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1. Introduction 
 

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the New Partnership for Africa’s 
Development (NEPAD), underscore the importance of good governance, democracy and the rule of 
law as prerequisites for equitable, inclusive and sustainable economic and social development. Political 
parties, the machinery for democratic control of political power, articulate and aggregate the interests 
of diverse groups in society and form a basis of public participation. Political parties perform a number 
of functions that are vital to the public welfare systems. These include, among others, helping to 
fashion, legitimate, implement and monitor public policies, socializing and educating citizens; 
institutionalizing societal systems and fostering social and political stability.1 
 

In light of the above, the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) in its 2006/2007 Work 
Programme in substantive servicing of the fourth session of the Committee on Human Development 
and Civil Society of the then Development Policy Management Division (DPMD), now Governance 
and Public Administration Division (GPAD), has included a non-recurrent publication on “Political 
parties and public policies.” This task forms part of a broader mandate of the ECA to promote good 
governance, spur faster economic growth, reduce poverty and contribute towards achieving the MDGs. 
In addition, the activity is in compliance with various United Nations  General Assembly mandates that 
invite member States and regional, subregional and other organizations and arrangements to enhance 
their role in promoting and consolidating democracy, by elaborating, identifying and disseminating 
best practices and experiences at the regional, subregional and cross-regional levels in promoting and 
protecting democratic processes.2 
 

Furthermore, the United Nations General Secretariat, in its initiative for Africa, made the 
strengthening of civil society and the promotion of popular participation core priorities. It was then that 
through collaborative effort between African people's organizations, African governments and United 
Nations agencies, the African Charter for Popular Participation in Development and Transformation 
was adopted in Arusha, Tanzania, in February 19903. 
 

The purposes of the present report are two fold : (a) to determine to what extent political parties 
influence the policy process in Africa and (b) to come up with recommendations on how to enhance 
the role and the capacity of political parties to participate actively in the policy process.  

 
2. Political Parties, Governance and the Policy Agenda  
 

Political parties are central to the process of democratic governance, as they constitute a major 
platform for the articulation, aggregation and formulation of the policy agenda.  They express citizens’ 
preferences on pub lic policies as their ideological orientation, manifesto and agenda define their policy 
choices or stance.  Political parties create alternative policy worldviews, both domestic and 
international, which underpin their identity. 
 

Political parties represent an arena of policy contestations both within and among parties. When 
in government, they translate their worldviews and agendas into concrete policy choices and 
programmes.  

                                                 
1 Paige Johnson Tan, “Political Society, Parties and Democracy”. http://people.uncw.edu/tanp/polsocparties.html 
2 See A/RES/59/201 of 23 March 2005 and A/RES/59/193 of 18 March 2005. 
3 The African Charter for Popular Participation in Development and Transformation was adopted in Arusha, Tanzania, in 
February 1990 and distributed by the United Nations as document A/45/427 of 22 August 1990. 
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2.1 Parties and Democratization in Africa 

 
The last two decades witnessed a wave of democratic change on the continent. Between    

1989-2000, 42 founding elections were held, 35 second-elections and 10 third elections in Africa (Van 
de Walle, 2003: 301).  The political party landscape was also dramatically altered.  (See table). 
 
Table 
Number of Political Parties in Selected West African Countries (between 1989-2000) 
Country No. of parties 
Burkina Faso 103 
Cote D’Ivoire 130 
Ghana 10 
Guinea 46 
Liberia 22 
Mali 94 
Nigeria 50 
Senegal 77 
Togo 684 

Source: Van de Walle, 2003 
 

2.2 Features of Parties in Africa 
 

Political parties in Africa often display features that correspond with the relatively 
underdeveloped nature of the political system in new democracies.  These include a low level of 
institutionalization, poor organization and a limited support base. They also lack stability and present a 
high level of fragmentation. The internal structures and processes are very weak, such that most parties 
only exist at electoral intervals and are virtually non-existent at non-election periods (Adejumobi, 
2007; Erdmann and Basedau, 2007). 
 

Political parties in Africa mostly have a very poor funding base. Their sources of revenue are 
mainly the contributions of members, donations and sometimes, public contributions. However, in 
practice, a political party is under a major financier and ‘moneybag’ (Benin National Country Report 
2002). This situation alters the nature of democratic rule in the parties as those who finance them assert 
and impose their will on the agendas (Benin National Country Report 2002; Republic of Congo 
National Country Report 2007).  
 

The challenge of fundraising is a critical issue to parties, particularly in many low-income 
countries of Africa and South Asia. The absence of a broad funding base also gives greater influence to 
individuals and groups in the parties who have  the money to dominate and control them, thus 
reinforcing the tendency for personality-driven parties (USAID 1999: 41). 
 

