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Executive Summary 
In spite of the country’s extensive mineral wealth, the population of the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo (DRC) is amongst the poorest in the world, in part because of a very difficult business 

environment. ÉLAN RDC is a five-year programme, funded by the British government, to stimulate 

private sector development in the DRC. It works across six sectors, including coffee, river transport, 

cross-border trade and renewable energy. 

ÉLAN has taken a pragmatic approach to business environment (BE) reform, focusing primarily on 

implementation of existing policy and regulations rather than seeking policy change, though there 

have been exceptions. This approach recognises the complex nature of BE reform and the long 

timescales typically associated with policy change. We have used the examples of ÉLAN’s work with 

local partners in four sectors to illustrate the approach taken and the lessons that have been learnt. 

The examples are: 

• Creation of an industry association for the renewable energy sector to advocate for fiscal 

reform 

• Implementation of the COMESA simplified trade regime for small-scale cross-border traders 

• Elimination of illegal taxes on river transport in the Congo basin 

• Advocacy for lower taxes and elimination of illegal taxes on coffee and cocoa exports 

The key principles to emerge from the experience of ÉLAN are summarised below. To paraphrase 

James Carville, former campaign strategist for President Bill Clinton, and with due apologies, “It’s 

the political economy, stupid!” 

• Business environment reform is primarily political, not technical. Concentrate on what can 

realistically be achieved, not on a utopian ideal. 

• Carry out a proper stakeholder analysis and political economy analysis at the outset. This 

can avoid the expenditure of time and resources on a lost cause. 

• Success is most likely from a mix of local and international expertise – the understanding of 

the environment amongst local actors and the wider experience of international staff can be 

very powerful. 

• Timing can be critical. Sometimes this will become clear from the initial analysis; on other 

occasions you will only find out the hard way. 

• Only the government can “supply” BE reform but remember that government is not a 

homogenous entity; different parts and levels will have different aims and perspectives. 

Equally, the private sector may not have a single position on an issue. 

• In selecting private sector partners (and those from the public sector), “will” is more 

important than “skill”. Skills can be taught and learnt. 

• Sustainable systemic change requires stable institutions. If there is no institutional memory 

within public sector organs, this can compromise the sustainability of reforms. 

• For a market systems project, you can pursue BE reform through an M4P approach (more 

sustainable) or direct intervention (quicker). While the former is to be preferred, there are 

legitimate reasons to choose the latter. This choice is likely to depend on, inter alia, the 

capacity and stability of local system actors, the severity of the constraint(s) on the core 

market system, and the time available to the project. 

• Whether pursuing a market systems approach or a more direct intervention, it is vital to 

identify incentives for change and champions within government – do not expect government 

to be altruistic. 

• Rules and regulations are only as good as the knowledge and understanding that people 

have of them. Small businesses cannot defend rights they don’t know about. Raising 

awareness matters! 
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Introduction 
This paper discusses the experience of the DFID-funded ÉLAN RDC programme in the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo (DRC) in its attempts to bring about improvements to the business enabling 

environment. ÉLAN RDC is a five-year private sector development programme running from 2014-

2018 (see box on next page). 

The DRC is one of the poorest countries in the world, with one of the most difficult business 

environments in the world. Much of the entire state apparatus is devoted to extraction of resources 

from the economy, whilst providing little by way of public goods and services in return. Many 

government institutions are dysfunctional, hence engagement at policy and legislative level is often 

seen as not offering worthwhile prospects for success (though there are exceptions to this, of which 

more later). 

Legislation and regulation tend to be unclear or ambiguous and different levels of legislation and 

regulation frequently contradict each other. One of the drivers of harassment and corrupt practices 

by public sector agents is the inability or unwillingness of the government to ensure that their salaries 

are paid1. This is not to condone corruption but it serves to highlight the fact that the situation is 

not as simple as “making the bad people stop stealing”. 

The current state of affairs is the worst of all worlds for all concerned. Businesses (especially micro 

and small enterprises, and informal operators, many of whom are women) are subject to an onerous 

regime of multiple taxes, charges, precepts and levies, many of which have a questionable legal 

basis, and suffer widespread harassment (again, women suffer the brunt of this). Very little of the 

“tax” paid by businesses, however, reaches the treasury at any level: local, provincial or national. 

The one positive point about this situation is that it does create opportunities for coalitions of public 

and private sector actors to tackle issues in concert. 

In spite of this extraordinarily challenging environment, ÉLAN has been able to achieve some reforms 

and improvements in some of its target sectors, including coffee and transport. Progress has also 

been made in cross-border trade and renewable energy. 

Advocacy and dialogue for BE reform – it takes two to tango 
Business Environment (BE) reform interventions are generally most effective when a programme 

engages with both the public and private sectors. This is perhaps self-evident but it is, nevertheless, 

worth stating, as many projects and programmes are, by design, focused on one side or the other 

of the supply-demand system. ÉLAN is a case in point. It was designed as a private sector 

development project, with a sister project focused on reforms to the country’s investment climate 

and policies. ÉLAN has had no mandate to work with government, hence its engagement with the 

public sector has inevitably been limited, making it more difficult to achieve meaningful change.  

                                           

1 Source: ÉLAN RDC interviews 
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The examples of ENABLE in Nigeria2 and TradeMark East Africa3 in the East African Community 

provide convincing evidence of the benefits of working both sides of a problem when it comes to 

several aspects of the business environment. Neither government nor business can claim a monopoly 

on good ideas for creating an attractive and supportive business environment. Dialogue between 

the parties can provide a way to harness the different experiences and points of view and generate 

sound policies, laws and regulations that can be effectively implemented for the general good. It is 

also vital for establishing trust. 

Too often, policies are devised and developed by men (and it is almost always men, with minimal 

representation of women) in government behind closed doors and then presented to business as a 

fait accompli. Such policies frequently fail to achieve their stated objectives. There are also many 

instances where the implementation of a measure is inadequately thought through. This gives rise 

to low compliance and “gaming” of the system, by either private sector operators or front-line public 

sector staff (or both) and a final result that satisfies no one. Conversely, business groups are often 

vocal in their complaints about the business environment but are silent when challenged to propose 

improvement measures. 

Levels of trust between the two sides in many countries (including the DRC) are vanishingly small: 

governments often see the private sector as either rent-seeking thieves or cash-cows to be milked, 

while business often sees government as … rent-seeking thieves. A constructive dialogue requires a 

government that is prepared to listen and a private sector that is able to argue coherently for change. 

A project wishing to facilitate such dialogue must invest considerable time and effort in creating the 

conditions for it.  

