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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! 


