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Preface and acknowledgements

This book is about mismanagement, hypocrisy, powerlessness and sabotage. Congo Masquerade reveals the vacuity of reform logic and discourse. It is a study of aid inefficiency in one of the twenty-first century’s major attempts at reconstructing a failed state in Africa. These attempts commenced at a time when state crisis was overwhelming: physical infrastructure was dilapidated, the macroeconomic situation was unmanageable and the population was debilitated by dictatorship, two regional wars and an exhausting political transition. These conditions have not made state reconstruction easy. They help explain why initiatives designed and implemented by Congo’s international partners to reconstruct this huge and diverse country have, so far, been largely unsuccessful. International partners and Congolese authorities share responsibility in failing to bring about genuine political and institutional reform. The former have underestimated the complexities of political culture in Africa’s third-largest territory; the latter, through ruse and strategy, deliberately hamper reform to stay in power.

Throughout much of the global South, it is increasingly obvious that development aid does not always develop. It does not always aid. Congo is fabulously rich but its people are abysmally poor. Congo is a land of broken promises. This book is designed to unmask the ineffectiveness of reform and development initiatives. The analysis reveals change without improvement. It presents a critical examination of why aid is not helping while offering a theoretical framework that inspires similar critiques in other state rebuilding contexts. Congo Masquerade can help engaged development experts, NGO activists and academics improve the analytical tools needed to understand the pitfalls of reform initiatives.

As Congo is one of Africa’s major development ‘markets’, the current situation needs to be reassessed with the kind of critical analysis that this book provides. The problems inherent to reform failure in Congo will not go away by themselves. This book makes explicit what many actors believe without having the courage or liberty to express their beliefs openly. Congo Masquerade is not an exercise in Congo bashing or Congo Schadenfreude. It is a critical and engaged assessment that seeks to fill an information gap by sounding an alarm. The objective is to shape dialogue about state-building challenges in this unsettling geography of imbalance. The spirit of the book is one of modesty and empathy because it raises fundamental questions about development and change. As the parable of the crocodile and the scorpion reveals, we are merely groping for understanding with respect to the subtle intricacies of the reform process.

Masquerade may seem an insensitive term to associate with the Congolese social tragedy. But as revealed in the following chapters, it is a title that makes sense. Masquerade refers to situations of disguise and concealment where actors make a show of being what they are not, where they can be both themselves and their opposites. Hypocrisy and the art of the unsaid are key characteristics of masquerade. People wear masks and pretend not to recognize who is behind the masks surrounding them. But in fact everyone knows – or thinks they know – who the others really are. Masquerade is a process of jesting through dramatic situations or dealing with complex social relations with levity. It hides the true human nature of personal and political intrigue. Masquerade is largely synonymous with the hidden agendas of these protagonists, who have mutated into reform avatars. They are the forces that are contributing to the definition of Congo’s still-uncertain process of becoming. Congo is indeed on the move. But do we know where it is headed? Unlike the masquerade of the European Renaissance that contributed to comic reversal of social order, the ‘Congo masquerade’ of today appears far more tragic than carnivalesque.

Based on a political-anthropological approach, Congo Masquerade is constructed from a fairly exhaustive literature review, numerous field trips and experience of analysing state–society relations in Congo since the early 1980s. The Royal Museum for Central Africa’s Contemporary History section possesses the world’s largest documentation centre on Congo/Zaire. The historic depth and diversity of its collection, painstakingly maintained by Edwine Simons and Lore van de Broeck, have facilitated the writing of this book. While the Internet has changed researchers’ access to information on the Congo by making reports, documents, press articles and forums accessible online, our library concentrates all kinds of published and unpublished material under a single roof with a user-friendly, numeric indexing system. The daily review of the Congolese press prepared by Guy De Boeck and the press articles archived on CongoForum (www.congoforum.be/fr/index.asp) have also been invaluable sources of information, as have the SYFIA Grands Lacs (www.syfia-grands-lacs.info), EURAC (www.eurac-network.org/web/) and IPIS (www.ipisresearch.be/?lang=en) websites and newsletters. The Congo Siasa blog (congosiasa.blogspot.com/) and excellent reports published by the International Crisis Group also merit special mention.

Chapter 1 explains why state-building is not working in the Congo. It looks at the different strategies and motivations of reform and state-building and argues that development aid does not always aid and does not always develop. The chapter makes some potentially controversial statements about reform as masquerade, such as the undesirable side effects of outside intervention, the strategies that Congolese actors design to manipulate their foreign partners and the crushing problem of competition between actors who rhetorically claim to be working towards a common goal but in fact distrust each other and sabotage reform initiatives.

Chapter 2 offers an overview of Congo’s political economy, mainly since Joseph Kabila’s ascension to the presidency in 2001. The objective here is not to present an exhaustive political chronology of events during this confused period of recent Congolese history but to embed the portrayal of events in the donor-driven reform and state-building agenda. Transition and electoral politics are analysed, relations with China are presented and the celebrations of fifty years of independence are depicted in such a way that the government’s obsession with regime consolidation is revealed. A macroeconomic overview is also presented.