Experience has shown that greater engagement between government and the private sector can 

improve the quality of regulations and increase voluntary compliance, thereby providing a “win-win” 

result. Public-private dialogue has been shown to be effective in improving the quality of regulation 

and in increasing the effectiveness of its implementation. The very act of engaging in discussion can 

also serve as an important mechanism for establishing and building some degree of trust between 

the two sides. For dialogue to be successful, however, certain conditions need to hold. The most 

important of these is that “it takes two to tango”. Dialogue can only be effective if (a) business has 

something constructive to say and (b) government is ready to listen. For the most part, in the DRC 

neither of these conditions applies. How, then, has ÉLAN approached BE reform? 

                                           

2 See “Is a genuinely sustainable, locally-led, politically-smart approach to economic governance and Business 

Environment Reform possible?” for a discussion of the Nigerian experience, available at 

http://www.businessenvironment.org/dyn/be/docs/308/ENABLE2%20Discussion%20Paper%2020-12-17.pdf 
3 https://www.trademarkea.com/ 

http://www.businessenvironment.org/dyn/be/docs/308/ENABLE2%20Discussion%20Paper%2020-12-17.pdf
https://www.trademarkea.com/
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A Pragmatic and Opportunistic Approach 
ÉLAN’s approach to BE reform has been both pragmatic and opportunistic. Pragmatic because we 

have focused on what is possible: there is general agreement on what constitutes a good or bad 

business enabling environment but knowing what is good does not necessarily mean that this state 

is achievable – at least not in the short or medium term. This has naturally pushed the programme 

to concentrate on policy implementation rather than policy change. Opportunistic because, in BE 

reform, timing can be crucial. 

During the course of the ÉLAN programme, there have been several interventions specific to the 

business environment, in addition to the numerous other interventions where the business 

environment is a factor influencing the outcome. We will use some of these to illustrate the ÉLAN 

approach and draw out lessons from our experience. Our first example is from the renewable energy 

sector, where market development has faced a fiscal regime that severely constrains sector growth. 

Renewable Energy – the future looks bright 

One of the most successful intervention areas for ÉLAN RDC has been the renewable energy sector. 

Work has concentrated on domestic solar home systems (SHS) and improved cook stoves (ICS) in a 

country where only around 9% of the population has access to the public electricity grid. ÉLAN has 

worked with local and foreign manufacturers and distributors to develop the market and stimulate 

demand through increased awareness of the economic and health benefits of ICS and SHS over 

traditional cooking and lighting methods. A major constraint to market growth in the DRC, where 

consumer purchasing power is very low, is the retail price of the products. Innovative payment 

solutions such as “Pay As You Go” have helped to tackle this but the problem is exacerbated by high 

customs duties levied on imports (almost 100% of solar products are imported). VAT is also charged 

on these products, so around one-third of the final retail price is made up of taxes and duties. In many 

African countries, governments have exempted these products from VAT and customs duties. ÉLAN 

and its partners would like the government of the DRC to do the same. 

Early in the project, it became clear that the tax burden was a major constraint to market growth but 

the market was extremely thin, with only a few local players and no international firms. Exploration of 

the issue with government indicated that the Ministry of Energy was sympathetic but, in the face of 

pressure on government revenues, the Office of the Prime Minister vetoed any suggestion of tax 

About ÉLAN RDC 
ÉLAN RDC is a UKAID market development project in the DRC implemented by Adam Smith International. 

The project aims to reduce poverty in the DRC by increasing the incomes of over one million poor 

smallholders, producers, entrepreneurs and consumers by the end of 2020. 

Despite its extraordinary economic potential, the DRC remains desperately poor. Decades of conflict, 

instability and poor governance have taken their toll, and 85% of the population living in poverty lack the 

opportunities to lift themselves out of poverty. 

We work to tackle the root causes of market failures and constraints. We work with the private sector to 

design and spread new economic models that increase income, create jobs and lower prices for the poorest. 

Our work places a particular focus on advancing the role of poor Congolese women and adolescent girls, 

some of the most marginalised in the world. 

ÉLAN RDC works across four geographical areas and six sectors of the economy. 

• Perennial agriculture • Access to finance • Renewable energy 

• Non-perennial agriculture • Mobile money • Transport 

We have more than 200 partnerships with private sector actors in the DRC, providing technical advice, 

leveraging funds and fostering networks to change business practices. 
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concessions. Local private sector stakeholders were reluctant to engage with government (on any level 

– not just in relation to this issue) so the prospects for success from any advocacy by ÉLAN, which 

would have been acting essentially alone, were considered to be remote. The time was not yet ripe 

for change. 

It was clear that the best vehicle to lobby for tax exemptions would be an industry association. In 

2015, however, no association existed and there were few market players with which to form one. Any 

move to create an association would have risked creating a zombie organisation with the outward 

appearance of an association but no capacity, dependent entirely on ÉLAN for its existence and 

operation. Although the way forward was clear, the conditions to start the journey were not in place. 

For the time being, market development would have to take place in spite of an adverse fiscal regime, 

rather than being supported by a favourable one. 

It was not until 2017 that the renewable energy sector achieved a critical mass of private sector actors. 

ÉLAN and its partners agreed that: (1) there were enough active players who were committed to the 

DRC to merit forming an association; and (2) further significant growth of the market was being 

materially hindered by the tax regime. This led to the first meetings of the nascent association “ACERD” 

(Association Congolaise pour les Énergies Renouvelables et Décentralisées) in the first half of 2018. 

At the time of writing, the statutes and bylaws of the association have been adopted, the board and 

officers have been elected and an action plan is being prepared. A research report has been 

commissioned to provide a basis on which to advocate for tax changes, and contacts with the 

government have been initiated to open the door for a constructive, evidence-based dialogue. The 

association is planning its advocacy as soon as the new government has been formed. 

Business environment theory and practice – regulatory 

implementation 
When seen from the outside, the business environment of a country can appear to be quite benign. 

Closer examination, however, often reveals that the reality is very different, usually to the detriment 

of small businesses. This is a problem of implementation (or lack of implementation) of policies, laws 

and regulations by public sector agents. ÉLAN has encountered several instances of discrepancies 

between the texts governing the business environment and typical practice on the ground. These 

problems are simple to identify but not necessarily easy or quick to resolve. Two examples illustrate 

some of the considerations in tackling them: cross-border trade and illegal taxes on water transport. 

Implementing the COMESA Simplified Trade Regime 

The DRC is a member of the Community of Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) and has signed up 

to the Simplified Trade Regime (Régime Commercial Simplifié – RECOS) for small cross-border traders. 

