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Ghana’s oil discovery and

the “resource curse”

N ewsthat commercially significant
quantitiesof oil have been discovered
in the sea beds off the west coast of
Ghana has raised high hopes and
expectation that Ghana'slong deferred
dream of "accel erated devel opment”
might soon becomearedity. That view
assumes, wrongly of course, that
Ghana's failure to escape the
stranglehold of under-development is
due to a scarcity of valuable natural
resources. Nothing could be farther
from the truth. Asa country, Ghana
has been blessed with many natural
endowments: diverse mineral
resources, oneof which (gold) gavethe
country itsformer name; timber-rich
forests; agriculture-friendly soilsthat
have supported more than acentury of
export cash crops like cocoa; usable
inland water bodiesliketheVoltaRiver;
a coastline capable of supporting a
natural harbor aswell asan artificial
one; and ageography that isrelatively
freeof recurring natural disasterslike
hurricanes, earthquakes, and floods. To
addtothis, Ghanahasenjoyed 50 years
of intramural peace; the country's
ethnic diversity and political riftshave
not degenerated into open internecine
warfare or veered even close. Ghana's
under-devel opment, then, cannot be
blamed on a conspiracy of natural
misfortunes or the absence of civic
peace. Thus, while the addition of
"black gold" to Ghana'slist of natural
endowments is a significant
devel opment in the country'seconomic

history, it would be naive, indeed
misguided, to supposethat it represents
the beginning of the end of Ghana's
economic woes and the dawn of anew
era of economic uplift. Ghana's own
history of gross mismanagement of our
natural resources servesasacautionary
talein thisregard and should makethe
discovery of oil a moment for critical
national reflection and introspection,
rather than a moment for popular
jubilation.

The persistent underdevelopment and
poverty of many oil- and resource-rich
developing nationshas, infact, givenrise
to the phenomenon known as the
"resource curse": the "blessing” of a
valuable natural resource turnedinto a
"curse" for the majority of a country's
citizensasaresult of aweb of perverse
economic and political behavior and
decisions brought on by the new-found
windfal. Instructively, all of Africasoil-
rich countries-Nigeria, Equatorid Guineg,
Angola, Chad, Gabon, and the Congo-
Brazzaville-are afflicted with this
"paradox" of masspoverty inthe midst
of "plenty”. Infact, amongthe mineral
and natural-resource rich countries of
Africa only Botswana can be said to
have managed its natural resources
(diamonds) in a responsible and
sustai nable manner and to the benefit of
the country'spopulation. Therest have
had littleto show for thenatural resources
with which they have been blessed by
nature.

Admittedly, the fact that Ghana's ail
comes at atime when the country isa
functioning democracy setsusapart from
many of our oil-rich African peers and
a so distinguishesthisperiod in Ghanas
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economic history from the dictatorial past. The active
vigilanceof civil society, the privatemedia, and parliamentary
opposition partiesare, together with the prospect of defeat
ingenera elections, important democratic safeguardsthat
might hel p disciplineandinduceresponsible behavior onthe
part of government and other public officialscharged with
the management of the country's oil-generated wealth. Yet,
as the record of government in the Fourth Republic has
shown, electoral democracy aone has not banished from
publiclifethe scourgeof corruption, waste, mismanagement,
and profligate spending. Nor hasdemocracy transformed
overnight apredatory political classinto self-disciplined
stewardsand trustees of the publicinterest. Infact, insome
regoectsan intense and zero-sum scramblefor political power
and patronage has hei ghtened the corrupting i nfluence of
money and incumbency in our politics. Therisk of petro-
dollarsadding morefuel tothefireisrea and worrisome
indeed. In short, despitethe progress Ghanahasmadeinits
democratic project, the country hasnot yet arrived at apoint
initspolitical and ingtitutional development whenwe can
call the resource curse aproblem of the past or aproblem
for another place other than ours.

Institutionalizing honest, open and responsible governance
continuesto be aformidablechallengeeveninademocratic
Ghana, yet honest, open and responsible governanceiswhat
an oil-producing Ghana needs above all else.
Constitutionally-empowered "institutions of horizontal
accountability,” such asParliament, CHRAJ, and theAuditor-
General, continueto be under-resourced, under-motivated,
under-appreciated, and even sometimes undermined by an
Executive branch that hassepped into alongstanding political
tradition of executive supremacy and isnonplussed about
exploiting to itsadvantage theimmense patronage resources
it continuestowield. The presidency routinely implements
important policy initiatives and makes significant fiscal
commitmentswithout the benefit of prior legislation. The
nation's bureaucratic and regulatory capacity remainsthin
and ineffective, administrative discretion and arbitrariness
ispervasive, and law and regulatory enforcement selective
and inconsistent. Despite an increasingly alert media, a
culture of secrecy, opacity and impunity remainsentrenched
ingovernment and the public administration. The normsof
trangparency, open government, and accountability are still
alien conceptsto Ghana's"BigMen." Ghanaiansare not
even privy totheofficia salariesand other emolumentspaid
to the country's highest public officers. The rule-of-law
remains an unrealized ideal in our democracy. In short,
Ghanadoesnot asyet havein placethekindsof ingtitutional
firewa lsand regimeof public ethicsthat are needed to avert
theresource curse.