Empirical data and analysis supporting the main argument of the book are set forth in Chapter 3. Reform has not induced positive change and ordinary Congolese still live in dire poverty and insecurity. The topics included in this chapter are infrastructure, security, decentralization and industrial logging. The aim here is to provide cogent and convincing case studies without having the ambition of being exhaustive. The exercise could have included public health, mining, education, media or justice. Nonetheless, addressing all of these priorities would have made the book unwieldy and discussing the same patterns of reform failure would have resulted in unnecessary repetition.

Administrative reform is the subject of Chapter 4. It addresses the paradox of international partners having attempted to rebuild state and institutions without sufficiently thinking through the role of the Congolese civil servants who should be key intermediaries in reform initiatives. Evidence reveals that these very individuals have more vested interests in resisting reform than in fostering it. The chapter presents analysis of why the administration persists in the broader context of state failure and how it has mutated over time. It examines the highly complex, sometimes conflictual, sometimes accommodative relations that bind service users and service providers.

Culture matters. Chapter 5 tackles the complex question of political culture. It addresses the strategies used by political insiders to dominate the voiceless hoi polloi. Local political culture is a difficult concept to harmonize with imported reform and development agendas but analysing it is important because it contributes to understanding Congo’s reform challenges. The chapter looks at social stratification and political exclusion, manipulation of rumour, secrecy, (dis)information, repression, corruption and predation. These instruments of political culture are not new. They are stubbornly entrenched in Congo’s troubled past. Revisiting these recurring patterns today is pertinent because it puts into perspective the ways in which political culture – and the culture of politics – influences the reform process and social change. Political culture helps account for the ‘one step forward, two steps back’ reform conundrum.

The two-part conclusion starts with an interpretation of the crocodile and scorpion parable, emphasizing the challenges of powerlessness, self-destruction, sacrifice and misunderstanding. It ends with a presentation of how encouraging social dynamics can put negative images of the Congo into perspective. Despite the failure of reform initiatives and ongoing political problems, agency is taking form thanks to the Congolese people’s resiliency, creativity and capacity to overcome obstacles.

Many friends and colleagues have contributed to my understanding of the Congolese political and social landscape. Those that are particularly deserving of acknowledgement are Marie-France Cros, Filip De Boeck, Léon de Saint Moulin, Pierre Englebert, Bogumil Jewsiewicki, Noël Kabuyaya, Baudouin Michel, François Misser, Mutambwe Shango, Balthazar Ngoy, Pierre Petit, Roland Pourtier, Thierry Vircoulon and Koen Vlassenroot. Experts in government, donor and diplomatic positions have also helped me form opinions about the issues addressed in this book, but for reasons of political sensitivity it would be best that they remain anonymous. Edouard Bustin, Patrick Chabal, René Lemarchand, Jean-Claude Willame and Crawford Young read and commented on all or parts of the manuscript and made valuable suggestions for improvements. The Royal Museum for Central Africa pays my salary to carry out research on the Congo. I consequently extend gratitude to director Guido Gryseels for institutional support and his respect for academic freedom. When I first contacted Zed Books about publishing Congo Masquerade, Ken Barlow was immediately supportive. I am grateful for his advice and professionalism. Amy Shifflette accompanied me in the research, writing, editing and production processes. She is warmly thanked for her positive energy and constant encouragement.





Timeline

1960 Independence from Belgium; Joseph Kasavubu elected president, Patrice Lumumba becomes prime minister; post-independence turmoil.

1961 Lumumba assassinated with the complicity of Belgium and the United States.

1960 –63 Secession of mineral-rich Katanga province; first ‘Congo crisis’.

1965 Joseph-Désiré Mobutu seizes power in a coup d’état.

1971 Mobutu renames the country Zaire.

1971–74 Nationalization of foreign investments; beginning of economic crisis.

1983–86 Financial and political crisis; World Bank imposes Structural Adjustment Programmes.

1990 Mobutu accepts the principle of multiparty politics and democratization.

1990 –92 Political debate takes place in the framework of the National Sovereign Conference.

1991 –96 Bankruptcy of private and public service; riots and looting sprees in Kinshasa; hyperinflation rate nears 1,000 per cent in 1994.

1996 –97 War of liberation; Mobutu–Kabila transition.

1997 Zaire is renamed Democratic Republic of the Congo.

1997 –99 No coherent economic policy; economy devoted to war effort.

1998 –2002 Second Congo War; eleven African states involved.

1999 The United Nations Security Council establishes the United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC).

2001 Assassination of President Laurent-Désiré Kabila; Joseph Kabila becomes president.

2002 Joseph Kabila liberalizes economy and re-establishes relations with IMF and World Bank; launch of major reform package.

2005 Eighty-four per cent of the country’s 24.5 million registered voters approve the proposed constitution in a popular referendum.

2006 Joseph Kabila wins run-off presidential election in October; national legislative and provincial elections held.

2007 Post-election violence in Kinshasa and Bas-Congo.

2007–09 Continued insecurity in Kivus; no improvement in social conditions; economic growth below 3 per cent; political activity is dominated by regime consolidation.

2010 Congo celebrates fifty years of independence; major debt relief package agreed by World Bank and IMF; political assassinations continue with impunity; MONUC renamed United Nations Organization Stabilization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUSCO).