Party membership remains extremely poor in many African countries. This process raises 
concern because it limits opportunities for political participation, and lessens the accountability of 
leaders to followers (Norris 2005: 18). 
                                                 
4 .  See Said Adejumobi, Political Parties in West Africa: The Challenge of Democratization in Fragile States.  Stockholm: 
IDEA, 2007, p. 26; UNECA, African Governance Report, 2005.   
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African political parties as in many parts of the world, suffer from personalization and from 

“founding leadership syndrome”. They do not have strong ideological orientations and alternative 
worldviews. Thus, most rely on personality dominance and influence to secure electoral support from 
the people 5.   
 

Parties in Africa are usually formed along ethnic lines, while the constitutional provisions in 
many countries demand that they should have national spread, except for Ethiopia, which practices 
“ethnic federalism”, allowing parties to exist along ethnic lines. Thus, inter-ethnic coalitions often 
characterize the nature and operation of parties in Africa. This is what Gero Erdmann and Mathias 
Basedu (2007) refer to as “ethnic Congress parties”.  
 

Many political parties in Africa also lack internal democracy. This often provokes conflicts and 
crises within the parties. In addit ion, inter-party conflicts are also common given poor consensus on 
rules of electoral competition and allegations of lack of a level playing field in the electoral process.  
 
3. Political Parties and Policy Discourse 
 

3.1 Parties and Political Manifestos/Campaigns 
 

Political parties prepare political manifestos which set out both their strategic direction and 
their outline of prospective policy and programmes, should they be elected to serve in government. 
Therefore, a political manifesto could be defined as a public declaration of intentions or programmes 
by a given political party.  It allows the electors to choose the party programme and policy that best 
meet their needs. The parties are then supposed to follow and implement the policies and programmes 
to which they are committed by their manifestos, once they get into office. 
 

In competing for office and governing, political parties and their representatives play a crucial 
role in framing public policy choices, structuring electoral competition, and shaping political 
discussion among citizens. How parties perform the roles of mobilizing public support, developing 
policy agendas, and debating and formulating public policies will determine the legitimacy and 
sustainability of democratic rules and norms (USAID, 1999:7).  
 

It is the task of political parties to inform, to educate and to persuade the voters. This can be 
done only if they offer clear choices and alternatives, and good articulation of the consequences of the 
various policy options. To play their role fully in a democratic system, citizens must acquire 
information to help them decide how to vote and form opinion, and how to influence government 
policy formulation and implementation. (Apraku, 1996: 70). 
 

In fact, most political parties are characterized more by their programmatic homogeneity, than 
by differences. There is much similarity in party manifestos especially for the dominant parties. In 
Nigeria, for example, the three dominant parties - the Peoples Democratic Party (PDP), the All 
Nigerian Peoples Party (ANPP) and the Action Congress (AC) have no marked difference in terms of 
their policy orientation and focus (Agbaje and Adejumobi, 2006; Adejumobi and Kehinde, 2008). In 
Ghana, there is no marked difference in terms of programmatic agenda between the National Peoples 

                                                 
5 . For the Nigerian situation, see Adigun Agbaje and Said Adejumobi, “Do Votes Count? The Travails of Electoral Politics 
in Nigeria”, Africa Development, Vol.  XXXI, No. 3. 2006.  
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Party (NPP) and the National Democratic Congress (NDC). These parties mostly gravitate towards the 
centre. They parade populist clichés and are committed to market principles, although some are social 
welfare bent. 

 
Across countries, this similarity in party programmes also exists. For instance, Zanu PF of 

Zimbabwe, National Resistance Movement (NRM) of Uganda, The Social Democratic Front (SDF) of 
Cameroon, Forum Democratique pour la Modernite (FODEM) of Central African Republic all say 
their programmes will primarily ensure economic and social development, the fight against poverty 
and the improvement of living standards. They say improved agricultural production, increased levels 
of manufacturing, improved education and health and upholding laws and orders, will achieve this. 
However, beyond the organizational aspects of political parties, these political institutions must have 
some meaning, to the electorate as organizers and synthesizers of political dialogue. Political parties 
must attract voters with programmatic messages that distinguish one party from another (USAID, 
1999: 14). 
 

Conversely, small parties, which articulate alternative policy choices with some ideological 
orientation, have a weak social base and small electoral support (e.g. Lima Party (NLP) in Zambia and 
the National Conscience Party (NCP) in Nigeria).  
 

In framing their manifestos, many of the dominant political parties seek to be “politically 
correct” responding to or being sensitive to the position of external forces and agencies, especially the 
international financial institutions of the World Bank and the IMF and the western countries. They 
eschew radical phrases or programmes from their manifestos. In other words, the forces of 
globalization have constrained the ability of political parties in Africa to respond  adequately to the 
needs and aspirations of their people in drafting their manifestos.  
 