This provides for total exemption from some border taxes and reduced rates on others for small traders 

carrying goods less than US$2,000 in total value, subject to certain conditions. The inter-ministerial 

order mandating implementation of RECOS was issued in July 2016 and published in the Official Journal 

at the end of February 2017. RECOS applies to trade across the eastern and southern borders of the 

DRC, with Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi and Zambia. A majority of traders are women and, though 

authoritative data are not available, total numbers of traders at the ten main border crossing points 

are estimated at over 50,000. The potential gains from RECOS for traders are clearly substantial. 

Implementation of the order has been, unfortunately, very slow (and is still, in late 2018, not 

complete). Once the authorities in Kinshasa had issued the implementation order, they appeared less 

interested in following up this instruction, and it is a considerable distance from Kinshasa to the eastern 

borders of the DRC: out of sight, out of mind. ÉLAN saw an opportunity to support the implementation 

process as a means of improving business conditions for small traders. The timing was right and all 

the legal elements were in place; what was needed was to bring them together. 
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The intervention was a hybrid of facilitation and direct action. On the one hand, starting with the two 

busiest border crossings, Goma Petite Barrière (bordering Rwanda) and Kasumbalesa (bordering 

Zambia), ÉLAN worked with the Associations of Cross-Border Traders (ACTs) to support their 

formalisation and build their capacity to engage constructively with government bodies. On the other, 

ÉLAN made direct approaches to the Ministry of Foreign Trade and the Customs Authority (DGDA) in 

Kinshasa to ensure that the necessary instructions were conveyed via provincial offices to the staff at 

the border posts. ÉLAN also facilitated meetings between the ACT and border agencies to discuss 

practical issues relating to implementation and promote a greater spirit of trust and cooperation 

amongst the different groups. 

The final step was the broader dissemination of information about the new regulations. If individual 

traders remained unaware of their rights, they would be unable to defend them against government 

staff who chose to ignore the instructions to apply RECOS. ÉLAN therefore organised round-table 

discussions on RECOS involving all of the key players – ACT, DGDA, immigration, health and hygiene 

officials, and border police as well as a senior official from the central government in Kinshasa. The 

round-tables were recorded and broadcast at different times on several local radio stations over a 

period of weeks. Leaflets in French and Swahili summarising the key points of RECOS and its eligibility 

criteria were also prepared for distribution amongst traders. 

Since then, application of RECOS has remained high. Problems still occur but the relationship that has 

been built between the ACTs and the state agencies allows these for the most part to be resolved 

effectively. ÉLAN remains in contact with the ACTs and is supporting the creation of a national umbrella 

association, which will make advocacy at the national level easier for all of the ACTs. RECOS has not 

yet been implemented at all border posts but this process is continuing and the creation of the national 

association will help the ACTs to help each other and to maintain the gains already made. 

The implementation of the simplified trade regime remains work in progress. There are signs that 

some government officers still attempt on occasion to flout the regulations and extort illegal 

payments through harassment and threats. The growing strength of the ACTs, however, has so far 

been sufficient to prevent these incidents from becoming the norm at the busier border points. At 

some of the smaller border posts, unfortunately, RECOS has still not been implemented; the 

replication that might be anticipated in a classical market systems model has not materialised. There 

are several reasons for this: the political economy is less favourable at these smaller crossing points; 

they are less visible to central government and, with fewer traders, the associations have less power. 

Government border officials, who stand to lose both income and power from RECOS implementation, 

are not prepared to relinquish those benefits without a struggle. ÉLAN will continue its methodical 

approach of capacity building and engagement to extend the benefits of RECOS to all the border 

crossings. The next stage of capacity building will develop the financial independence of the ACTs 

so that they can take full control of their own destiny. 

The transport sector has seen a similar intervention but with somewhat different results. 

Illegal river transport taxes in Equateur 

One of ÉLAN’s target sectors is transport, a significant part of which is lake and river transport. A factor 

constraining the development of the sector is the prevalence of illegal taxation of boat operators by 

state agencies. This increases the costs of operations and also causes substantial losses of time, 

thereby reducing efficiency. These effects cascade down to small-scale agricultural producers in rural 

areas, whose only routes to market are often via water transport. In 2014, the central government 

issued an inter-ministerial order, officially abolishing 38 illegal taxes and charges that were being levied 

by state agencies on water transport operators. 

In early 2015, in Equateur province, ÉLAN supported the association of boat operators (UCAB) in its 

engagement with the provincial government in order to implement the order. The association formed 
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an advocacy coalition with civil society groups and other business associations, notably the local 

chapter of the Fédération d’Entreprises du Congo (FEC), the main national business association. ÉLAN 

engaged with the office of the Provincial Governor and facilitated a dialogue involving the advocacy 

coalition and the state agencies active in the water transport sector. As noted in the main text, ÉLAN 

did not enter into deep engagement with the government but, following the dialogue, at which the 

Governor made clear that the order was to be respected, the average level of illegal taxes paid per 

voyage by boat operators fell from FC98,000 to FC41,000, a reduction of 58%. 

On 30 June 2015 the 11 provinces of the DRC were sub-divided into 26. The province of Equateur 

became five new provinces, one of which retained the name of Equateur, centred on the capital of the 

original province, Mbandaka. This had two consequences for the tax dialogue: the creation of multiple 

sets of government where there had been only one increased the pressure to gather revenue for the 

state apparatus; and at the same time it initiated a period of institutional weakness and instability. 

There have been five Governors of the new Equateur province since April 2016; with each change 

there have been significant changes of personnel at senior levels, not just in political officers but in the 

civil service. This has served to destroy much of the institutional memory that exists within the decision-

making levels of the provincial government. As a result, it has not been possible to maintain the 

dialogue that had been established with the government. 

One effect of the lack of a continuing public-private dialogue has been an element of backsliding by 

some of the state agencies. Some of the 38 taxes have started to reappear with new names (but 

charged on the same basis as the previously banned tax). Others never went away, with the worst 

offenders in this respect being the armed forces, over which Governors have little influence. ÉLAN and 

UCAB have explored a new approach, which would involve the generation of a “white list” of permitted 

taxes and rates rather than a “black list” of banned charges but, following the replacement of a key 

technical adviser at the provincial tax office, this approach has stalled. For the time being, there is no 

government interlocutor for the private sector to engage with. Nevertheless, the situation remains 

better than before the advocacy and dialogue, improving the livelihoods of both boat operators and 

small-scale farmers. 