2011 Presidential elections scheduled; electoral procedures modified by constitutional amendment.





Abbreviations



	AMP
	Alliance for the Presidential Majority



	ANR
	Agence nationale de reseignement 



	CENI
	National Independent Electoral Commission 



	CNDP
	Congrès national pour la defense du peuple 



	DRC
	Democratic Republic of the Congo



	EU
	European Union



	FDLR
	Forces démocratiques de libération du Rwanda 



	GDP
	gross domestic product



	HIPC
	Heavily Indebted Poor Countries



	IMF
	International Monetary Fund



	MONUC
	UN Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo



	NGO
	non-governmental organization



	OECD
	Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development



	PPRD
	People’s Party for Reconstruction and Democracy 



	UN
	United Nations 
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The crocodile and the scorpion: a Congolese parable

One afternoon in Kinshasa, a scorpion asked his friend the crocodile to help him cross the majestic Congo river. ‘I have to cross over to Brazzaville but don’t know how to swim. As you swim with such ease and elegance, let me climb on your back so we can leave without further ado.’

The crocodile replied: ‘Dear scorpion, I know you and the reputation of your kind. Once we get to the middle of the river, you’ll sting me and we’ll both drown.’

‘Why would I ever do such a thing?’ asked the scorpion. ‘If I sting you and you die, I’ll drown with you.’

The crocodile thought for a moment and agreed to help the scorpion. ‘Climb on; let’s get moving before nightfall.’

They left the shore and headed for Brazzaville. As the lights of Kinshasa started to fade and their destination appeared on the horizon, the scorpion had a sudden urge and stung the valiant swimmer in the neck.

‘Why did you do that?’ asked the crocodile, who was nearing the end of his tether. ‘I’m exhausted; we’re never going to make it!’

Just before they both disappeared under the murky water, the scorpion whispered: ‘That’s the way it is. This is Congo. Don’t try to understand.’





1 | Why state-building is not working in the Congo

The alchemy of state-building

Post-conflict Congo is a vast laboratory where a host of international partners are engaged in experimenting with different state-building alchemies. Security, poverty reduction, improved governance and rule of law, macroeconomic management and the physical rehabilitation of infrastructure are the principal objectives of state-building and reform. Yet, despite the significant amounts of international funding, the talent and strategic thinking of international experts and consultants, and even with the stated commitment of political leaders to embrace change, there is little tangible evidence of success. On the contrary, the evaluation of reform and reconstruction is resoundingly negative. International partners and Congolese authorities are handicapped by the constraints of their respective political systems. They share responsibility in failing to implement meaningful change. The overall picture of reform failure is the sum of a series of disconnected, uncoordinated and fragmented initiatives. Congo’s bilateral and multilateral international partners have no master plan for reform. They do not share a common vision and often implement contradictory programmes. The aborted decentralization process, reform of the public service sector and absence of progress in security sector reform are examples. Congolese authorities obstruct reform efforts to maintain their positions of relative power. Many quite simply do not want change. 

Ordinary Congolese also have somewhat dubious attitudes towards change. ‘The devil we know is less terrifying than the one we don’t know’ is a commonly expressed sentiment. Reform policies superficially respond to symptoms without addressing the root causes of problems, such as the violence that emerges from deeply entrenched historical factors, social imbalances, institutional weakness, corruption and diverging perceptions of the need for change. Reform failure in the Congo reflects both the complicated power relations underpinning Congolese politics and society and the ambiguity that characterizes international idealism.

Poverty indicators (such as education, health, food security, condition of women and children) and vulnerability indicators (mainly physical security) are catastrophic. In some cases, they have even declined in reverse proportion to the initiatives designed, funded and implemented by Congo’s international partners. Life expectancy at birth, in comparison to international standards, is extremely low (forty-five years). An official government report on the status of the Millennium Development Goals does not present a positive forecast. Of the thirteen goals and sub-goals, the country has ‘no chance’ of reaching targets for six goals and only a ‘limited chance’ of reaching the others (République démocratique du Congo 2010: 22). On the contrary, numerous development and humanitarian efforts have generated undesirable side effects. In the eastern provinces, most notably but not exclusively, significant amounts of euros and dollars spent on humanitarian assistance have been wasted. United Nations reports testify to this reality, as do humanitarian actors (Vircoulon 2010; Marriage 2006). 

The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) is systematically condemned by well-respected international monitoring sources. Notable examples are the Fund for Peace’s Failed States Index, the World Bank’s Doing Business in Africa annual assessment, the OECD’s Human Development Indicators, and Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index. A telling statistic comes from the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO): 50 per cent of the Congolese population is undernourished. A best-case scenario simulation suggested that 1960 development levels could be attainable by 2030, but only if growth rates remain strong until then (République démocratique du Congo 2006: 11, 27). 

Political scientists have a fairly clear understanding of why states collapse and what constitutes state failure. The now classic criteria emphasize poor economic performance, political and institutional dysfunction, inability to guarantee security and law and order and unmet social expectations (Zartman 1995: 5–11). National governments in failed states, in other words, are unable to exercise legitimate control over their territory. Sophisticated concepts of state failure, however, do not diminish the trauma of hunger, disease, displacement and violence. This is the lived reality of millions of ordinary Africans. But political scientists and development experts do not know how to go about rebuilding failed states. The social challenge of reinventing and improving state–society relations is enormous because there are between forty and sixty failed or collapsed states; nearly one billion people live in them (Ghani and Lockhart 2008: 3). 