Unfortunately, most political parties do not follow or implement their manifestos when voted 
into power. It can be said that most political manifestos contain very good intentions but they are rarely 
implemented when the parties are elected into government.  Most of the political manifestos and 
electoral programmes do not stem from a transparent and democratic participatory process. They are 
either written by a few party officials or leaders or by consultants commissioned to prepare them. The 
manifestos are not subjected to party processes for the ordinary members of the party to claim them 
and hold their elected officials accountable.  
 

In Africa, as elsewhere in the developing world political campaigns by parties are usually 
characterized by vague populism with few policy discussions and commitments. Personal and sectional 
interests of the dominant forces in the party, rather than popular concerns, often undergird the actions 
actually pursued. 
 

3.2 Parties and Internal Policy Debates 
 

A party’s commitment to democratic principles should be reflected not only in its written 
constitution, but also in its day-to-day interaction between leaders and members. That is, a party must 
be committed to practicing democratic behavior. A democratic party will allow members to express 
their views freely, promote the membership of women, encourage participation by all members, be 
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tolerant of different ideas, abide by agreed upon rules and procedures for decision-making, and hold 
leaders accountable to members and supporters6. 
 

However, institutional mechanisms for real policy debates do not exist in most African political 
parties. There is rarely any platform for serious policy debates. The executive of the party, a small 
caucus or the powerful forces, are the ones who mostly handle the policy issues. As such, there is little 
inclusiveness in the way policies are drawn up and few internal processes for members to interrogate 
and reshape those policy issues.  
 

A major consequence of the absence of internal party democracy and the non-democratic nature 
of party leaders is that the latter attempt to stay in power despite constitutional provisions that restrict 
their office to a specific number of terms (mostly two). (IDEA 2007: 91). 
 

In Africa, personality cults and founding leadership syndrome rob parties of the space for 
meaningful policy dialogue. Those who form the parties often hold the key to its existence and future. 
In the Liberian context in which the two leading parties are the Unity Party (UP) and the Congress for 
Democratic Change (CDC), Said Adejumobi (1996: 141) observes:  
 

Some common features run through many of these parties especially the dominant ones. Among these is the 
dominance of personalities especially the founders of the party or their respective presidential candidates, and 
reliance on funding from those individuals rather than from contributions from the party membership. Thus, the 
parties are susceptible to strong control by individuals and have weak organic roots in society.      

 
In such a situation as described above, the party leaders/founders often exercise unquestioned 

authority over party committees, programmes, policies and decisions. 
 

The quality of debates in parties, even where it marginally exists, is poor. Internal party 
democracy in terms of the selection of candidates, leadership contests, regular membership 
conventions, and internal rules to discipline the party leadership and hold it accountable to party 
members are in short supply in most political parties. Invariably, small groups of core committee 
members decide party affairs and policies (IDEA, 2007: 86). 
 

Most African political parties have democratic deficits in terms of membership composition. 
They exclude ordinary, mostly uneducated people from the political process, and tend to be elitist and 
non-transparent. Because of the patronage relationship that characterizes party leadership and 
constituencies, election in most cases is purely a nominal and empty formality, except in cases where a 
party leader is challenged from within by ambitious and aspirants rivals (IDEA, 2007: 87; Adejumobi, 
2007).  It has also been noted that lack of professional expertise in party management causes lack of 
ability to articulate policy choices and agendas.  
 

3.3 Parties, Civil Society and Policy Discourse 
 

There are no formal structures of policy engagement between parties and civil society 
organizations (CSOs) in many countries. The procedures for consultation between CSOs and political 
parties do not exist or are not effective in many African countries.  Thus, there is no synergy between 

                                                 
6 Political Parties and the Transition to Democracy, (Washington, DC: National Democratic Institute for International 
Affairs, 1997, p. 5, cited by USAID Political Party Development Assistance, 1999: 25). 
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their actions. Ideally, during the process of public policy and legislation making, both entities are 
expected to interact with one another, and with various interest groups within the society.  It is through 
such interaction that well thought out and objectively legitimized public policies and legislation are 
expected to materialize in a country.   
 

In some countries, the same law governs political parties and CSOs. In the Republic of Congo 
for instance, all CSOs are considered by the legislation as other associations including political parties 
(Republic of Congo National Country Report 2007). Although the same law governs them, they work 
in very different ways and sometimes act at cross-purposes.  There is no established platform or forum 
for political parties and CSOs to discuss and coordinate their approach on policy issues. They mostly 
do not consult each other or coordinate their actions. They do not cooperate in the preparation and 
implementation of policies. Instead of complementing each other, they rather compete for visibility 
and funds. 
 

Some parties negotiate coalitions with CSOs such as those in the labour sector (e.g. ANC in 
South Africa, MMD in Zambia), but available evidence does not suggest that these CSOs radically 
alter the policy choices. They engage parties on public policies on an       ad hoc, as the ‘need-arises’ 
basis, especially on controversial national issues.    
 