This example provides contrasting examples of success and failure. It highlights, for example, some 

of the difficulties associated with implementation of what might seem like a fairly straightforward 

regulation. Whereas for the most part the civil government agencies have, under pressure from the 

Governor, complied with the order, the military, largely immune to such pressure, has not. Further 

advocacy is needed at national rather than provincial level to bring about compliance by the armed 

forces. At present, the prospects for such advocacy appear poor because personal rivalries between 

leaders of different private sector groups have prevented the formation of a national coalition to 

take the advocacy forward. 

The final example from ÉLAN’s experience comes in the coffee sector, an industry with the potential 

to generate substantial export revenues for the DRC (and which has done so in the past). 

Reviving the Coffee Sector 

Coffee was once the most important export crop in the Democratic Republic of Congo. During the 

1980s, annual coffee exports reached 80,000 tonnes and provided income to more than 800,000 

households. More recently, official coffee exports have averaged only 10,000 tonnes per year. The 

many taxes on the sector, both formal and informal, and limited access to finance, have been major 

contributors to the current situation. When ÉLAN commenced its work in the coffee sector, it was 

estimated that between 50 and 80 per cent of coffee produced in North and South Kivu (in the east of 

the country) was smuggled out of the DRC and into Rwanda and Uganda, largely to avoid the taxes 

levied on legal exports. 
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Following a competitiveness workshop in Goma in June 2014, ÉLAN provided support to the major 

coffee exporters to form the Association d’Exportateurs de Cacao et Café (ASSECCAF). With continuing 

support from ÉLAN, ASSECCAF successfully lobbied for the implementation of article 73 of the 

agriculture law of 24 December 2011. This article set a limit on the total service charges payable to 

state agencies of 0.25% of the export value for all agricultural products. As a result of this advocacy, 

which involved dialogue with several different ministries, state agencies and the office of the president, 

an inter-ministerial order was signed in October 2015 to bring this reduction into force. Following the 

entry into force of the order, workshops were held to ensure widespread awareness of the order and 

its application. 

This was, however, only the first stage of a long journey towards a more supportive business 

environment for the coffee and cocoa sector. In June 2016, ASSECCAF launched further advocacy on 

two issues: 

1. Reduction of the charges payable to the National Coffee Office (ONC) on coffee exports to 2% 

from the current rates of 4.5% for Robusta and 3.5% for Arabica; and 

2. The elimination of illegal barriers and charges that hinder exports along the main exit routes 

from North- and South-Kivu. 

A joint advocacy initiative with the Fédération d’Entreprises du Congo (FEC) on the reduction of service 

charges has been ongoing at the national level since 2016 but progress has been difficult, with strong 

resistance from the ONC to any reduction in its charges, in spite of the clear evidence that this acts as 

an incentive for smuggling and reduces the competitiveness of Congolese coffee. Advocacy on illegal 

charges and other hindrances has been directed at the provincial level, with the main focus on Ituri 

province, where these “tracasseries” are most severe. Although there has been some success, for the 

most part the response from the state authorities has been disappointing. 

BE reform – practical considerations 
A number of points come out from the experiences described in the previous section. They are 

expanded below. 

1. BE reform is primarily a political, rather than a technical, process 
Many well-intentioned BE reform interventions by aid-funded projects fail because they apply a 

technical solution to a political problem. It should, perhaps, be obvious that attempting to introduce 

“international best practice” into chronically weak institutions is unlikely to be a recipe for success. 

The introduction of a best practice solution to an identified problem will almost inevitably fail, even 

if the local political establishment supports the reform, because the local institutions lack the capacity 

to implement the proposed solution. 

Frequently, however, a technical approach fails because it takes insufficient account of the political 

and institutional context of the problem. For example, a process that works well where an apolitical 

civil service provides continuity and institutional memory is unlikely to be as effective in countries 

where the civil service is highly politicised and subject to wholesale change with every political shift. 

The technical approach can lead to what has been called “isomorphic mimicry”, where institutions 

have every appearance of capability without functioning in any way as intended. It should also be 

remembered that some elements of the local political establishment may very well not support 

reform and will fight, overtly or covertly, to thwart any change. 

This has been the case for transport taxes, where the military has ignored the order issued by the 

civilian authorities and has continued to harass and extort money from boat operators. The possibility 

of such an outcome was recognised at the outset but the benefits of even partial elimination of 

illegal taxes were seen as sufficient to merit intervention; which proved correct. 
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Perhaps the most important aspect of the political nature of BE reform, however, is one of its central 

characteristics: only the government can “supply” the BE reform that business is demanding. Many 

governments view such reform as a zero-sum game, where they give up something in return for 

benefits gained by the private sector. In the DRC, where much illegal taxation occurs to supplement 

or replace inadequate or absent public sector salaries, this is arguably an accurate model from the 

point of view of some stakeholder groups. In such a situation, the level of enthusiasm for reform is 

likely to be low. The market systems development approach is all about leveraging incentives; if 

there are no incentives for change, there is a problem. As noted in the introduction, however, a 

dysfunctional system may well provide incentives for some of the political actors in the system to 

support change. This was precisely the case in gaining the support of the Governor of Sud-Ubangi 

for elimination of illegal river transport taxes. Good stakeholder analysis, to determine the true 

interests of stakeholders and hence identify their behavioural drivers and incentives, holds the key 

to unlocking reform. 

2. A journey rather than a destination 
This brings us to another important consideration. As noted above, if a development project pays 

insufficient concern to the political economy, it may not be fully aware that some of the local partners 

do not want to enact reform. We need always to bear in mind that poor regulation or weak 

enforcement of regulation is not necessarily unintentional. There are many cases in which laws and 

regulations are opaque, confusing or ambiguous because this serves the interests of certain powerful 

groups, often political elites. The sort of fundamental reform that would be desirable for a thriving 

economy may not be desirable to those vested interests; in the event of a conflict between an aid 

project and the local political establishment, there will be only one winner. Even if the outside 

intervention appears to achieve victory, this is likely to be short-lived, lasting only until the forces of 

opposition can regroup and roll back or otherwise undermine the reforms as soon as the external 

project has moved onto other concerns. 

A project does not have the staying power of local actors. The creation of a system to monitor the 

survival of reforms can help to prevent this sort of policy reversal, even in the face of a concerted 

effort for counter-reform. ÉLAN has put considerable effort into building the capacity of local 

stakeholders to try to ensure as far as possible that reforms “stick”. For example, in Sud-Ubangi 

province (part of Equateur prior to the 2016 découpage), the Comité de Pilotage, which includes 

representatives of transport operators, other private sector actors and civil society groups, as well 

as government officers, was created. The function of this committee is to oversee the maintenance 

of a newly constructed road and ensure that the funds from tolls are not diverted elsewhere (in 

contrast to the example below of a tollgate for road maintenance, situated within 1km of a destroyed 

bridge in South-Kivu). 