Activists, academics and policy-makers agree that we are just starting to grasp the complexities and motivations – and paradoxically the disincentives – for state reconstruction. For some, the international community’s interest in state-building is based on humanitarian, development and security concerns, as well as colonial guilt. This is reflected in the Western liberal discourse advocated in Europe and America. For others, China, for example, state-building is important for trade and commerce. There is also an emerging neoconservative agenda advocating that state-building is a fundamental security priority in the wake of 9/11 because failed states breed chaos, terrorism and conflict. This position is advocated by influential American policy-makers: ‘Weak and failed states and the chaos they nurture will inevitably harm USA security and the global economy that provides the basis for American prosperity’ (Eizenstat et al. 2005: 134). Another interpretation, a cynical one, focuses on the logic of deliberately reproducing state dysfunctionality and continued dependence on external aid. The aim is to sustain ‘a series of failed states in which the international donor community will be able to dictate policy and exercise control long into the foreseeable future’ (Hilary 2008). Congo/Zaire’s long history of external intervention, pillaging and resource wars gives some credence to this interpretation (Renton et al. 2007). Nonetheless, while some external actors may benefit from disarray in the Congo, most others pay a very high dysfunctionality price in terms of transactions costs and lost opportunities.

Aid inefficiency

Attempts to fit economic progress and development into a linear system, as proposed by liberal economists fifty years ago, proved unsuccessful. Their deterministic approach underestimated the hybrid and historically entrenched process of state formation in Africa, which, according to Bayart’s much more nuanced analysis, ‘has been an utterly haphazard and even confused process’ (Bayart 2000: 246). Recent failures in international state-building efforts, be they in Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia or Congo, prove that imported templates – one size fits all – do not always work. Standardized peace kits put together by United Nations agencies, the Bretton Woods institutions and the world’s big donors are not automatic panaceas. A strong contingent of international experts will not necessarily guarantee success despite their sophisticated work plans and project-cycle management strategies. Templates tend to be strategically irrelevant, exported by donors and applied thoughtlessly to nations that differ in political, economic and cultural terms. The basic elements of these standardized peace kits include peacekeeping forces and logistical support, a new constitution, institution-building, governance programmes, transitional justice and media and civil society capacity-building (Vircoulon 2009a: 5). This approach has proved to be largely unsuccessful because state-building strategies tend to mask the importance of political culture and deeply entrenched sources of tension, hatred, distrust, ethnicity, violence and conflict. Conversely, external counsel has helped some African countries recover from destruction: Liberia, Sierra Leone, Uganda and Ghana, for example.

Aid inefficiency has been under scrutiny for many years. Two important books have stimulated fresh debate about how aid, in addition to not helping countries develop, in fact contributes to underdevelopment and despotism. David Easterly’s The White Man’s Burden: Why the West’s efforts to aid the rest have done so much ill and so little good (2006) is a harsh critique of development strategies. Much of his analysis applies perfectly to Congo’s present situation: there are sound policies but inadequate implementation strategies (ibid.: 6), aid experts desperately want ‘to disbelieve the bad government explanation for poverty’ (ibid.: 42), there is an insistence on the part of international financial institutions on ‘transform[ing] bad government’ instead of boycotting it (ibid.: 151), and the West engages in ‘coddling awful gangsters who just call themselves a government’ (ibid.: 153). Easterly also refers to the ‘aspiration to a utopian blueprint’ (ibid.: 367), which in Congo can be translated as the ambitious (but ambiguous) reform package designed by foreign partners who paradoxically never agreed upon a master plan. 

In her immediately influential book, Dead Aid, Dambisa Moyo (2009) argued that development aid has sabotaged social capital, disrupted African financial initiatives and exacerbated corruption. Some of her observations based on the whole of the African continent have resonance in Congo: politics, not development priorities, dictate aid agendas; organizing elections is confused with fostering democracy; aid supports corrupt leaders instead of helping poor people; and civil society is undermined by making corrupt leaders accountable to donors and not to citizens. Although evidence from the Congo is compelling, Moyo’s thesis is excessive because there are counter-examples where external assistance has correlated with some improved state function.

Development practitioners and aid experts themselves are now conceding defeat. A former World Bank spokesperson describes how ‘some of the best economists in the world worked hard on Africa’s problems, to little avail’ (Calderisi 2006: 164). He condemns donors with the assertion: ‘aid is both ineffective and demeaning, large amounts of it have simply been wasted. Even aid agencies have acknowledged repeatedly that there is greater pressure to commit money grandly than to spend it wisely’ (ibid.: 167). A critique of recent European strategies emphasizes the gap between donor priorities and those of beneficiaries and the perverse effects that aid has by institutionalizing corruption and buttressing incumbents (Delcourt 2008: 8–9). The capacity of outside actors to bring about positive change is also questioned by OECD experts who claim that ‘the processes of state-building are largely domestically driven and international state-building assistance has only a limited role to play’ (OECD 2008: 13). An important strategic document for poverty reduction in the Congo is unequivocal in this view: Congo’s dependency on foreign aid is a major obstacle to development (République démocratique du Congo 2006: 102). This is an argument that has been made for all of Africa. According to another ‘anti-aid’ expert, ‘dependency on aid from foreign donors has undermined the development of the basic institutions needed to govern and the vital link of accountability between state and citizen’ (Glennie 2008: 5–6). Like Moyo, he also argues that as a consequence of aid, some people have gained but many more have suffered (ibid.: 5) and ‘the consensus that some would like us to think exists on aid and growth is an illusion’ (ibid.: 83). Others have argued that state reconstruction efforts suffer because solutions tend to be perceived as being technical and not political (Anderson 2005). Humanitarian assistance is not immune to this kind of lucid evaluation. In her Not Breaking the Rules, Not Playing the Game, Zoë Marriage gives resonance to an example of understated hypocrisy: ‘the optimism conveyed by the objectives of assistance is combined with an expectation of failure …’ (Marriage 2006: 7).