However, as recent elections have revealed, political parties are increasingly influenced by 
CSOs, which lend them electoral support or enhance their capacity to oppose disadvantageous 
government policies. Trade unions, church congregations, professional and non-government 
organizations are increasingly playing significant roles in providing ethnically and religiously diverse 
party membership and support (Salih 2003: 8-9).  However, the extent to which they influence the 
party programmes and manifestos is very limited.  
 

Examples from various African countries bear evidence that there is little  articulated policy 
discourse between the parties and CSOs.  A coordinating system does not exist and consensus is 
lacking. Each entity has its own agenda. Collaboration in the preparation, implementation and 
monitoring of the country’s public policies is virtually non-existent. This leads in most cases to 
competition, duplication, misunderstanding and even contradiction in policy formulation and 
implementation. 
 
4. Parties and Institutional Mechanisms for Policy Formulation and Legislation 
 

4.1 Parliament 
 

One of the roles of the legislature is to enact legislation that can check the executive and hold it 
accountable. It also enacts laws, rules and regulations, appropriates revenue, allocates resources and 
oversees public expenditure. “Another function of the legislature is to act as a forum for the 
representatives of the people to articulate the needs and aspirations of their constituencies, … debate 
public issues and policy options and take decisions in the interests and welfare of all the people in the 
country” (ECA 2005, 123).  
  

The legislature is weak and largely subservient to the executive in the policy process in many 
African countries. The reality on the ground is that the capacity of the legislature to influence the 
programmes and policies of the government remains relatively limited. There are hardly any 
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meaningful debates in most African parliaments since they neither have the capacity nor the courage to 
genuinely check the executive, given the non-democratic, inconducive environment.   
 

The executive in many African countries can still overpower the legislative functions. The 
machinery of state often enables ruling parties to control and dominate the legislature, especially when 
the party has an overwhelming majority in parliament (ECA, 2005: 202). 
 

The political party leaders who are also government leaders maintain a level of supremacy over 
the legislature because the government leaders (a) appoint and/or control the appointment of the 
members of the national executive committee and (b) control the party’s ability to maintain an 
effective organization based on its own internal regulation (IDEA: 84).  In some cases, non-elected 
wealthy and powerful party members collude with the State to control the party, thus creating a 
situation in which the legislative or institutional checks and balances on the executive are muted 
((IDEA 2007: 86). 
 

The Botswana National Country Report (2003: 149) noted:  
 

Political parties represented in Parliament are fairly represented in the legislative process, 
through their membership to special legislative committees. However, the techniques involved 
in the presentation of a Bill in Parliament appear somewhat complex for MPs. … Hence, all 
Bills presented so far have come from Government. Because of the dual membership of 
Government Ministers to both Cabinet and Parliament, there have been limited meaningful 
Parliamentary debates on Bills presented to Parliament. Cabinet Ministers have, through an 
unwritten tradition, always supported and defended their colleagues’ presentations in 
Parliament. … MPs lack facilities (e.g., research capacity) to enhance their contributions to 
the debate, the process tends to become nothing more than a formality.  Both the ruling party 
and the main opposition parties have relied heavily on the co-optation of former public officers 
into their ranks, as a strategy intended to enhance the capacity of the respective parties. 

 
The legislature often lacks also the expertise and competencies for policy-making, with a weak 

or non-existent professional cadre for such services. Political parties rarely provide the necessary back 
up to elected members in parliament in the policy process. Parliament is not able to act as a real 
legislative power capable of vigorously defending the interests of the citizens. To illustrate this 
incapacity, several examples can be cited: the weak capacity of MPs to pass a sponsored Bill; and 
underutilization of the modalities of control of the governmental action stated in the constitution. 
(Morocco National Country Report 2003). 
 

In Senegal, more than 97 per cent of the laws adopted originate from the government and not 
the parliament. In the legislature (2001-2007), 98.9 per cent  of the proposed amendments came from 
government. This reality can partly be explained by lack of appropriate means to fulfil their legislative 
and oversight functions (Senegal National Country Report 2007). 
 

The quality of debates in parliament is usually low, engendering low policy output in many 
countries.  The Kenyan National Country Report on Governance (2003: 103) revealed that many MPs 
have no capacity to participate actively and follow parliamentary debates because of their low level of 
education. Such members are bound to lower the quality of the House debate, especially if they form a 
significant proportion in the House. In addition, MPs have tended to approach national issues from 
polarized party and ethnic views at the expense of national interests. The “block-voting" practice 
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compromises human capacity for independent thinking. Sometimes, party members do not follow the 
party directives/order and vote across party lines on policy issues. While this may be good if informed 
by critical and independent thinking and choices, in most cases, it is caused by political patronage, 
cooptation by ruling parties or intimidation.  
 