Thispast February the Government convened a"National
Forum on Oil and Gas Devel opment” to elicit and examine
ideas and optionsfor the sound and sustainable exploitation
and management of Ghana's newly-discovered oil resources

and expected proceeds. The Government hasalso invited
Norwegian and British ail industry regul atorsand expertsto
help Ghanadevel op appropriate oil revenue management

practices.
1

The Government isto be commended for acknowledging
Ghanasdeficit of knowledge and expertiseintheareaof ol
and gasdevel opment and management and for itsapparent
willingnessto learn from the experience of others. Inits
quest for expertise, Government must not lose sight of the
fact that there are al so Ghanaiansin the diasporamany of
whom possessthe range of talent and experience required
for aproper devel opment and management of Ghana'soil
resources. It would be a costly mistake, at any rate, for
Government to view Ghanasdeficitinthisareaaspurely or
even primarily atechnocratic one. No doubt, Ghananeeds
to develop the appropriate technocratic expertise and
capacity to complement its new statusasan oil-producing
country. Technocratic deficits, however, can be overcome
relatively easily with the appropriate investment in
recruitment and training. What the country needsto focus
on, beyond the technocratic issues, are the longstanding
governance and institutional weaknessesthat Norwegian
expertise cannot fix for usbut which, left unattended, will
surely undermine even the best efforts of the oil experts.

It is also not encouraging that what little public debate
Ghana's oil find has generated in the media has been
dominated by "distributional" issues. Instead of demanding
to know, as we should, the structure and terms of the
contractsor concess ons Ghanahasentered into, or proposes
to enter into, for the devel opment of our oil and gasresources
public discussion has mainly taken the form of pleasand
entreatiesto Government to ensure“afair distribution” of
the “National cake” - whatever that means. Instead of
ingsting ontheingtalation of alegal and regulatory regime
of transparency and prompt disclosure of al paymentsand
revenues accruing to and received by Government from its
oil contracts, concessionsor participation agreements, we
haverather been preoccupied with how to sharethe“National
Cake,” whichisyet to be baked and whose sizeis barely
known. We are indeed counting our chickens beforethey
have been hatched and yet have done nothing to securethe
chicken coop from thefoxesthat continueto guardit.

Ghanasemergenceasan oil-producing nation will posean
important test and challenge for our democracy, andit is
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onewe cannot afford tofail. Our own past and continuing
record of mismanagement of our national resources and
assets, aswell asthemany casesof oil-rich nations afflicted
with the "resource curse," should give cause for sober
reflection and critica deliberation withinthe Ghanaian body
palitic. Thisissue, likemany others, istooimportant to trust
or leavetothe"good intentions' of thepolitical classaone
or theebb and flow of partisan politics. Ghana'sdemocracy
needs to mature to anew level in order to make the best
use of this potential opportunity. Important legidative,
regulatory and indtitutional firewallsand safeguards, adopted
inan open, inclusive and bipartisan manner, need to be put
in place as soon as possible; the culture of opacity in
government must give way to an ethic of openness and
transparency; Parliament must awaken to its critical
oversght respong bilities; and therule-of-law must replace
unregul ated discretion asthe norm in the governance and
adminigration of thestate. Successinthisregardwill require
the civic engagement, activism and vigilance of all
Ghanaians-civil society, media, political parties, and the
general public. Thestakesare highindeed. We must not
let our guardsdown. Bl

Debating state funding of Ghana’s

political parties

T heissue of state funding of political parties hascome

back on the public agenda after it was recently reported
that Ghana'spolitical partieshad collaborated in draftinga
proposed bill that would entitlethe political partiestoreceive
annual taxpayer-funded cash support. Whilethe detailsof
the proposed bill remain sketchy and incomplete, proponents
of statefunding for political partiesdefend the proposal as
necessary inthelight of theimportance of effective political
party organization and activitiesto the successof multi-party
democracy.

Politica partiesindeed play acritical roleintheestablishment
and sustenance of democratic government. Infact, the 1992
Condtitution, recognizing political partiesaskey ingtitutions
for the mobilization and representation of citizens
preferencesand interests, guaranteestheright of every adult
Ghanaian to freely associate with others intheform of a
political party andtheright of every political party toregister
and organizefor the purpose of contesting public elections,
prohibitsthe establishment of aone-party state; and imposes
certain organizationa andfinancial reporting obligationson
al political parties, including, notably, the duty of each party
to be internally democratic and national in character.
However, merdy becausepalitical partieshaveanimportantraeto
playinGhangsdemocracy, doesnat mekepublicfundingof palitical
partiesaforgone concluson. Theproposed bill must beplaced
withinthebroader pergpective, and examinedwithinthecontext, of
theoverall sateof Ghanasdemocratic devel opmert.