A recent trend in trying to reverse years of state-building failure and aid inefficiency entails focusing on governance issues and making aid recipient countries accountable to donors and their citizens (Joseph and Gillies 2009). While this trend makes sense in theory, there is little evidence to suggest that it could work in a context as complicated as that of DRC. The assessment is shared by former USAID deputy administrator Carol Lancaster: ‘We are pretty sure the $1.6 billion in aid the United States has provided Democratic Republic of Congo since 1960 has failed to produce lasting positive development results, mainly because of the political context of corruption, incapacity, and conflict’ (Lancaster 2009: 33). The rate of return on public development aid is clearly not commensurate with the amounts of money invested. It is more likely to be commensurate with its embeddedness in the political and cultural environment. As Englebert and Tull point out, trying to inculcate a culture of good governance and accountability does not sufficiently integrate an unforgiving state-building flaw. ‘Whereas donors tend to see reconstruction as a new beginning after the crisis of failure, African elites more often see it as an ongoing competition for power and resources, facilitated by power-sharing agreements, increases in foreign aid, and lax international oversight’ (2008: 121).

‘Bringing the state back in’ is part of the Congo reform roadmap, a discrete trend that emerged in the early years of Kabila rule when the West worked towards legitimizing him. The disdain for the Congo state felt by many international experts and project managers is only now, gradually, being reconsidered. The current implicit strategy is to rehabilitate the state at all costs, with or without Congolese involvement. The negative side effects of policies designed in the early 1990s, notably the ‘delegitimization’ of state power (Bongeli 2008: 119), are still being felt. When Mobutu outlived his usefulness to his Western backers after the collapse of the Soviet Union, international partners abruptly withdrew support for the Zairean state. They channelled their aid through non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and United Nations agencies. This gave birth to a project approach aimed at replacing a state considered to be corrupt and inefficient. 

The project approach suffers from a number of problems. Congolese stakeholders are marginalized from the project-cycle decision-making process (notably identification and implementation) and qualified civil servants leave their administrations for better-paid work in internationally funded projects. This has translated into a series of projects that are not cost efficient, not viable and locally inappropriate. Project success continues to be evaluated in terms of amounts of money spent, rather than in results. The need to spend donor money according to a project calendar (‘absorption capacity’ in project-cycle management jargon) is surrealist in DRC. This requirement, combined with an abysmal lack of pertinence, led one European Union expert to describe the Congo as a ‘vast cemetery of projects’. Most people working in the development field have their own favourite story about a project gone wrong. Mine relates to an international conservation NGO that felt it had to do something to help villagers in the Salonga National Park in the middle of Congo’s dense tropical forest. The NGO designed and constructed a cement and metal contraption to smoke fish. A year after it was built it was still unused. The absurdity results from the fact that those villagers have been smoking fish efficiently and sustainably for hundreds of years thanks to their own traditional know-how.

The project approach upon which much of the reform agenda is based necessitates working with competent Congolese. These focal points, resource people and project coordinators play an interesting but dubious role. While they often say ‘the receiving hand is underneath the hand that gives’, they transform what may appear as a situation of dependency into a situation of subtle pre-eminence. Donors, international governmental agencies and NGOs sometimes become dependent on these Congolese state-sponsored reform intermediaries who use their positions of relative power to address their own agendas. Projects continue to be sidetracked by those who feel vulnerable to the prospect of real reform or change. Even the most talented technical experts can become entangled in the Congo’s Byzantine web of vested interests. The plan to integrate civil society stakeholders in implementing projects has also failed owing to the dominance of state actors. Indeed, civil society actors have been powerless to combat the Congo state’s resistance to change. International partners recognize the limitations of the project approach and have thought about alternatives. One of these is direct budgetary support to state institutions, but this approach has also encountered operational problems.

Reform or masquerade?

In the arena of Congolese politics and international relations, masquerade is played out by local actors to obscure, dissimulate or camouflage their real objectives. International partners play the same game for similar reasons. Acting behind the mask of impunity enables reform protagonists to evade their official responsibilities. Because the system has institutionalized the multiplication of intermediaries, when things go wrong, it is never anyone’s fault. Congolese authorities cunningly smother reform initiatives but without completely suffocating them. The twofold objective is to keep them alive (for funding, to maintain tolerable relations with foreign partners or to stay on board as part of a process). At the same time, they manoeuvre to slow down, block or sabotage reform. An astute Congo observer has labelled this strategy ‘“personally fruitful” stagnation’ (Prunier 2009: 315). Congolese authorities have indeed been remarkably brilliant in manipulating an international system that contributes to foreign aid policy becoming ensnared in domestic politics. This subtlety did not escape Belgian foreign affairs minister Karel De Gucht when he made provocative comments in Kigali in October 2004 about the abysmal absence of leadership for the people in Congo, an opinion he continued to voice after becoming European Commission Commissioner for Humanitarian Aid. Mamadou Diouf (2002: 23) translates this subtlety as: ‘fish cannot approve a budget for the purchase of fishhooks’. This calls into question the common assumption that international aid policy is based on rational and comprehensive decision-making strategies.