The civil society, rather than the parties, often provides a major bridge for the legislators in the 
process of policy-making. In many African countries, CSOs have continued to play an important role.  
They are playing an increasingly important role in socio-economic decision-making and good 
governance advocacy. They have become valid interlocutors for the government. (Rapport National du 
Bénin 2002; Botswana National Country Report 2003; Rapport National du Maroc 2003; Uganda 
National Country Report 2002; Rapport National de la République du Congo  2007). However, there is 
no clear coordination of actions or institutionalized cooperation between them and the political parties. 
This situation has led to mutual mistrust and competition between parties and CSOs. 
 

Overall, it seems that parliament has some influence on the executive but it has not established 
its supremacy as the representative of the people. The quality of debates in parliament is poor, mostly 
because of the pursuit of personal political gains at the detriment of the  people who voted for the MPs.  
Although members of political parties at times do not follow the instructions of their own party,  this 
distorts the balance of power in the parliament, which invariably benefits the executive. It can be 
argued that the latter monopolizes policy debate and implementation in most African countries. 
 

4.2 Executive 
 

Since the policy-making process and the implementation machinery are mostly concentrated in 
the hands of the executive in most African countries, the parties themselves in most cases have very 
little influence on policy-making and implementation. This results from the fact that their manifestos 
are not transformed into public policies when they are elected.  
 

The executive is the major actor in formulating and implementing policies and programmes, in 
undertaking major investment in infrastructure, and in providing security and social services. Most 
African countries have no open and systematic procedures for political parties or CSOs to consult with 
the executive in the area of policy formulation. Indeed, most regulatory and economic policies are 
largely undertaken by the executive branch of government without the participation of other elected 
bodies. 
 

Most parties do not have a systematic and institutional way of engaging the elected executive 
members in policy dialogue. In Botswana, for example, although the Select Committees are supposed 
to enhance the performance of the legislature with regard to policy formulation and the enactment of 
laws, the legislators have, for the past 36 years since independence, relied heavily on the bureaucracy 
to lead in the formulation of policy (Charlton, 1992; Molutsi and Holm, 1989 quoted in Botswana 
National Country Report 2003: 146). 
 

Conversely, the executive in many African countries does not have an open and systematic 
procedure for engaging parties in policy-making. The Kenyan National Country Report (2003, 106) for 
instance indicated that there is a lack of open and systematic procedure for public consultation on 
issues affecting the country. In particular, the top executive branch of government generally declines to 
promote participatory approaches in tackling national issues such as formulation of regulatory and 
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economic policies, and handling of conflict resolution.  This weakens the capacity for building 
consensus when solving national issues. 
 

Party influence on the executive is often targeted at the sharing of the spoils of office such as 
ministerial positions and board appointments, rather than at key policy issues. The electoral process in 
a liberal democracy is a very expensive project, especially the process of electioneering and 
competition for elections by the party candidates.  Consequently, the tendency is that party members, 
including those who lose elections, scramble for positions when their party is in government either at 
the national or regional levels.  
 

The current patterns of political party financing corrupt politics and, by extension, spread 
corruption in political institutions based on political appointment. It is difficult to imagine how corrupt 
political parties, which have won elections through fraud, would, upon finding themselves in control of 
government  finances and personnel, adopt the principles of good governance overnight (IDEA, 2007: 
128-129).  
 

Elected party members in executive positions often automatically become ‘party leaders’, and 
hence become less amenable to party control on policy issues. This is due to the resources - power and 
funds - at their disposal, making party members kow-tow to them. Indeed, in some cases, the executive 
virtually suborns the parties through various tactics such as intimidation, cajolement, blackmail and co-
optation depending on the context, issues involved and circumstances7.  
 

CSOs tend to perform better in lobbying the executive on policy issues of public concern than 
the parties. Many CSOs normally engage in advocacy programmes which makes them deploy various 
strategies in influencing the executive on policy issues that either conflict with their interest or that 
they are working to promote. For instance, women NGOs engage the executive in lobbying for policies 
on women’s rights and affirmative actions. Labour and professional groups serve as pressure groups on 
policy issues, ensuring that the government formulates and implements policies that serve their 
interests, on issues of employment, minimum wage, professional standards, and so on.  
 

In some countries, CSOs tend to promote inter-party dialogue on national policy issues. In 
Ghana, for example, some civil society groups seek to promote dialogue among political parties. An 
NGO - the Institute for Economic Affairs (IEA) organizes a “chairman’s breakfast’ meeting where 
chairpersons of political parties meet to discuss, in a very informal context, issues of common concern 
to their parties and the country (Adejumobi, 2007: 31).  
 

Policies are usua lly formulated in a technical language by the executive, which limits their 
comprehension by party members and citizens. The technical departments of government rarely have 
the method, processes or resources to translate public policies into simple understandable documents 
which the ordinary people can understand.  
 

