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Public-Private Partnerships and Development 
in Africa: Feminist Contestations

Corina Rodriguez Enriquez, Gertrude Dzifa Torvikey and 
Sue Godt

Feminism has long been incorporating economic issues into its agenda. This is 

evident from the pioneering work of those who analysed the gender dimension 

in development debates1, to the pioneering voices from the Global South that 

pointed out the risks of the marketisation of governance (Taylor 2000), to the 

current discussions on the challenges that global financial capitalism imposes 

on any political programme for equality and justice (Benería et al. 2016; Sibeko 

2019, 2023; Simeoni 20212). A current discussion in feminism pertains to 

the different possible mechanisms for financing development. The notion of 

financing for development refers to the mobilisation of resources that allow two 

issues to be addressed simultaneously: to provide for the economic and social 

needs that will improve the material living conditions of the population and to 

create the necessary structures for lasting and sustainable economic development.

The sources for financing development can be multiple, including public 

and private, domestic and international, direct investment and borrowing. The mix 

of sources that determine the possibilities for financing economic development 

depend on the political orientation of decision-makers, the dominant narratives, 

the concrete possibilities of having resources and/or attracting investments, and 

the perspectives and the possibilities offered by the various economic, social and 

political structures of the countries (AWID 2014).

Within the framework of the Sustainable Development Agenda 2030, the 

currently prevailing paradigm assigns a predominant role to so-called blended 

finance, understood by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) as “the strategic use of development finance for the 

mobilisation of additional finance towards development objectives”3. It means 

attracting private sector resources to invest in development projects that provide 

financial returns to investors. The idea is that these private resources would com-

plement those from public budgets and official development assistance (ODA) 

to meet development goal financing gaps. International Financial Institutions 
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(IFIs) have labelled this strategy “From Billions to Trillions”, reflecting the 

transition in financing resources from “Billions” in ODA to “Trillions” in private 

investments4. In other words, it is a strategy of multiplying resources by offering 

the private sector (mainly financial investment groups, and large transnational 

and national companies) a new business platform.

One of the avatars of this strategy, which is not new but has been renewed 

in the context of Agenda 2030, is public-private partnerships (PPPs). These 

initiatives have been actively promoted by the IFIs, particularly the World Bank 

through its investment group (World Bank Group). This model penetrates the 

IFIs through conditionalities associated with loans, and more fundamentally 

through technical support in the design of investment-enabling legal frameworks 

and management structures.

While there are various definitions and different types of PPPs, they can be 

said to consist of long-term contracts between a private party and a government 

entity that involve some form of risk sharing between the two to provide a public 

asset or service. In these contracts, the private sector is supposed to contribute 

a significant part of the financing, in exchange for a guaranteed return. These 

contracts differ from traditional privatisation: in PPPs, the initial cost is in 

principle borne by the private agent and then paid by taxpayers (directly, or 

through the State). At the end of the contract, even if the PPP has assumed 

management responsibilities for the duration of the contract, ownership of the 

asset remains in the hands of the State. This operation, which appears in theory 

to be simple and beneficial for all parties, is in practice neither that simple nor 

that beneficial.

As developed in the piece by Rodríguez Enríquez, there is a growing liter-

ature, in many cases based on case studies in countries of the Global South, that 

reveals tensions and contradictions. The literature indicates that PPP experiences 

are in many cases more costly for the State than the usual mechanisms of pro-

curement or direct public investment. This is fundamentally due to the role that 

the State plays in PPP contracts as guarantor in the face of contingent liabilities. 

There are also experiences that report increased inequalities in accessing benefits 

and services developed and offered through PPPs, particularly when the cost is 

paid directly by users or consumers (ISER 2020). The lack of accountability of 

PPP projects, the obscurity of contracts and the lack of effective mechanisms 
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for citizen participation, both in the definition of contracts and during their 

operation, have also been noted (Rodríguez Enríquez and Llavaneras 2023a, b).

Given the growing expansion of these PPP initiatives, and their increas-

ingly evident impact on people’s lives, the feminist agenda has begun to concern 

itself with them, and it is to this effort that this volume aims to contribute. This 

is because like any other component of economic dynamics, PPPs are not 

gender-neutral, but have gender-specific impacts. As will be seen in different 

articles in this Issue, PPPs can facilitate but also restrict women’s access to 

essential services such as energy, health, or basic economic infrastructure. In 

addition, many PPP projects, particularly those linked to the development of 

large infrastructure projects, can affect households’ livelihoods, restricting their 

access to resources (such as land or water) and forcing displacement (Ndoye 

2023). As well, PPP projects, particularly those linked to the provision of social 

services, often demand a female labour force, the conditions for whom may 

have improved or worsened.