First, if Ghana'spolitical partiesfaceafunding crisis, their
predicament ishardly unique or exceptional. Nearly al of
thekey congtitutionally-mandated institutions of democratic
governance and horizontal accountability, notably Parliament,
the judiciary, Commission on Human Rights and
Administrative Justice (CHRAJ), Audit Service, and the
Electora Commission (EC), have cong stently been grosdy
underfunded by the state. Indeed, since the very first
condgtitutive (1992) el ectionsof the Fourth Republic, Ghana
hasnot been ableto fund any of itsgenera electionsentirely
fromitsown domestically generated resources. In effect,
the most basic processthat underpins Ghana's democratic
project suffersfrom arecurring funding deficit. Yet, despite
the chronic underfunding of our key democratic and
governanceingitutions, our political classhasnot seenit fit
to proposelegid ation to earmark sufficient fundsannually to
support any of theseinditutions. Inour view, political parties,
whileimportant asagenciesof popular representationin our
democracy, must not enjoy priority or specid statusinfunding
above such public constitutional bodieslike Parliament, the
Judiciary or CHRAJ.

Inthisregard, we believethat the proposed bill, infocusing
only on public funding of political partiesand thusranking
political partiesaboveall other rivalsfor public funding, falls
short of the comprehensive, all-inclusive approach that is
needed to addressthe recurring funding needsfaced by the
key democratic and governanceinstitutions of the Fourth
Republic. Ahill to providepublicfunding for political parties
makes sense, in our view, only as part of a package of
legid ative proposd sdesigned to addressthe perennia funding
deficits confronting Parliament, the Judiciary, CHRAJ, the
Electoral Commission, and theAudit Service, among others.

The process by which the proposed bill wasformul ated also
leavesmuchto bedesired. Thefact that the proposed bill is
theproduct of extra-parliamentary collaboration amongthe
political partiesthemsalves, with the exclusive help of self-
selected civil society collaborators, smacks of cartel-like
dealing by aself-interested political class. The processwas
not sufficiently transparent, deliberative or participatory.
Although the proposed bill hasbeen made public, thebill's
authorshaveindicated their intention to secureitsplacement
onthelegidative calendar inthe next session of Parliament.
Giventhefact that the proposed bill already hasthejoint-
and self-interested support of all the political parties
represented in Parliament, there must be ampl e opportunity
for extengve public and civil society debate, review, scrutiny,



and rewriting of the proposed bill beforeit ispresented to
Parliament. Inshort, itisprematureto present the proposed
bill for the consideration of Parliament or the Attorney
General at thistime. At best, the proposed bill represents
the collective view and preferences only of Ghanaspolitical
parties (thebill'sintended beneficiaries); the general public
and civil society must weighinon the matter and havetheir
owninput reflected in any final funding proposal beforeitis
submitted to Parliament.

Finally, webelievethat any proposal for public funding of
Ghana's political parties must incorporate certain basic
principles.

* Firgt, political party funding must begin, first and
foremost, with the membership of the party. Inorder
to deepen democracy and popular accountability within
political parties, itisimportant that partiesrely primarily
oninterna fundraising sources, typically through regular
membership duesand other membership contributions.
So far, Ghanaian political parties have shown little
interest in developing a "mass’ source of funding,
preferring, instead, to raise money through "big"
financiers and the party's public office holders and
presidential candidates-sources that often raise
concernsabout corruption and degpen oligarchic control
of parties. Ghanaspoalitica partiesmust tap and exhaust
internal membership-based funding opportunitiesbefore
they can judtifiably turn to the state to come to their
ad.

e Second, state support for political parties need not
mean "cash" support. In-kind support, suchasrequiring
all state print and electronic media (and also, as a
condition for their licenses, al private FM and TV
stations) to carry alimited number of "free" adverts
for political partiesduring election season, should be
preferred to cash subsidies.

¢ Third, any cash support for political partiesmust be
limited to"matching funds." Thismeansthat political
parties must berequired to raise (and show proof that
they haverai sed) acertain amount of money fromtheir
own membership, before they may be considered
digiblefor gatefunding.

e Fourth, state support for political parties must be
conditioned upon asufficient showing by aparty that it
hassatisfied, fully and satisfactory, dl of itscondtitutiond
and gatutory obligations, includingitsfinancia disdosure
and reporting obligationsunder existing laws.

e Fifth, statefunding of political partiesmust go hand-in-
hand with statutory regul ation of party expenditures, in
theform of spendinglimitsor ceillingson eection-related
expendituresin both primariesand general elections.

e Lastly, any statefinancial support for political parties
must belimitedto asssting politica partiesto build and
develop their internal capacity in such areasaspolicy
development and training, as opposed to helping to
maintain so-called "party foot-soldiers.” HIE
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