only to the leaders it chose to recog-
nise, who then depended less on their people for authority.

While the Native Administration was not as destructive of indige-
nous cultures as many colonial systems, it was not designed to develop
rural areas, but merely to control them using minimum force and a net-
work of expatriate District Commissioners.

With independence approaching in the early 1950s the colonial gov-
ernment set up English-style rural councils across Sudan, which were
intended to have a wide range of responsibilities independent of the
central government and to derive their authority from regular local elec-
tions.

Unfortunately the central government and local officials of Khar-
toum ministries were never willing to give up power, and the rural coun-
cils, left without any real role, fell prey to corruption and the divisiveness
of tribalism and national politics.

Nimeiri's regime passed the 1971 Local Government Act which
abolished the Native Administration, downgraded tribal leadership and
may have made it more difficult to resolve the tension between tribal
groups that has risen as drought intensified.

The Act reduced the powers of the rural councils and created new
tiers of local government while increasing the powers of centrally-
appointed provincial commissioners and local officials of central gov-
ernment. The councils themselves were intended to work in a spirit of
self-reliance, depending on self-help projects and voluntary contribu-
tions, which meant in effect that they had very little money to spend.

The central government's influence and top-down control was
further entrenched by the role of the Sudanese Socialist Union, the
single legal party, whose sections — 'women', 'youth' and so on — coin-
cided with the reserved places for those groups on councils. The indirect
elections from one tier to the next, so the members of the People's Vil-
lage Councils are the electoral college for their rural council, also made
local government less responsive.

The most basic unit — People's Village Council — does not even
have any budgetary powers, so the one directly elected body is forced to
depend on the favours of senior officials. In all, local government under
Nimeiri during the 1970s was impotent, and certainly failed to help
Sudan tackle the linked crisis of poverty and environmental decline.

Decentralisation, Nimeiri's last major political restructuring in the
early 1980s, was the Local Government Act writ large, with even larger
areas of responsibility passed down, while most of the money and the
taxation powers stayed in the centre, which means that nothing
changed.





Ignoring the grass-roots
The Brain Drain IN MODERN TIMES THE SUDANESE PEOPLE have had very little control

over their own destiny, and certainly those who are poor and econom-
ically vulnerable have been denied a real voice. The last 100 years in
Sudan have seen only seven years of extremely patchy democracy, and
even these were times of fighting between north and south, and of bitter
wrangling in the north between the fragmented political parties.

If Sudan appears unprepared for democracy, many inside and out-
side the country would put much of the blame on the colonial govern-
ment, which divided the borderless territory into two, closing off the
south and encouraging Christianity there as it dithered about separating
it from the mainly Muslim north and incorporating it into African nations
to the south.

The closure of the south, with very little spending or trade allowed,
left an underdevelopment that has continued to this day. This fuelled a
second guerrilla war which has prevented the use of southern resources
such as oil and water, while leading the Government into higher military
spending and giving the army more authority within society. During the
1960s' democracy, military spending took 23-29% of the total govern-
ment budget. Unsubstantiated reports suggest that recent fighting has
cost a million Sudanese pounds a day— or about $100 million a year.

While the multi-party democracy of the 1960s brought little prog-
ress, the peculiar nature of the Nimeiri regime guaranteed that Sudan
would continue to ignore its traditional agricultural roots while attempt-
ing a modernisation programme of benefit to the elite that the President
needed to keep himself in power.

Nimeiri's personal insecurity and violent political swings were
reflected in the increasingly erratic state he created, first 'socialist' with
nationalisations and State takeover of all land, then turning right, after
a left-led coup attempt, towards a more pro-Western foreign policy,
though the State intervention and the big public corporations were only
very slowly given up.

That common African resort against tribalism, the single party
State, was tried but instead of drawing the opposition into government
and allowing a safe forum for dissent, while encouraging responsiveness
to the grassroots, the Sudanese Socialist Union turned into a centrally
directed mechanism for further supervision and control.

While Nimeiri was neither as despotic nor corrupt as many other
Third World rulers, and it was his regime that gave women the vote, his
energy increasingly went into his regime's survival, not his country's
development. Afterthe April 1985 change of government, it was reported
that in the final years large quantities of the country's imported fuel, its
single most important resource, had been controlled by his secret ser-
vice.