Were real reform to take place, many Congolese authorities, civil servants and NGO representatives would outgrow their usefulness. They would see their capacity to benefit from commissions and other forms of corruption diminish. Many international experts and consultants would also be out of work. They play the game of working for reform while making sure not to cut off the branch upon which they sit. In an analysis of emerging governance patterns and identity, Raeymaekers (2007) interpreted Congolese resistance to change through the paradox: ‘everything must change if we want to stay the same’. This is a fine example of trompe l’oeil. Trickery, mediation and rejection – key concepts in Bayart’s analysis of extraversion – are thus applicable to the relations between Congolese and the West. Extraversion refers to the historically entrenched ‘formalities of action which have constantly recurred in Africa’s relations with the rest of the world throughout the 20th century’ (Bayart 2000: 254–5). A history of colonial humiliation and dictatorship has helped Congolese learn to devise pragmatic modes of manipulation, communication, negotiation and accommodation to guarantee perpetually shifting patterns of domination. 

The absence or sluggishness of reform is reminiscent of Mobutu’s strategies of ouverture politique announced in 1990. This situation can be explained in part by the fact that the massive presence of international development efforts has taken the burden of responsibility off the Congolese government. Instead of being accountable to the people, the government reassigns the abstract notion of accountability to its international partners. The role of the United Nations peacekeeping mission is one concrete example of this form of reassignment. The same situation applies to the World Health Organization, which has assumed public health responsibilities, international environmental NGOs that struggle to manage Congo’s rich natural heritage or churches that provide primary education. In the short term, political incumbents benefit from this substitution.

Many reform policies make sense at a theoretical level. Successful implementation, however, has not materialized, largely because of the absence of a reliable and motivated administrative structure. The balance between the utopia of what is desirable and the pragmatism of what is doable has not been struck. State structures that have been targeted for reform, including administrative services, often do not even exist or are so weak that reforming them is impossible. The new international partnership with Congo is tantamount to trying to stitch patches on a very tattered cloth. There is pomp and ceremony, conferences and workshops, signatures of official letters of intent and budget allocation – but little poverty reduction or increased well-being. For these reasons, it could be argued that the reform process is little more than masquerade. Many reform and reconstruction strategies, moreover, are condemned by the absence of maintenance budgets or follow-up policies. They are also condemned because foreign-driven initiatives rarely take into account local knowledge and know-how. According to James C. Scott (1998: 6): ‘designed or planned social order is necessarily schematic; it always ignores essential features of any real, functioning social order’. Scott’s analysis of ‘the indispensable role of practical knowledge, informal processes, and improvisation in the face of unpredictability’ (ibid.: 6) is a valuable lesson for reform experts working in Congo.

Masquerade also takes the form of the manipulation of anticipation: promises are made, team leaders are appointed, working groups are put together, committees are nominated and deadlines are set. Many international partners have fallen into the trap of their Congolese counterparts who pay lip-service to the need to reform but who in fact have designed clever strategies of resistance. Englebert and Tull’s assessment of African political elites in general applies perfectly to those of Congo: ‘[They] share neither the diagnosis of failure nor the objectives set out by the foreign promoters of reconstruction policies. Instead, they seek to maximize the benefits accruing to them from these policies, as well as from ongoing political instability’ (Englebert and Tull 2008: 110–11).

Strategies of resistance exist at the highest levels of the state, throughout the administrative structures and also at the project implementation level. They include splitting hairs on details while masking real issues, addressing peripheral – not central – issues and sidetracking (organizing a meeting while deliberately omitting to invite the main stakeholders, for example). Masquerade also takes the form of going through the motions by being physically present and visible instead of being productive or efficient. As in other societies, working and being at work are two distinct realities. Private sector investors have understood these subtleties and tend to be circumspect in their relations with the Congolese. This explains why the enabling conditions the Bretton Woods institutions have tried so hard to establish have failed to attract international private capital, with the exception of investment in natural resource extraction.

Humanitarian aid delivery is a concrete example of the Congo masquerade. DRC remains one of the world’s worst humanitarian crises. Violence, population displacement, rape of women, men and children, and the collapse of public health services prevail. Mortality rates are significantly higher than the sub-Saharan African average. Most deaths are due to easily preventable or curable conditions, such as malaria, diarrhoea, pneumonia, malnutrition and neonatal problems. These are all by-products of a collapsed healthcare system. The increasing role of NGOs (alongside UN agencies and bi- and multilateral agencies such as the EU’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Aid) is a notable trend in humanitarian aid over the past twenty years. 