  

Arguably the best result has been achieved in coffee, where, with support from ÉLAN, ASSECCAF 

has established itself as a key interlocutor for the government on issues concerning the sector. This 
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has served both to ensure the sustainability of change and to build a collaborative relationship with 

the Office Nationale de Café, the government agency with primary responsibility for the sector. This 

in turn is helping in the further development of coffee cultivation in the eastern DRC and a joint 

effort against illegal trade in coffee and cocoa. Note, however, that this does not imply that the 

advocacy has been completely successful, as several areas of disagreement still exist in the coffee 

sector. 

3. United we stand 
The establishment of sustained and sustainable public-private dialogue (PPD) platforms such as the 

Comité de Pilotage and the Coffee Working Group described above is exactly the type of systemic 

change in the business environment eco-system that a market systems project should seek to effect. 

This will not always be possible but, when it is, the impact can be far-reaching and can serve to 

build the trust necessary for a long-term partnership approach to economic development and poverty 

reduction.  

Whether a long-term PPD platform is established or a dialogue is just a short-term, single-issue 

discussion, there is strength in numbers. This applies to associations (the more the members, the 

louder the voice and the greater the legitimacy) but, more importantly in BE reform, the creation of 

a coalition can greatly increase the power of advocacy. Advocacy by a single group or association 

can sometimes be dismissed by government decision-makers as special interest pleading or rent-

seeking. This is more difficult to do when several different groups act in concert; if a coalition also 

includes representatives from the public sector then it becomes almost impossible to ignore. In 

recognition of this, ÉLAN has sought to build coalitions in every one of its BE interventions. In the 

case of illegal transport taxes, ÉLAN engaged early on with the Governor’s office in Equateur to win 

his support for reform. By highlighting the potential for an increase in receipts to the state treasury, 

ÉLAN and its private sector partners were able to enlist the Governor onto their side, thus greatly 

improving the prospects of success. 

Similarly, the association of coffee exporters, ASSECCAF, represented the majority of the formal 

sector exporters in the eastern DRC and thus was legitimate in the eyes of the government, at both 

regional and national level. The historical steep decline in formal exports of coffee that had resulted 

from the high levels of formal and informal taxes and the corresponding fall in government revenues 

from the trade brought in several ministries as partners for reform. Together, this public-private 

coalition was able to start to reduce the fiscal burden on the coffee sector. ASSECCAF continues to 

work alongside the Fédération d’Entreprises du Congo (FEC) to strengthen its advocacy. 

4. Local actors can navigate the system better than you can 
Regardless of the amount of political economy and stakeholder analysis a project undertakes, local 

actors will have a far better intuitive understanding of how everything works (or doesn’t work) than 

an outsider. Local consultants, local businesses and local associations have been immersed in the 

system all their lives and will be better able to work within its constraints and idiosyncrasies than an 

international consultant. That said, the outside experience, wider knowledge and possibly greater 

objectivity of an outsider also adds value. This combination of local and international experience and 

expertise is potentially very powerful and can create a harmonious “marriage” of international and 

local experience and practice.  

As noted earlier, projects should beware the siren call of “international best practice”. Best practice 

solutions can only be implemented and maintained by high capacity institutions, which are rare in 

fragile states. Strong local input can help to avoid the application of inappropriate solutions. A best 

practice approach will be cognisant of the institutional, political and other constraints of the system 

and will inform the choice of solution. 
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This tension between “best” and “good enough” (or even “not really good enough but a step in the 

right direction”) is more easily resolved through close collaboration with local actors than by an 

external operator acting in isolation. Any solution to a BE problem needs to have some degree of 

political acceptability and legitimacy. Recalling that state actors are essentially monopoly suppliers 

of reform, understanding what is and is not politically acceptable to them is critical to success. 

Knowing which levers to pull can make the difference between achieving the desired result and not. 

ÉLAN has made extensive use of political economy analysis to identify and vet potential partners. 

They in turn can provide greater insight into effective lines of attack on an issue, possibly including 

approaches that would be unavailable or unknown to an internationally funded, externally driven 

project. This does, however, call for care in the selection of an appropriate partner association; some 

considerations on this point are contained in the annex. 

5. Timing matters 
The timing of reform attempts can be of critical importance in determining the prospects for success. 

This issue can manifest itself in different ways, as the experience of ÉLAN has shown. 

In the renewable energy sector, for example, the experience of other countries, notably in East 

Africa, has shown both the benefits of improved access to energy and the brake on market growth 

caused by high taxes and duties. In 2015, exploration of the issue with government showed that, at 

that time, any tax concessions would have been infeasible on both economic and political grounds. 

In addition, the industry itself was small and could offer little short-term benefit to government to 

offset the revenue loss that would result from any policy change.  

By 2017, however, as more businesses, both local and international, entered the market, the 

renewable energy sector achieved a critical mass. Concurrently, higher commodity prices boosting 

government revenues and a reduction in political tension, created a more amenable environment 

for change. At this point, ÉLAN revisited the issue. The position of the government had moved 

slightly: “Make the case for change and we will listen to your arguments”. The greater number of 

market players also increased the viability of a sector association, which was launched, with support 

from ÉLAN, in the first half of 2018. By the end of the ÉLAN project, the sector association will be 

fully operational and a research report, commissioned by ÉLAN, will be available to support advocacy 

by the association for a reduction in the fiscal burden on the sector. 

At times, the success or failure of an intervention depends less on the skill of the project staff or the 

quality of the planning and implementation and more on a stroke of good or bad luck. Of course, in 

planning an intervention, a project will assess the risks and have mitigation measures in place but it 

is neither possible nor desirable to identify and establish responses to every single risk factor. This 

is very much like the question of timing except that, whereas good timing may be determined by 

investigation, luck is, by its nature, unanticipated. The experience with river transport taxes is an 

example of this. In the north of the DRC, the decoupage process had a strongly negative impact on 

the on-going dialogue but ÉLAN had already achieved some positive results before this happened. 