It was Nimeiri himself who ruined his regime's greatest achievement
— ending the civil war in 1972 — by failing to fulfil the promises of
development and by his 'divide and rule' manoeuvrings in the face of
southern resistance to what they saw as northern looting of their
resources.

Some people did well out of the Nimeiri years, but most, particularly
the traditional farmers and nomads, felt the tightening effects of mis-
management and missed opportunities, when the catchwords of "unity"
and "progress" lost meaning as war resumed and the economy col-
lapsed.

When the famine began to bite, Nimeiri refused to admit the crisis,
which crucially delayed the request for international aid and the Govern-
ment's assistance to drought victims.
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Roads and Rail

Economy:
Deeper in debt

30

INTERNAL POLITICS AND INTERNATIONAL RECESSION combined
during the Nimeiri years to turn an economy that was underdeveloped

and totally dependent on agriculture into an almost complete disaster.
His supposedly socialist regime began by nationalising many

businesses, foreign and domestic, and setting up public corporations,
which have all proved to be beyond the administrative capacity of the civil
service. The corporations lost large sums of money while failing to
achieve their objectives.

Nimeiri began a shift right in the 1970s, towards a capitalist
economy, and in a mood of optimism, fuelled in part by the peace deal
ending the southern war, vast investment schemes were started, most of
them too large and complicated to be managed by Sudan within the plan-
ned time-scales.

The oil price rises in 1973 and 1974 were disasters for all the Third
World, Sudan included, except that the.overflowing Gulf treasuries soon
inspired the most ambitious plan of all — that Western expertise, Arab
money and Sudanese land could together produce the "breadbasket of
the Middle East". It never got off the ground, but the mechanised rain-fed
farms have proved that low cost, high productivity agriculture can only be
achieved over the short term, and then only by destroying the soil.

Sudan was just as incapable as any other country of resisting the
lure of cheap loans from petrodollars, recycled or direct. Debts mounted,
corruption grew, the luxury imports increased and inflation took off. The
booming Gulf economies offered large salaries to lure away the edu-
cated and skilled Sudanese, whose presence would have been crucial to
a modernising economy.

While Government spending rose, some sections of the economy,
notably the elderly railways, remained underfunded, while investment on
roads increased. And despite all the spending on new agricultural
schemes, most took longer than planned to get underway, cost far more
than estimated and produced far less than predicted.

There was a crunch in 1978, with some oil supplies cut off because
of unpaid bills, and the International Monetary Fund moved in to force
through currency devaluation and cuts in fuel and food subsidies.
Intended cuts in civil service costs —through sacking —proved far more
difficult.

At the end of the 1970s when the West's recession was already
pushing up interest charges, a World Bank study predicted a gloomy
1980s for Sudan, with imports outstripping exports, even with an
enforced priority on cash crops, and more outside aid needed just to
keep the country afloat.

Rehabilitation of agricultural schemes became the strategy, but
even as some of these began to show results, the political situation was
declining — there were plenty of coup plots — while the rush to exploit
the oil found in the south helped set off another war.

In late 1985, the post-Nimeiri finance minister summed up Sudan's
position as extremely troubled. It had a falling gross domestic product,
debt repayment obligations far exceeding foreign exchange from
exports, a declining Sudanese pound, 100% inflation, falling or stagnat-
ing agricultural production since the mid-1970s and total debts of $9
billion.

Where did the money go? Not to the poor, or to rural development.
The largest share remained in Khartoum and the Central Region, and in
the pockets of the elite — businessmen, army officers and politicians —
with origins in Northern Province, and Sudan's merchant class.
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Big is still beautiful

A Cautionary Tale II:
The Jonglei Canal

DESPITE RECENT REVERSALS, the World Bank, international funds,
most Western governments and many Third World countries appear

to continue to believe in the theory of'trickle down'development — that
giving economic opportunities to the rich will eventually help the poor.
Sudan is graphic proof that it does not work.

Enormous quantities of aid money have gone into trying to build the
Sudanese economy, which has had the effect of reinforcing the geo-
graphical bias in services and infrastructure, widening the development
gaps between regions, rather than trying to make sure in the long term
everyone has enough to eat.