Humanitarian activities now include institutional support, combating the recruitment of child soldiers, aid coordination, non-governmental diplomacy and tracking the illegal exportation of natural resources. Despite what could potentially be a positive trend, humanitarian aid delivery suffers from serious handicaps, making it in many instances inefficient or counterproductive. These handicaps include: (i) excessive subcontracting whereby NGOs assume the role of donors, (ii) competition and rivalry between aid agencies, (iii) diverging perceptions of priorities and application methods between local and international partners, (iv) distribution of humanitarian aid for political purposes, (v) absence of reliable local partners and absorption capacity and (vi) serious logistical shortcomings. As in other sectors targeted for reform, the main obstacle to humanitarian aid delivery is the absence of a master plan based on consensus. Humanitarian aid can also have direct tragic consequences. In late 2009, thousands of Hutu civilians were attacked by Congolese national army troops when they sought healthcare offered by Doctors without Borders.1 An estimated sixty-two civilians were killed in North Kivu areas controlled by rebel Hutus from the Forces démocratiques de libération du Rwanda (FDLR). Doctors without Borders said that their services were used as ‘bait’ for army forces to retaliate against civilians who were perceived as being FDLR sympathizers.

The United States and Britain participated in the masquerade through their long-standing and unconditional support for Congo’s enemies during the worst episodes of the Congo wars. Rwanda’s intervention in the Congo (and Uganda’s to a lesser extent) and its impacts on security, the economy and social morale has been devastating. Washington and London were aware of the conditions leading up to the 1994 Rwanda genocide but chose not to act. Following the Rwanda genocide, President Clinton and Prime Minister Blair embraced Rwandan president Kagame as a peace-builder with a good governance discourse. They provided him with massive financial and diplomatic support, allowing him and his proxies to exploit people, land and minerals. Kagame justified the Rwandan presence in eastern DRC by arguing that Hutu forces operating in the Congo constituted a security threat. This security argument, although not exactly false, veiled the far more pragmatic explanation: Rwanda’s unabashed plundering of Congo’s gold, diamonds, coltan and other minerals. Despite the ostensible rapprochement between Kinshasa and Kigali and waning Anglo-American support for Kagame, ongoing Rwandan intervention continues to seriously undermine Congolese security and development.

Other examples of the Congo masquerade pertain to human rights and justice. Rule of law is poorly respected in DRC. It is one of the least free countries in the world, according to Freedom House.2 For the UN’s Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, the promotion of women’s human rights and gender equality is not seen as a priority. Freedom of expression is extremely limited. Journalists live under constant threat; intimidation is part of a strategy to censure the coverage of conflict and human rights violations. 

Rule of law and improved human rights conditions are predicated on reform of the justice system. This was identified as one of the international community’s main objectives in 2002. With less than 1 per cent of the budget devoted to justice, the sector has been forced to finance itself, like other administrative services. Justice consequently goes to the highest bidder. Congolese, like many other Africans, comment: ‘Why pay a lawyer when I can buy a judge?’ Reform actions during the transitional government include: (i) the abolition of the Cour d’ordre militaire (infamous for its death penalties), (ii) the creation of tribunals for business and commerce, (iii) a new military penal code, (iv) new statutes for magistrates, (v) corruption and sexual violence now being listed as penal infractions, and (vi) elaboration of prison reform. Since the ratification of the 2005 constitution, three broad reform avenues have been pursued: (i) restructuring of the entire legal system, (ii) setting up specialized legal departments (such as administrative and business tribunals, appellate courts, a Supreme Court, etc.), and (iii) drafting a new penal code. Cooperation between the international community and the Ministry of Justice is ongoing but progress remains slow owing to an absence of political will and financial resources. As many propositions go against deep-rooted practices, reform of the legal system can be summarized as change without improvement (Vircoulon 2009b).

Engineering reform and reconstruction in Congo is handicapped by a cluster of real obstacles and overwhelming challenges. The crisis is historically entrenched, politically entangled and socially complex. It is conceptually difficult to know where to start and financially impossible to address all the challenges at the same time. Some Congolese authorities and international experts argue that the most important priority is resolving the problems of security, putting reform of the army and police on the top of the list. Others argue that without tackling the problems of governance and high-level institutionalized corruption, all reform efforts will be meaningless. Other voices claim that a revolution in mentality is needed, making rehabilitation of the education system a prerequisite. Similar claims could be made for infrastructure, macroeconomic control or health. But there is no shared vision. There is no mutually acceptable master plan. On the contrary, there are too many plans, resulting in a blatant absence of harmonization among donors and Congolese authorities. The overall context of mistrust and suspicion and the tendency to address specific agendas before responding to common goals is both cause and consequence of this ‘one step forward, two steps back’ situation. 

Competition is a major obstacle to reform and is rife at three different levels: between international partners themselves, between international partners and Congolese actors, and between Congolese authorities. The result is an unmanageable political context and a series of fragmented and frequently contradictory actions and strategies. Competition between international partners in the media sector is one example. According to Marie-Soleil Frère (2009a), it suffers from opposing ideologies and incompatible institutional and methodological formatting. Another example is the way that the Belgian Technical Cooperation and the United Nations Development Programme ended up at loggerheads with respect to their efforts to reform public service provision. In the security sector, there is the problem of ‘parallel hierarchies’ that contribute to competition and ineffectiveness (Pouligny 2006: 129). Moreover, as pointed out by Hoebeke et al. (2009), competition between donors stems from an even more complex, and tragic, set of conditions. They argue that it is part of a deliberately orchestrated strategy by the Congolese government to destabilize external coordination. Indeed, some high-ranking Congolese derive significant wealth and power by perpetuating low-intensity conflict in the eastern provinces. Their conclusion is that the systematic organization of insecurity is more profitable than the organization of security. 