6. Reform can take much time and treasure 
All market systems interventions take time to implement and bear fruit. In a value chain intervention, 

the obstacles usually relate to overcoming prejudice, demonstrating better practices, raising 

awareness, etc. and ultimately showing sceptical market actors that a different approach is 

profitable. It is fairly uncommon to encounter significant, organised opposition. There may well be 

substantial scepticism and reluctance to embrace change but (with some exceptions) this tends to 

be passive rather than active opposition. Furthermore, the results of an agricultural intervention may 

start to become apparent after only a few months. This is frequently not the case with BE reform, 

where human behaviour is less consistent than agricultural seasons and the desired changes may 

be complex and require a timescale measured in years. 
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In a conventional market system, some transformational change is possible through relatively 

straight-forward changes in practice (though this is not to understate the effort that may be required 

to effect the changes). Other, more complex interventions may require considerably more time and 

effort. Changes in BE policy-making and implementation typically lie at this more complex end of 

the spectrum. They are also likely to be strongly opposed, even if not openly, by vested interests 

that stand to lose out from reform. 

The most effective advocacy uses evidence to make the case for change. Where will this evidence 

come from? Who will provide it? In some cases, the evidence can be gathered by the members of 

an association, with support provided for its collation and presentation. For example, ÉLAN found 

willing partners in the boat operators concerned about illegal taxes; tax diaries detailing the sums 

of money paid, the reasons for payment and the levying agency were kept by several members of 

the association, both to confirm the existence of the illegal taxes and to measure the impact of the 

reforms agreed through dialogue with the authorities. For other questions, such as fiscal reform in 

the renewable energy and coffee sectors, more rigorous research and analysis has been required. 

In these cases, the associations do not have the expertise in-house to carry out the research or the 

financial resources to pay for it. Here, there is little choice but for the project to foot the bill, as ÉLAN 

has done. There is often also a need for hand-holding for an extended period, during which an 

association can develop and grow in confidence about its own ability to work independently. 

The central point here is that BE reform rarely lends itself to a “quick fix”. Be prepared for the long 

haul. 

Direct intervention or market system approach? 
For a private sector development programme such as ÉLAN, whether to act directly or take a market 

system approach is an important question when tackling business environment constraints. 

When the “core” intervention is in an agricultural market: rice, maize, cassava, etc. it is easy to think 

of a BE constraint as one of the “rules of the game” that can be tackled directly. In other words, 

there is a temptation for the project to take direct action to remove the constraint rather than 

adopting the same facilitative approach that underpins M4P. This could be, for example, direct 

advocacy by the project for tax reform or better regulatory implementation rather than supporting 

local organisations in their lobbying efforts. ÉLAN has largely resisted this temptation but it is always 

present, and there are situations in which a direct intervention may be justified. 

Taking a direct approach can be a legitimate choice made by a project team but it is important to 

be aware that it is a choice. BE reform can itself be considered a market system and thus can (and 

arguably should, where possible) be tackled using the M4P approach. At ÉLAN, we have recognised 

that where private sector associations are weak, this may be problematic and so a more direct 

approach may sometimes be necessary. 

There are explicit trade-offs in the choice of approach which are not always acknowledged. The 

central choice is between speed of resolution and robustness of change. In a direct intervention, the 

project has far greater control over the activity and is less reliant on other stakeholders to achieve 

the reform being sought. There is no need to identify a suitable partner or partners in advance or 

to form a coalition for change. The donor-funded project takes on the advocacy to the government 

at whatever level is appropriate and is able (one hopes) to bring about the change. 

This direct approach, however, ignores all of the principles that underpin market systems 

interventions and the experience of failure that brought about the M4P approach in the first place. 

The price of direct intervention may be a lack of ownership of the reform by local actors; these 

reforms may be less resilient than ones enacted (perhaps less rapidly) through local actors. There 

is often opposition to BE change, and if local ownership is low or absent, opponents of the change 
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may be able to roll back reform or find ways around the change. For an extended treatise on this, 

see Sailboats, not Trains4. This was partly observed in the water transport sector as the forces 

benefitting from the illegal taxes found ways to bring them back under alternative names. 

An aid-funded project does not have the necessary stamina and long-term presence to ensure that 

reform is robust in the face of counterattacks. A systemic and locally-grounded approach to the 

reform process will naturally build a more powerful coalition for change which will be better able to 

resist attempts to undo reforms. The logical conclusion to this line of argument is that a facilitative, 

systemic approach is always to be preferred. Situations are rarely quite as clear-cut as this analysis 

might suggest, however. At the heart of the matter is the trade-off between speed and robustness 

of reform. Factors to consider include: 

• How long is it likely to take to achieve the desired reform by the two different approaches 

and how much time do we have? 

• What is the strength of the opposition and potential for undoing change? 

• How strong a pro-change coalition can we generate? 

• Are the public sector institutions sufficiently stable to merit a systemic approach? 

• Can we build sufficient capacity in the private sector to sustain change? 

• Is there some extent to which the desired reform is self-sustaining? 

This is not a totally binary decision. In a situation of institutional weakness, for example, it may 

be that the most effective approach is a hybrid that uses elements of both, with some direct action 

in tandem with some more facilitative activities. ÉLAN has done precisely this on more than one 

occasion. The initial engagement with the Governor of Equateur on illegal transport taxes, for 

example, was driven directly by ÉLAN before it stepped back into a more facilitative role in support 

of the public-private dialogue. Similarly, ÉLAN made preliminary contacts with national government 

on fiscal reform to support the growth of renewable energy in parallel with its early support to the 

creation of an association for the sector. 

While care must be taken to avoid inserting the project into a central position in dialogue, the 

experience of ÉLAN has shown that selective direct intervention can accelerate the progress of 

reform without sacrificing resilience. In a context of fragility such as that found in the DRC, this 

combination of approaches has been effective. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
The experience of ÉLAN has reinforced some of the findings from experience elsewhere in seeking 

to achieve business environment reform. ÉLAN has confirmed that a practical, pragmatic and 

politically astute approach to the business environment can yield results, even in the most 

challenging of contexts. It is also worth noting that achieving these reforms has not for the most 

part involved significant “technical” inputs in the sense of drafting new laws, policies or regulations. 

The great majority of the work has concerned the implementation of existing measures or 

information dissemination to increase transparency and accountability. Indeed, ÉLAN has consciously 

concentrated on questions of policy implementation rather than policy change. The most important 

reason for this is that effecting policy change is more complex and slower than implementing an 

existing policy – as seen in the experiences of ASSECCAF in the coffee sector. 