Most parties (including the ruling parties) lack monitoring and evaluation mechanisms for public 
policies. In Republic of Congo, for instance, only the Presidency and the Ministry of Planning have 
centres for policy formulation and research and their proposals are rarely included. Moreover, the 
procedures for monitoring and improving results within the Ministries are non-existent. The statistics 

                                                 
7   For the Nigerian case under the Obasanjo regime, see S. Adejumobi, “When Votes Do not Count: The 2007 General 
Elections in Nigeria”, Nordic Africa Institute News, No. 2. 2007 (a).   
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at the governmental level are not reliable and are not comprehensive enough for policy formulation. 
There is not enough institutionalized procedure to control and improve the performance of the 
Ministries. (Republic of Congo National Country Report 2007).    
 

It is clear from these examples that the policy-making process and the implementation 
machinery in Africa are mostly in the hands of the Executive.  In turn, the executive power is almost 
entirely in the hands of the Head of State. Indeed, there are no effective mechanisms to              
counter-balance executive powers in many countries. No one can question the monopoly of executive 
power by the Head of State. 
 

The government, which is supposed to be the implementing arm of the political parties in office, 
is completely detached from the latter when it comes to public policy issues. The parties are largely at 
the whim and caprice of the Head of State. The political parties in office have little control over the 
government policy-making and implementation processes. 
 

4.3 Local Governance Structure  
 

Most of the political parties do not have national spread and network. In many democratizing 
countries, new political movements have emerged that either lack significant organizational bases or 
represent only a narrow section of society. Often under the direction of a single leader or small cadre 
of leaders, these movements or factions fall short in the areas of sustainable organizational 
infrastructure and lack the broad support base typically associated with successful political parties 
(USAID, 1999: 27).  
 

According to the Senegal National Country Report (2007), among the hundreds of registered 
parties, only a dozen are present at all levels of the country with functional structures at the grassroots. 
It is also very rare that parties are active outside the period of electoral campaigns. Moreover, the role 
of party leaders in the choice of candidates at the local level is very important, through the 
“parachuting” phenomenon that is at the origin of the frustration of the local members. Mohamed Salih 
(2005) found that 75 per cent of the political parties investigated had no offices at the polling station 
level and 62 per cent had no district or provincial coordinating offices (IDEA, 2007:81). 
 

Most of the political parties are formed on a regional and/or ethnic or even clan basis. This has 
resulted in each having very limited outreach and geographical coverage, with a small national spread 
and network. Most citizens adhere only to the leader’s party from their region or ethnic group. This 
constitutes a major weakness in African political parties. Indeed, only very few political parties have 
membership all over the country. This regional and ethnic character of political parties and their 
limited membership present a danger to national unity (Republic of Congo National Country Report 
2007; Togo National Country Report 2007). 
 

On the ethnic character of political parties, their lack of national spread and limited local bases, 
the Kenyan National Country Report (2003: 39) notes: 

 
The bulk of support of these parties usually comes from the ethnic community or the region from which the leader 
comes.  ……. the nomination of candidates to contest the general elections is often tightly controlled by the 
respective leaders of the parties. At the same time, prospective candidates for general elections usually opt to seek 
nominations in the parties in which they are likely to win elections rather than parties whose programmes appeal 
to them.  The political parties on whose ticket they are likely to win are those that are supported by the members of 
their ethnic community.  Thus, ideally, although all the registered political parties have constitutions that spell out 
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the nomination rules of candidates for the elections, hardly any of the parties follow the rules. This has led to a 
situation whereby the electorate is often presented with a choice of candidates some of whose competence is 
obviously lacking. Yet, they have no alternative but to vote in the candidate in order to ensure that the party they 
support wins the seat. 

 
In investigating the political structures of 200 African political parties in 15 African countries, 

it was unfortunately found that political parties have all adopted centralized party structures, whereby 
the central or national office takes all major and minor decisions affecting the functioning of the 
political parties (IDEA 2007: 81). In some cases, however, local resistance has forced the parties to 
articulate local concerns in their manifestos and campaign programmes (e.g. Niger Delta region in 
Nigeria).   
 

Many of the parties do not engage the local actors in policy dialogue except in seeking their 
electoral support. Local political potentates therefore act as mobilizational outlets for the political 
parties. The implication is that local needs and demands are hardly factored into the agenda of many 
parties on a continent where about 70 per cent of the population is rural based.     
 

Political party structures are important element in informing and sustaining the relationship 
between party leaders and party members or supporters at all levels. However, in most cases, political 
party structures emerge in only a few weeks and even days, in some circumstances, in time to oversee 
the national or presidential elections. The absence of party offices at the local and district levels of 
party structure speaks strongly of the fragmented nature of party politics, the spatial as well as real 
political distance among party leaders and their supporters, and the elite-dominated nature of African 
democracy.  