At the second level, the role and mandate of the UN peacekeeping mission is a good example of competition between foreign actors and the Congolese government. The UN considers that the security situation does not permit a withdrawal of forces. The government, for reasons of sovereignty and internal political consumption, say that they have the security situation under control. The decentralization debate is an example of the third level of competition. The central government has not moved ahead with decentralization for various reasons, including unwillingness to transfer financial resources and political control to some of the provinces wanting to move ahead to achieve greater autonomy. The fragile nature of the ruling government coalition, partisan politicking and power-seeking strategies also testify to the internecine competition at the national level. Diverging views can also result in some high-profile political bickering over relatively trivial issues. The government was mobilized in September 2010, for example, by incompatible opinions about Tintin in the Congo. For the minister of culture the comic book is a masterpiece; for other high-ranking officials, it represents Africans as naive and primitive and should be banned.3

Jockeying for power and competition exists within the international community’s big institutions too. At the European Commission level, for instance, foreign policy is divided between different external relations clusters, each of which has Congo desks or experts. Discussions on Congo between experts from the EuropeAid Cooperation Office, the Directorate-General for Development or the European Commission Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection Office testify to fragmentation and institutional haggling. A similar situation exists within United Nations structures. In a cogent analysis of UN function and dysfunction in the Congo, Autessere reports that:


The UN valued MONUC’s electoral and political affairs sections more highly than the mission’s humanitarian, human rights, or civil affairs departments, as evidenced by the number of people deployed in each unit and their ranks. In the field, the head of the political affairs or the electoral section was often the number two, just below the head of office, whereas the heads of the humanitarian, human rights, or civil affairs sections were much lower in the hierarchy. (Autessere 2010: 218)



Still another level of competition is the one that exists between high-ranking Congolese authorities and their administrative services. This is a common hierarchical problem worldwide and exists in Western democracies as well as in failed states. Nonetheless, the nature of state crisis in Congo, notably with respect to human resource management, exacerbates this problem. Absenteeism, privatization of the public work space, inadequate office material, recruitment strategies and the lack of satisfactory salaries are a few examples of factors that weaken the chain of command. Even if authorities appropriate the logic of reform, they do not always have the means to incite their staff to implement directives. 

Perverse side effects also result from individual actions carried out without comprehensive feasibility studies or understanding of local culture and practices. For example, an international medical NGO provided mosquito nets to a village in the Upemba region of Katanga which has a high rate of malaria-induced child mortality in lakeside villages. But this laudable action created another problem. Fishermen used the mosquito nets as fishing nets and, given their extremely fine gauge, not only were fish removed from the lake but all other forms of micro-fauna and micro-flora too. The lake gradually became covered with a black scum; villagers lost their sources of livelihood and food supply. It took a Belgian priest two years to get the villagers, who believed they had been cursed, to understand what had happened before the lake was able to regenerate.

Engineering reform and reconstruction is also handicapped by an equally impressive number of socially constructed obstacles. Extending deadlines, the perpetual redefinition of priorities and negotiating the means to implement them are hallmarks of the Congo masquerade. Many attitudes and behaviours that govern patron–client and social relationships in Congo escape Western development logic. Congolese construct their identities according to social and cultural patterns that are not necessarily conducive to state-building priorities, which again helps explain their failure. The importance of witchcraft and the invisible world is the most remarkable example (De Boeck 2004). There is also a wide gap between Western and Congolese perceptions of well-being. Politics in Congo, moreover, is ethnic. Nonetheless, for reasons of pseudo-political correctness, or the inability of development experts to comprehend it, this powerful reality is rarely explicitly woven into the complex web of reform. Extreme secrecy, discreet but constant surveillance, wielding social capital in deal-making, reliance on the extended family, perceptions of personal honour and occupying spaces of real or perceived power with little concern for achieving results are further examples. The manipulation of rumour is another contrivance that often escapes Western development logic. It can be used for political advantage or can serve as a powerful levelling mechanism (White 2004). These attitudes and behaviours help Congolese mask reality and hide the truth in their dealings with reform or development experts. While feigning a simulacrum of dependency, Congolese influence and often control their foreign partners. 
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2008 2009 2010*

Growth of GDP (%) 6.2 2.7 6.0
Inflation, end of period (%) 27.6 24.8 15.0
Underlying fiscal balance (cash basis)

as % of GDP 0.8 0.2 -0.5
Overall fiscal balance (cash basis, incl.

grants) as % of GDP -1.2 4.2 -9.3
Non-government investment as % of

GDP 19.2 15.0 16.1
Gross official reserves (end of period,

in millions of $) 78 269 416
Gross official reserves (weeks of non-aid-

related imports) 1.0 3.0 3.6
Scheduled debt service (in millions

of USD) 291.4 257.3  154.5
Foreign exchange FC/$1 639 677 900

Note: * Estimates  Source: Mushobekwa (2009)