Secondly, the PPP agenda, driven by the search to expand business 

opportunities for the private sector, can change the priorities of the development 

agenda at the country level, shifting necessary investments away from sectors 

that are essential for people’s daily lives but not very profitable for companies 

(Simeoni and Kinoti 2023).

Thirdly, the usual obscurity of PPP contracts and their portrayal as a 

technical issue that is difficult for most people to understand, limit the possibility 

of citizen participation, both in investment decisions and in the forms of their 

management, depriving people of mechanisms to claim their rights.

Fourthly, experience (some of which is presented in this Issue) also shows 

that organisation and resistance against threatening PPP projects have managed 

to mitigate the negative impacts, thereby opening up opportunities for citizen 

monitoring and prevention of private sector profit goals in these initiatives from 

overriding the guarantee of the rights of the public impacted by these initiatives.

It is for these reasons and in this sense that this volume aims to add to the 

literature that studies PPPs from a feminist perspective.

The multiplicity of ways in which neoliberalism as an economic paradigm 

manifests and reproduces itself across regions continues to be debated and its 
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outcomes contested (Hall and Lamont 2013). In Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), the 

early independence countries used State-driven development in infrastructure 

and social amenities provision as the means to expand democratic governance, 

social justice, inclusion, and equity. However, the crises in the late 1970s and 

subsequent implementation of structural adjustment programmes (SAPs) under 

the auspices of the Bretton Woods Institutions, shrank the role of the State in 

development. As a corollary to these shifts, a mix of privatisation and PPP 

arrangements started to emerge. In many countries policy alignment to the needs 

of the market became part of the shifts. As Mkandawire argues,

 … at the structural level, the process of globalization has forced all 

governments to rethink and restructure the state-market relationships in 

their respective countries and to pay greater homage to “market forces” 

(2001, 294).

The various ways in which Africa’s developmental states operated, namely 

through direct intervention in economic and social policy implementation, policy 

autonomy and sovereignty, and the promotion of national agendas, became 

compromised (Gebremichael 2023). As Temesgen (2022) has shown, the 

developmental state is still operational in some instances on the continent, albeit 

with diverse outcomes as demonstrated in the cases of Mauritius and Ethiopia. 

The intensive privatisation of many parts of life and development in 

Africa started 40 years ago. It was recognised soon after that the market could 

not be relied upon to drive development, especially in sectors with limited profit 

potential. This highlighted the continuing relevance of the State and the need to 

regulate the market. The resultant effects include policy shifts that foster PPPs 

across the region. The piece by Sue Godt shows the expansive nature of PPPs 

on the continent and its multiple implications for women, the poor and other 

vulnerable social groups. 

Depending on the regions, the intensity of the PPP-led economic model 

varied. However, the turn to PPPs in the region is made apparent in the legal and 

policy frameworks enacted by many countries from the early 2000s (Torvikey 

and Ohene Marfo 2020). A few examples will illustrate the pervasive character of 

PPPs in Africa and their embeddedness in governance. Ghana’s PPP policy was 

enacted in 2014 while its Public Private Partnership Act, 2020 (Act 1039) (“PPP 
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Act”) was signed in December 2020. Others are: Public Private Partnership 

Act No. 18 of 2010 and an amendment in 2014 (Tanzania); the Public-Private 

Partnership Act, 2010 (Sierra Leone); Public Private Partnership Act No. 15 of 

2013 (Kenya); Public Private Partnership Act 2014 (Uganda); Infrastructure 

Concession Regulatory Commission Act (Establishment, etc.) Act 2005 and 

National Policy on Public Private Partnerships, 2009 (Nigeria); and Proclamation 

No. 1076/2018 facilitating Public-Private Partnership (PPP), 2018 (Ethiopia). 

According to the World Bank’s Public-Private Partnership Legal Resource 

Centre, only three out of 48 SSA countries (Eritrea, Lesotho, and South Sudan) 

are not developing some form of PPP unit and enabling environment5. Even with 

these regulatory regimes, PPP proponents are frustrated about the so-called weak 

PPP governance regimes, project cost and low profitability (Leigland 2018).  

Since the 1970s, we have witnessed the rise of an economic orthodoxy 

that aggressively advocates for market fundamentalism and relegates the State 

to play a residual role in both politics and economic affairs. As a result, global 

markets, international finance and economic institutions and multilateral organi-

sations have become more prominent in guiding their development process. The 

approach has been “legitimised” in the Africa Rising (Economist 2011) narrative 

promoting economic growth and has been integrated into the African Union’s 

Agenda 2063 (AU 2014) and African Continental Free Trade Area (AU 2018) as 

well as the UN Economic Commission for Africa strategies (UNECA 2021). 