 
Another implication of this anomaly is that central party organs predominate over the lower 

levels of party structure either by holding the strings of party finance or by controlling the choice of 
party candidates for the national elections. It is the central party organs that decide whether to reward 
skilled politicians with the opportunity to serve at national level, although local politicians play a 
crucial role in galvanizing support at the ward, neighborhood or settlement levels (IDEA 2007: 81). 
Hence, a local elite often dominates local party politics, determining the local policy choices.  
Moreover, there is a dearth of local capacity for negotiation and policy advocacy by CSOs with 
political parties at the local level. 
 
5. Enhancing the Capacity of Parties in Public Policies 
 

5.1 Internal Capacity and Functioning of Parties 
 

Political parties need to promote internal democracy both in their operations and selection 
processes. There is a need to reform electoral party rules that are restrictive and that inhibit free and 
fair competition of ideas and candidates within the political parties.  
 

Political parties should be sufficiently organized in a party system to provide broad political 
representation and meaningful policy alternatives in elections and in governance. They should ensure 
that there is consensus regarding the legitimate and democratic selection of candidates who will 
represent the party in an electoral competition. This could be achieved through promotion and 
enhancement of a culture of internal debates within the parties.  
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They also need to improve the internal organizational and professional competencies of their 
bureaucracy with clear structures and effective organization and regulations. Professionalism is needed 
in party organization and management, and  research, analytical and advocacy capacity to articulate 
policy issues also needs to be enhanced.  
 

Political parties should seek to implement their manifestos and campaign programmes when 
elected into power. They should set up party follow-up committees to ensure the implementation of 
their manifestos and electoral programmes when elected into power.  
 

It is also vital that they devise strategies to improve resource mobilization. For instance, in 
order to create a conducive environment for public support and confidence in state funding, it is 
recommended that political parties team up with appropriate public and civic bodies to educate the 
public.  Awareness raising should focus on the broad range of functions and roles that they are capable 
of performing given improved resources for capacity enhancement in information gathering, policy 
analysis, dissemination and outreach, advocacy, recruitment and so on. (CDD 2005: 10). As such, the 
people and policy-makers will better appreciate the case and cause for state financial support to parties.  
Private-public financing of parties would be the ideal formula.  
 

5.2 Strengthening Civil Society-Party Interface 
 

To strengthen civil society-party interface, there is a need to strengthen the participation of 
CSOs and political parties in the elaboration and execution of policies and programmes. The capacities 
of the civil society and the parties should be enhanced and their access to information improved. 
 

Parties should put internal mechanisms and processes in place for consultation, coordination 
and cooperation with CSOs. The institutionalization of internal party democracy in Africa is contingent 
on the maturation of CSOs and their ability to influence political parties (IDEA, 2007:87). 
 

Future activities and programmes focusing on the institutionalization of political party 
organizations should concentrate on its development beyond the next election and should seek to build 
parties not only at the national level, but at the regional and local grassroots levels as well (USAID -
1999: 13). 
 
  Additionally a free environment should be created for public discussions that would encourage 
CSOs to engage political parties in policy debates and negotiations. The government should create an 
enabling environment through formulation of supportive policies that encourage interface between 
CSOs and political parties. 
 

The right approach to strengthening such a civil society-party interface environment  is one that 
favours consensus building on the problems of the society and the policies to address them.  This 
consensus can be obtained through consultation between CSOs, the political parties and other 
stakeholders.  Unfortunately, this research has revealed that there is very little consultation between 
CSOs and the political parties on policy matters. 
 

Professional groups should engage in regular policy discussion and dialogue on sectoral issues. 
CSOs and political parties need to put a communication plan in place intended to inform all the 
concerned entities and organizations. A communication plan is an excellent tool for building a 
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participatory approach. It will help maintain contact with the members. This will avoid duplication of 
efforts, contradiction in approach or competition for limited resources. 
 

CSOs and political parties should strive  to establish a sustainable relationship, by listening to 
each other, coordinating activities, and mobilizing their members around similar programmes that have 
the support of the general public.  The coordination and organizational problems between civil society 
and political parties could be minimized by, among other things, strengthening the CSO and political 
party coordination platform so as to minimize duplication of efforts and conflict in areas of 
jurisdictions. The strengthened coordination platform should also ensure effective accountability and 
transparency in such interface. 
 

5.3 Party Roles in Elected Institutions  
 

Political parties should put mechanisms in place for ensuring the accountability and 
transparency of the parliament and the executive. Clear policy positions can help to form the basis of 
dialogue with the parliament and the executive. Besides a strong role also in political education, the 
role of parties is to protect the interests of citizens.  Parties can do this through the parliament and 
government once they are in office but mechanisms to ensure accountability and transparency within 
parliament and government must be in place. 
 