Perhaps taking their cue from Gezira project, 'big is beautiful' seems
to have been the message from the World Bank and others, which have
concentrated on dams, roads and electricity supplies to urban areas.

The World Bank's first involvement in Sudan set the tone: a bumper
cotton crop from irrigated schemes in the late 1950s met a collapsing
world price, preventing a planned expansion of irrigation through lack of
funds. The World Bank stepped in, not to help diversify agriculture to
reduce vulnerability to erratic markets, but to pay for the increase in cot-
ton-growing irrigation. Since then, big donors have been enthusiastic
backers of irrigated schemes and mechanised farming while all but
ignoring the people who were soon to become famine victims.

While much Arab 'aid' has actually been investment in the over-
ambitious 'breadbasket' plans for Sudan, other loans and grants, such
as almost all British aid, have been 'tied', so the money comes back into
the donor countries in contracts for staff, materials and expertise. Thus
Britain's £154.1 million 'aid to Sudan' in the years 1980 to 1984 was
mainly spent on equipment from British firms and salaries of British
staff. While £5 million went to agricultural work in the Southern Region,
nearly £6 million was spent on irrigation or cotton schemes, and in one
of Britain's largest overseas aid projects, £74 million is being spent
improving the electricity supply for Khartoum. Famine relief and refugee
aid totalled £5.5 million in 1984/85, all of it from the existing aid
budget.

Britain has limited its military help to a training force, but the Ameri-
cans have included large arms shipments as part of their support for an
increasingly Western-oriented regime, a geographical'domino' in Ameri-
can calculations for the Middle East, which made Nimeiri's Sudan the
largest recipient of US aid in Africa after Egypt.
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Conclusion: 34
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A future after famine

SUDAN HAS BEEN SUFFERING the worst period of hunger and human
dislocation in its modern history, and its disaster is only part of the

wider crisis in Africa and throughout the Third World.
Encouraged by Western governments, banks, the World Bank and

the International Monetary Fund, this impoverished agricultural country
has 'gone for growth' by turning its back on traditional farmers to favour
large-scale projects, a policy which has stifled democracy, rural rights
and community participation to reward the wealthy and comfort the
urban populations.

The Nimeiri regime in particular went forthe quick fix, big schemes,
easy loans and the fast buck. Money has been wasted on bureaucracies
that never worked, factories that never opened and wars that seem never
to end. The results have been debt, conflict and poverty, bringing hunger
for millions.

A great deal can be done to help improve the situation for Sudan's
hungry. Sudan clearly cannot pay its $9billion debts and the interest is
dragging the country down. Last year's interest bill would have cost
$800million — at least $50million more than the entire year's estimated
income of foreign exchange from exports. Western and Arab govern-
ments and banks and the multilateral institutions must therefore ease
the burden of those debts by at least allowing Sudan to make its repay-
ments a small fixed percentage of its income from exports.

Western governments particularly can help Sudan to cope with mar-
ket fluctuations by stabilising and improving the prices they pay for its
commodities, such as cotton or groundnuts, while preventing the dump-
ing of surpluses, such as sugar, onto world markets. Oil-producing coun-
tries could help Sudan and the world's other poorest countries by guaran-
teeing supplies of petrol and oil products at cheaper prices.

Among factors preventing progress that only the Sudanese can
solve are the enormously wasteful war, the absence of democracy and
the lack of a national strategy to create a more equitable society.

Oxfam's experience suggests that donors can help Sudan and other
developing countries by concentrating their resources on increasing the
income of the small farmerthrough improved agricultural advice, access
to credit and better local marketing. Among Oxfam's initiatives in Sudan
are helping peasant farmers with small-scale irrigation and communal
schemes of tree-planting for much needed fuel and fodder.

Aid agencies in Sudan will have to gain a greater understanding of
traditional ways of life and develop an awareness of the need to conserve
the environment, because the priorities for Sudan — and for any future
loans or aid — must be the rural areas, the poorest people and sustain-
able food production, which should include soil protection, water conser-
vation and tree-planting.

Only by going back to the land and giving a real say to rural people
will Sudan be able to prevent more famines.
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