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After half a century, technical assistance remains a critical yet contested method of 
supporting governance reform 

Since the birth of foreign aid after World War II, substantial funding has flowed into 
‘technical assistance’, a development sector covering everything from restructuring central 
banks to rewriting mining codes. 

Its goal is to help governments get the fundamentals right, strengthening the systems and 
procedures of governance. There is no use building rural HIV clinics if the health ministry is 
selling anti-retroviral drugs on the black market or mismanaging its budget; nor is it much 
good donating free laptops to children if the electricity grid doesn’t reach them. “Well-
targeted technical assistance can help governments set up ministries and tailor regulations to 
help guide their countries out of poverty and end their dependency on aid,” says Justine 
Greening, UK international development secretary. 

Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, Liberia’s president, tells This is Africa that technical support from the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank was “absolutely critical” in helping her 
country rebuild after years of civil war. Antoinette Sayeh, Africa director at the IMF and 
former finance minister in Liberia, agrees: “We drew extensively on the IMF’s expertise, 
notably in public financial management, tax policy, and revenue administration,” she says. 

Governments of rising hydrocarbons producers, wary of the dangers of the resource curse, are 
soliciting support for industry regulations, and are drawing particularly on Norway’s expertise 
in the sector. Ghana developed local content policies with the help of the Norwegian 
Petroleum Directorate, while Kenya’s national oil company invited a Norwegian government 
and industry partnership to present their experience of the oil and gas sector as a guide for the 
east African nation. Norway part-funded the African Development Bank’s ‘African Legal 
Support Facility’, which helps governments to negotiate with oil, gas and mining companies, 
and funds a hydrocarbons training programme in Mozambique. Norway’s minister of 
international development, Heikki Eidsvoll Holmås, says these kinds of TA are “absolutely 
necessary if countries are to build a modern efficient state that can stand up to international 
companies and protect the interest of the countries’ citizens”. 



Other nations are working to reform procurement processes that have historically been the 
root of many a corruption scandal. According to the World Bank, 94 percent of sub-Saharan 
African countries have passed modern procurement legislation since 2000. “These reforms 
have provided a strong regulatory base for governments to achieve value for money and 
maintain transparency in a way not possible 10 years ago,” says Sarah Lavin, a legal 
consultant in the World Bank’s Africa regional procurement office. 

The World Bank, in partnership with regional economic groupings like the West African 
Economic and Monetary Union (Waemu) and the Common Market for Eastern and Southern 
Africa (Comesa), is working with governments to entrench those changes. “Some of the most 
effective reforms have been those that address the underlying capacity issues as a component 
of civil service reform, those that take sector-specific approaches, and those that harness the 
power of civil society to reinforce accountability and transparency,” says Ms Lavin. 

Country ownership 

But technical aid has its critics. As far back as 1968, the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) said it needs to be “better coordinated at the country 
level”. In 1969, the Pearson Commission proclaimed that technical assistance “often develops 
a life of its own, little related in either donor or recipient countries to national or global 
development objectives”. 

Donors can dig a well and provide clean water, or vaccinate a child against polio, and clearly 
show their achievements. But the outputs of technical assistance, on the other hand, “are not 
easy to count and measure”, acknowledges Norway’s Mr Holmås. 

Some critics argue that technical assistance gives donors too much influence over government 
policy. Market reform-related aid has had a tendency to tie disbursements to policy initiatives 
promoting liberalisation. Ha-Joon Chang, professor of economics at Cambridge University, 
argues that this has prevented the use of policy interventions employed successfully by late 
developers of east Asia. 

“We want partners,” says Paul Kagame, Rwanda’s president, “but at the end of the day we 
should be in driving seat. These are our countries, we are the ones who suffer from the 
problems.” 

But difficulties arise for donors when governments pursue policies which conflict with the 
values of the aid-giver. Homophobic legislation, corruption, human rights abuses and 
complicity in conflict are among the reasons national donors have pulled aid from several 
African governments recently. 

Multilateral partners have done so as well. Last year, the IMF cancelled a $532m loan accord 
with the Democratic Republic of Congo after its government failed to provide details on an 
asset sale made by its national mining company Gecamines in June 2011. Aid cuts to Rwanda 
last year, following allegations that its government is funding rebels in eastern DRC, left a 12 
percent hole in its budget. 

Aid freezes are controversial methods of discipline. Public budgets are upended, sometimes 
harming innocent ministries; and constant concern about aid volatility means African 
governments tend to keep substantial amounts of donor money in reserve rather than using it 
productively. 



No aid recipient will have perfect governance. A country could score badly on corruption 
indicators, for instance, but have a decent public financial management system and a critical 
mass of reformists that agencies can work with. Finding that cluster of reform-minded policy 
makers is critical according to David Booth, author of Governance for Development in Africa. 

Other problems prevail. ‘Best practice’ policy reform – which asks governments to make 
superficial paper changes – is less compelling than the identification of key bottlenecks and 
the finding of nuanced, locally-rooted solutions. 

“Governance reforms in many African countries focus on changing appearances to comply 
with what outsiders think is appropriate; even if these reforms fail to solve real problems,” 
explains Matt Andrews, associate professor at Harvard’s Kennedy School, which has 
educated many of Africa’s policy leaders. 

Lastly, technical assistance has been hammered for its reliance on foreign experts, to the 
detriment of local skillsets and capacity building. “We make too much use of long-term expat 
technical advisers who have little training in skills transfers, who often prefer to do the work 
themselves rather than train someone, and who often know little about the context in which 
they are working,” says Owen Barder, senior fellow and director for Europe at the Center for 
Global Development. Kim Jaycox, former vice president for Africa at the World Bank, said in 
1993 that the use of expat resident technical assistance is a “systematic destructive force that 
is undermining the development of capacity”. 