Several institutional capacity weaknesses were identified by the ECA African Governance 
Report (AGR) as hindering the effectiveness of elected institutions.  In particular, the lack of 
independence, weakness in enforcing checks on the executive, lack of facilities and human capacity, 
laxity, and lack of commitment by MPs were found to have negatively affected the performance of the 
legislature. 
 

Parties should find ways to communicate the development policies and programmes envisaged 
by the government in simple language easily understandable by all stakeholders especially those at the 
grassroots level. 
 

They should also provide direction and sensitization to their elected members in parliament and 
the executive on key policy issues. In Morocco, the revised constitution of 1996 developed a 
progressive approach to control of the actions of the government. It was clear that the parliament 
neither had the necessary expertise nor resources to demand accountability from the government. In 
spite of the situation, the government contributed voluntarily to improvement of accountability 
instruments by facilitating important reforms (Morocco National Country Report 2003). This is a good 
example of cooperation among elected institutions to improve the policy-making environment for the 
good of the whole society.   
 

Political parties in elected institutions should put  mechanisms in place for formulation, 
monitoring and evaluation of public policies. Further, they should evaluate the objectives and the 
means of implementation of the policies to realistically assess their nature and impact on the society. 
 

This calls for more transparency and relaxation of the administrative secrecy and 
confidentiality of government action. This also demands simplification of the administrative and 
judiciary language, respect for the right to information, and structures to ensure the accountability. 



E/ECA/CHDCS.4/2 
Page 14 
 

 

 
5.4 Parties and Popular Voices 

 
Structures to facilitate interaction and exchange of information between parties and the citizens 

should be set up. Parties should interact with the electorate and seek to understand their needs and 
interests, through institutionalized means. This calls for the improvement of communication techniques 
between the parties and the population and this means that structures should be put in place to facilitate 
regular interaction and exchange of information.  By listening to the populace, effective and 
sustainable mechanisms for representation and participation of stakeholders in the policy process can 
improve and systematize relations with the citizens. 
 

Government should create awareness among the population of their right to participate in the 
policy process. Promotion of stakeholder participation in the elaboration of policies is paramount to 
fostering ownership. Mechanisms for gaining stakeholder approbation of decisions and programmes 
should be in place. Access to information should also be made adequate and easy. 
 

Political parties and CSOs should actively contribute to the elaboration and evaluation of 
government policies and programmes by informing the citizens about what their governments are 
doing, what they should be doing and what they are not doing. 
 

Accountability processes should be developed that allow elected representatives and parties to 
be answerable to their constituencies. Thus, it is important to enhance party accountability by 
strengthening the people’s voice. Accountability is an important component of good governance and 
political parties should be accountable to their constituent population.  Promotion of free, fair and 
credible elections is also necessary to allow the citizens’ preferences on public policies to count. This 
requires a good programme of civic education.  
 
6. Conclusion 
 

Political parties are central to the process of democratic governance, as they constitute a major 
platform for the articulation, aggregation, formulation and implementation of the policy agenda.  They 
express citizens’ preferences on public policies, as their ideological orientation, manifestos and agenda 
define their policy choices or stances.  They create alternative policy worldviews, both domestic and 
international, which underpin their identity. They debate and clarify policy both within and among 
parties. Political parties in government gain the privilege of translating their worldviews and agendas 
into concrete policy choices and programmes. 
 

In spite of the importance of parties in the policy process, there is a major shortfall in terms of 
internal institutional mechanisms and processes and relations with CSOs and other stakeholders in 
engaging the public policy process.  However, since political parties are very weak internally, they do 
not have clear institutional procedures for policy debate and analysis.  Many of them hardly engage in 
informed policy discussion and advocacy beyond mere political slogans and clichés which are for 
electoral and political gains, usually during election years.  
 

Given the weakness of parties as policy purveyors, they are therefore largely incapable of 
giving objective and informed guidance to their elected representatives either in the parliament or the 
executive on the specific policy directions to pursue.  The fact that the manifestos of these parties are 
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not really grounded in popular discourse and on endorsement by the majority of party members, the 
manifestos serve more as a ‘statement of intent’ which the parties are not obligated to follow.  
 

If parties collaborate more with CSOs in the policy process, they can tap into the resources and 
capacity that exist in civil society, thereby extending their bases of support and interface.  Major 
challenges for political parties therefore include: 

 
• Restructuring their internal mechanisms and processes to promote internal dialogue and 

debate; 
 
•  Entrenching democratic culture and practices necessary for a free and healthy 

environment for policy debate; 
 

•  Enhancing their collaboration with CSOs on policy issues; and  
 

• Developing a working framework with their elected members in parliament and with 
the executive to ensure that the party ideas, ideals and programmes contained in their 
manifestos are reflected in the formulation and implementation of public policies.  
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