When discussing questions of development and the lessons to be learnt from experience, a common 

cry is that, “My country is different.” This is a truism; of course, every country is different and it is 

important to take these differences into account in designing and implementing interventions. When 

                                           

4 Kleinfeld, Rachel, Improving Development Aid Design and Evaluation: Plan for Sailboats, not Trains, Carnegie 

Endowment for Peace, 2015 https://carnegieendowment.org/files/devt_design_implementation.pdf  

https://carnegieendowment.org/files/devt_design_implementation.pdf
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the interventions have a strongly political character this becomes even more important. Typically, 

however, there are many more similarities than differences in the principles of engagement. This is 

not the same as having a “one size fits all” solution. It is important to distinguish between a best 

practice solution and a best practice approach. If one has an understanding of what has worked 

elsewhere – and, importantly, why it worked – and thus what might work in a slightly different 

context, a project has a starting point from which to explore solutions. As ever, the devil is in the 

detail but having sound principles as a basis allows the project team to work with its partners on 

getting those important details right. 

ÉLAN has achieved a number of successes through its interventions in business environment issues. 

Not all of these have been complete and some reforms remain only partial or under threat of being 

reversed. However, through a pragmatic approach to BE reform, taking the opportunities that have 

been presented, ÉLAN has helped to ease the business conditions for many thousands of people in 

the DRC. There are many reasons to be satisfied with the outcomes of ÉLAN’s work in BE reform, 

but there is also room for improvement. The reasons for writing papers such as this one are to share 

successes and showcase “what works” but also to note where there were failures, large or small, 

and to propose ways in which to do better.  

What did ÉLAN do well? 

Strong promotion of public-private dialogue, facilitating discussion 

This is a fundamental element of an M4P approach to BE reform. The core “supply and demand” 

system at the heart of the business environment is an exchange between government and business. 

In all cases, ÉLAN has promoted and facilitated a dialogue involving the main stakeholders. One 

disappointment has been the lack of a dialogue at national level on the river transport tax 

intervention. 

Facilitative approach generally preferred in spite of pressure for direct action 

There is a recognised tension between impact and sustainability. The desire of funding agencies to 

see rapid “results”, i.e. impact, puts pressure on project implementation teams to deliver impact 

quickly. The fastest way to do this is usually by direct intervention, bypassing or side-lining many of 

the local actors. ÉLAN has resisted the temptation to do this in favour of the slower but more robust 

approach of facilitation, creating local ownership of results and increasing the resilience of solutions. 

Selected direct action has helped to bring results more quickly without sacrificing sustainability. 

Support for formation of associations – but ensuring local ownership 

One of the consequences of a weak private sector is that business associations are also weak or, 

sometimes, non-existent. ÉLAN has been prepared to support the formation (or, in one case, the 

resurrection) of business associations as vehicles to organise the private sector and to make the 

case for reform. We have been careful to ensure that local actors play the leading roles, with the 

project providing financial and technical support. From a very early stage, ÉLAN has made it clear 

that this support is conditional upon the actors’ taking control of their own agenda and that financial 

support is not open-ended. This has helped to drive local ownership. 

If, in spite of all efforts, local actors are unenthusiastic about reform, the prospects for sustainability 

are likely to be small. This will waste time and treasure. There are other, better things to do. Walk 

away. 

Coalition building 

United we stand, divided we fall. This is never more true than in advocacy. Building coalitions 

increases the power of a group exponentially; coalitions of public and private sector actors can be 

especially powerful. In every case, ÉLAN has encouraged supporters of reform to band together in 

their advocacy, although it has not always been easy. Where local rivalries have prevented this from 

happening, advocacy has stalled. 



 

16 

Over time, an increasing emphasis on sustainability – explicit capacity building for 

associations 

A recurring theme of ÉLAN’s work is sustainability and nowhere is this more important than in BE 

reform. In order to sustain advocacy, and maintain and defend reforms against opposition, private 

sector associations must be able to sustain themselves, without having to rely permanently on 

external support. ÉLAN has therefore worked not only to develop the advocacy capacity of 

associations but also to build their capacity more generally. This means better governance and 

financial management, services that their members value, and effective communications, both 

internally and externally. This is a slow but necessary process. 

Recognising the importance of dissemination – knowledge empowers 

This is not a new discovery but it is important enough to merit repetition here. Knowledge is power. 

If people do not know the rules, how can they abide by them? Similarly, if they do not know their 

rights, how can they defend them? Dissemination and awareness raising are important elements of 

business environment reform. 

What could ÉLAN have done better? 

Dialogue is a process, not an event – preparation is paramount 

There have been occasions on which ÉLAN might have benefited from taking a little more time to 

prepare the ground before launching into its business environment interventions. Public-private 

dialogue and stakeholder consultation is sometimes seen as an event rather than a process. It should 

be a process, during which much hard work takes place before the “big event” of a formal dialogue 

or workshop. Sometimes a second chance is not available. The project should be confident of the 

outcome before the meeting starts because all of the difficult negotiations have been concluded. It 

is important not to rush in but to act as an “honest broker” for the two sides to resolve their 

differences and come to a common position. This may take considerable time. 

Insufficient focus on sustainability at the outset 

This may seem contradictory, given the point above about emphasising sustainability but, initially, 

building associations was seen as a means to the end of achieving reform, without considering any 

possible need to defend the reforms in the future. ÉLAN subsequently invested considerable time 

and effort in capacity building of associations but this effort was not integrated into the interventions 

from the outset. Earlier consideration of the broader issues of sustainability could have been more 

effective and efficient. 

Shallow public sector engagement 

ÉLAN has had no mandate for substantive interaction with government institutions, hence its 

interventions have concentrated very much on private sector actors. This has limited its ability to 

build sustainable platforms for public-private dialogue. The ESSOR project has been tasked with 

business environment reform rather than ÉLAN. The fact that the projects have operated 

independently and on different time schedules has precluded effective collaboration between them. 

This has not been for the lack of effort by both. 

Future BE reform interventions would be improved by a clear mandate to work simultaneously with 

the public and private sectors and to include other stakeholder groups from civil society. This should 

be incorporated at the project design stage. The experience of ÉLAN and ESSOR shows that running 

parallel programmes is fraught with difficulty. A single programme allows for BE constraints to be 

tackled in concert with other market system constraints in a holistic way. 

Other Lessons 

Limited replication 

One of the assumptions of the M4P model of aid intervention is that success will generate replication 

or “crowding-in” by other actors, keen to reap the benefits that have been demonstrated by the pilot 
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intervention. Whilst this can and does happen, it has been observed very little during the course of 

ÉLAN. We believe that there are three main reasons for this. First, the vastness of the DRC and its 

poor infrastructure makes it difficult for successes to be widely disseminated and the scope for 

learning from the experience of a pilot is thus severely constrained. Second, as noted elsewhere, 

success or failure in BE reform depends greatly on the political economy; at provincial level, for 

example, the attitude of the governor is a key factor in determining the prospects for success of 

reform. Third, even when other actors see successful reforms, their limited capacity means that they 

are still unable to copy the process without substantial support. 