Even where agencies hire locally, this can suck national talent away from host governments, 
local business or civil society. Critics says technical assistance should avoid any tacit 
preference for non-local employees, and if it needs to rely on foreign experts, it should show a 
clear long-term skills transfer plan. 

The NGO connection 

Governments are not the only stakeholder in technical assistance. NGOs and think tanks can 
help drive public service delivery, and happily, local institutions are growing in strength, 
reducing the reliance on expatriates. 

Eric Aligula, programmes coordinator for the Kenya Institute for Public Policy Research and 
Analysis (Kippra), says local non-profits are providing an increasingly robust resource for 
governments to draw on: “There has been a serious skills shortage and capacity building is 
still a big issue, but that situation is improving,” he argues. “There has been a shift and 
governments are looking inwards for development answers.” 

Kippra has worked on some of Kenya’s most important development blueprints. Its research 
on public-private wage differentials has influenced policy making, while its public 
expenditure tracking informs national budgeting. “Often our reports feed directly into policy 
developments,” Mr Aligula says. 

On the other side of the continent the Ghana-based African Center for Economic 
Transformation (Acet) describes itself as a “policy coach”. It was founded in 2008 on the 
premise that many African governments “lack access to high quality local advisers who can 
help set their transformation agendas,” the group’s 2013 progress report says. “And when 
international institutions and other external partners provide analysis, governments often do 
not trust the messengers.” 



Its list of achievements is long. Acet  helped develop a legal framework for public private 
partnerships in Rwanda, and supported the development of aid strategies in Ghana and 
Liberia. In Sierra Leone the group advised the government on petroleum law revisions, and in 
neighbouring Liberia it is assisting the national oil company in the development of its policy 
and legal framework, both in partnership with the Norwegian Agency for Development 
Cooperation and Revenue Watch Institute (RWI). “We set the goal of going beyond policy 
analysis and advocacy to undertake advisory engagements in supporting governments to 
strengthen their capacities and institutions,” the group’s report says. 

As Acet’s partnerships suggest, international NGOs can also provide technical assistance – 
and the resources transparency movement stands out here. “It started with Global Witness and 
Publish What You Pay, during the commodities boom 10 years ago, publishing disgraceful 
contractual arrangements and completely murky things,” says Clare Short, chair of the 
Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI) and former UK secretary of state for 
international development. European governments, notably those of Scandinavia, the 
Netherlands and the UK, have been key supporters of Global Witness, another pressure group. 

“There was something in it for everyone. Governments wanted a good reputation to get 
investment, civil society wanted money spent well for the benefit of the people, and 
companies didn’t want their reputations to be [further] damaged,” she recalls. 

EITI, which pushes governments and companies to publicly report their payments to each 
other, is an industry standard thanks to the backing of 17 bilateral donors. “Now, we have 39 
countries reporting revenues paid to government by companies, and governments reporting 
what they receive, and it is being audited,” Ms Short claims. This puts pressure on corrupt 
companies and officials, as well as strengthening the hand of the honest public figures as they 
push for greater transparency. 

Other governance-related NGOs are getting directly involved in the nuts and bolts of 
governance; notably mining code reform. RWI provides a case in point: “We believe 
sustained reform comes from within, but that external actors can help,” says deputy director 
Suneeta Kaimal. 

The group has helped create laws and institutions across the continent. Take Ghana, where it 
provided analytical support to the creators of the 2011 Petroleum Revenue Management Act, 
widely hailed by external actors for laying the foundations for responsible revenue 
management. It has continued with “analytical and logistical support” for the Public Interest 
and Accountability Committee – a multi-stakeholder body which monitors oil revenue intake 
and adherence to the Act. 

In Guinea, RWI has worked with the government on mining sector reform since 2011, when a 
democratically-elected government took leadership following a 2008 military coup. “We 
provided extensive inputs to the revision of the mining code, which resulted in a new law 
which provides for stronger financial gains by the state and takes many strong steps toward 
transparency and accountability. We also worked closely with the government as it developed 
a systematic and transparent process for reviewing mining contracts,” Ms Kaimal says. That 
included collaborating with a technical committee responsible for contract reviews to launch 
online publication of all mining contracts; a huge transparency development allowing citizens 
and civil society to hold their government to account. 



Ms Kaimal says Guinea, which partnered with local civil society and mining investors as it 
designed new legislation, is a role model for collaboration. “RWI encourages governments to 
consult with all stakeholders during the design of natural resource legislation; the wider the 
consultation, the better the result and the stronger the law in the long run,” she argues. 

But just like government partners, civil society can find that working closely with countries 
saddled with a history of corruption provides serious operational challenges. RWI has to 
safeguard against that: “Our engagement with governments is based on rigorous assessment 
criteria including the government’s commitment to reform and our ability to add value,” Ms 
Kaimal explains. “Transparency and citizen engagement is the cornerstone of our government 
assistance. Hence, we do not support governments in countries where the citizens’ 
fundamental freedoms of speech, assembly and associations are restricted by law or as a 
matter of practice.” 

External institutions cannot be naive about contexts – it is often the weakest countries that 
most need support, and partnerships are inherently risky. But the risks of not engaging are 
arguably higher. Jonas Moberg, head of the secretariat for EITI, says stakeholders are under 
pressure to lay the right foundations from the start. “We see in country after country that if 
you don’t get it right from the beginning it becomes such a difficulty in then trying to rectify 
the mistakes of the past.” 

 