Public sector instability 

One of the characteristics of a fragile state is that the public institutions are unstable, with a 

politicised civil service and frequent changes in senior positions. This can have severe negative 

impacts on the decision-making process and on institutional memory, as shown particularly by the 

example of Equateur province. When the key decision-makers are replaced, this may well mean 

starting again with an advocacy campaign, or at the very least, a hiatus while a new interlocutor is 

briefed on the situation before it can continue. This can be mitigated somewhat by engaging with 

mid-level civil servants as well as more senior staff, who are less likely to be affected by political 

changes, but in hierarchical systems, such access may be difficult. This problem can be especially 

acute if a new governor decides that all the actions of his predecessor are, by definition, bad. 

With friends like these… 

In an aid-intensive environment such as that found in parts of the DRC, the work of programmes 

such as ÉLAN runs the risk of being undermined by the activities of other donor-funded programmes. 

A classic example of this is the tendency of some projects to pay partners and beneficiaries to show 

up to workshops and other events. This does nothing to promote local ownership of projects and 

creates a culture of dependence and entitlement, thus almost guaranteeing that there will be no 

sustainability. Weaning local actors off these sorts of handouts can be a slow and difficult process, 

and may not always be possible. 

Be prepared for the long game – sustainability takes time to embed 

It cannot be stressed enough that achieving sustained reform in the business environment is a long 

process. In some case, even a five-year programme will not be sufficient to be certain of success. 

Funding agencies are ever anxious to demonstrate impact from their support and to report back to 

their own governments and publics. Building the capacity of business associations from close to zero 

to a point where they can operate independently and advocate effectively is not a rapid process. 

This needs to be recognised in the design of any programme of support. 

Short-term impact comes at the cost of long-term sustainability 

Closely related to the previous point, there needs to be less emphasis on immediate impact and 

more on the systemic change that will create an impact over the long-term. An aid project can 

achieve rapid impact by adopting a direct delivery approach but this displaces the local actors from 

their roles and will not be sustainable. The impact will rapidly dissipate once the programme closes, 

unless it is followed by another in a never-ending commitment. Indeed, there is an argument that 

setting an impact target during the lifetime of a reform programme creates the wrong incentives. 

By all means measure the impact but do not set targets. The targets should be for systemic change; 

impact will inevitably result. 

Reform is political, not technical. Be politically savvy 

This theme has run throughout the paper. All the technical assistance in the world will achieve 

nothing if a solution is not politically acceptable. Concentrate on what is possible, not what is perfect. 

As part of the feasibility assessment, identify incentives for change. If they cannot be found, success 

is unlikely. 



 

18 

Annex. Business associations: who to work with 
In a country with a poor business environment and a weak private sector, market systems 

practitioners may have only a limited choice of potential partners. If no suitable organisation exists 

already, it may be possible to create one around one or more existing private-sector partners, though 

this has pitfalls of its own, especially relating to sustainability.  

An aid-intensive environment such as the DRC creates an additional obstacle for market-based 

approaches to business environment reform. Firstly, the presence of a large number of aid 

programmes directly creates massive distortions in the economy. Secondly, the availability of 

substantial sums of aid money can very rapidly create a culture of dependency amongst local actors; 

the answer to the question, “Who pays?” is always, “A donor project.” For associations, this can 

create a disconnection between officers and members. 

Dysfunction in associations can come in several forms; some types of business associations 

encountered where the private sector is weak are summarised on the following page. 

1. Captured by the state. In an environment of economic fragility, where the private sector is 

weak, the continued existence of some associations can depend greatly on the support of the 

government. The dependency may be relatively benign, e.g. the forbearance or disinterest of the 

authorities, or it may extend to officers of the association being appointed and paid by government 

at some level. Partly as a result of state capture, capacity is often quite high. Such an association is 

unlikely to risk upsetting the state by challenging decisions or actions by public sector employees or 

politicians but may nevertheless be of value in some circumstances. It should, however, be treated 

circumspectly. 

2. Captured by the elite. This is a fate to which apex associations can be especially prone. As a 

national body representing a number of local or regional associations or subsidiary chapters, it is 

easy to become detached from the membership at local level. The association is now beholden to a 

small number of members or groups, typically large businesses with good political connections, and 

has little or no interest in the more numerous but less powerful smaller members. If its interests 

align with those of a project, the political connections can make it a useful partner, even if only for 

a short period. If not, leave well alone. 

3. Gentlemen’s club. At some point in the past, this association may have been functional but, 

over time, the original justification has been lost and the organisation is now run for the benefit of 

one or more of the officers, who have been in post for as long as anyone can remember. There are 

major governance problems and the association no longer represents the members but the members 

are unconcerned because they pay no membership fees and may even occasionally benefit from the 

association’s activities. If the issue is of interest or concern to the president, there may be some 

motivation to work with the project but this is unlikely to be sustained over an extended period if it 

entails significant expenditure of effort. A variant of this is the vanity project association. It is 

identical in most respects to the Gentlemen’s club except that the leader is motivated to work for 

his own self-image. This latter type can conceivably be a useful partner. 

4. Follow the money. This type of organisation often looks like an association, but is not. Once 

upon a time, it was created by a project to fill a perceived gap. It was reliant then upon financial 

support from a project and it remains so. It is similar in many ways to the gentleman’s club in that 

the members pay no dues; they probably never did because a donor paid for everything. The officers 

wear the link to an international aid project like a badge of honour. The result is an organisation 

whose core competence is seeking financial support. It will work with a project on any issue if it will 

generate income but only for as long as the money is there. Unlikely to contribute to a sustainable 

result. 
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5. Zombie association. Like a type 4 association, it was most likely established as a result of an 

initiative by an aid project or even by government to organise a group of economic actors. Unlike 

type 4 associations, there was no local ownership by those people it was intended to represent even 

at the outset so it has never functioned as intended. All of its activities were externally driven and 

now that the external impetus has been lost (the original project closed or government moved on 

to another initiative) the shell of the association is all that remains.  

6. Grassroots associations. A genuinely grassroots association is typically very close to its 

members and is generally strongly motivated to work in the interests of its members. What is lacking 

is capacity. Most groups of this type will have had no experience of advocating to public authorities 

and they may not even realise that such a course of action is open to them. They are typically very 

willing but in most cases have extremely limited capacity, either human or financial. The obstacles 

here relate mainly to their ability to absorb support and their credibility with state actors. If sufficient 

time and resources are available, however, they can prove to be highly effective, acting with the 

zeal of a convert. 