The influential African Development Bank Group PPP strategic framework 

(AfDB Group 2021) has actively promoted the mechanism by strengthening 

PPP enabling environments, supporting the development of bankable PPPs 

and directing its financing instruments to both PPP project companies and 

governments to meet financing costs. 

Through these linkages and regulatory regimes, privatisation and PPPs 

are normalised and become a constitutive part of economic development with 

widespread acceptance among policymakers and the population. The model 

requires compliance, though it is often enforced through subtle coercion. Growing 

catastrophic levels of indebtedness, exacerbated by the COVID-19 economic 

crisis, however, are increasing State vulnerability to pressure to continually 

relax PPP regulatory and enabling environments in Kenya, for example, despite 

documented risks of such actions (Munda 2021; Olotch 2017).
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Rooted in the same market-oriented logic that underlay the SAPs, PPPs 

should be seen as advancing the cause of privatisation as the SAPs did a few 

decades ago. In the African context, the PPP discourse should be read in tandem 

with forty years of privatisation, its fallouts and how men and women experienced 

its variegated outcomes. And yet, even though PPP follows a similar logic as pri-

vatisation, it has not been met with the same kinds of resistance that privatisation 

generated, because the State is still seen as playing a role in such partnerships. 

Unlike the debates that emanated from the privatisation era, the PPP logic 

remains more watered down and dominated by mainstream acceptance. The late 

entry of scholars into these debates is due to the normalisation of privatisation 

promoted by global institutions and transmitted through the State to individuals 

for decades.  

Similarly, African states operate a hybrid system of economic develop-

ment where neoliberal ideas are deliberately fused into governance frameworks, 

laws, policies and regulations. The outcomes of this fusion, we argue, are value 

extraction, which is prioritised over value creation, the emphasis on compet-

itiveness rather than competition, deepening spatial segregation and the near 

absence of the State apart from its regulatory and legal guidance roles. Increasing 

evidence shows a direct negative impact by private actors on people’s livelihoods 

and well-being, often due to intentional non-compliance with official contracts 

(Ndoye 2023). Indirectly, PPP design and related high costs of financing and 

risk assumption are reducing the State’s fiscal and policy space, which in turn 

impacts negatively on content and delivery of essential health and education 

services. Overall governance is undermined as states focus more on meeting 

financial actor demands and less on engaging with their citizens. Despite these 

dimensions, however, the fact that PPPs are making footprints in SSA more 

sluggishly than anticipated, with its ebbs and flows tied to economic downturns 

(Leigland 2020), reflects its cautious deployment in Africa.  The fact that PPP 

contracts are cancelled or renegotiated also sheds light on their developmental 

dimensions such as low poverty reduction impacts and high costs in comparison 

to public projects.  

An important characteristic of the heterogeneous effects of concepts and 

economic models such as PPPs is the way debates account for winners and losers. 
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Torvikey and Ohene Marfo’s feature article used the development of shops and 

stalls in a local food market in Ghana to demonstrate the multiple implications of 

the PPP in deepening the class character of the market, thereby fragmenting the 

leadership and its rank and file. The authors show how contested models such 

as PPPs can benefit a few and leave many more behind. They reflect on how 

PPPs articulate and intersect with local governance decision-making processes. 

They show that the central government’s inadequate financial allocations to 

local governments have embedded developmental responsibilities for the latter. 

PPPs have therefore become a   revenue mobilisation strategy at the local level.   

Among the contested issues regarding PPPs is their profit-centeredness. 

Their profit motivation adversely affects social inclusion and equity, which is a 

key concern to feminist researchers interested in macroeconomic policies and 

their implications for women and the socially marginalised. The elite control 

of the State, with its associated transparency and accountability deficits, is also 

concerning in a PPP context. Unlike the State, both PPP and privatisation models 

prioritise profit over social goals, and this directly undermines the state-building 

project because companies act in the name of the State but recoil from state 

responsibilities which do not generate profit.

Regardless of these dimensions, some still argue that, in fact, people simply 

want satisfactory services without paying attention to who provides them. Bovaird 

notes in a contestation of PPPs

Many service-users are unaware of (and uninterested in) the precise legal 

standing of the organization which provides their service — and quite 

content with whatever configuration is used to provide service, as long as 

the service quality is satisfactory (2004, 204).

This position reflects the African context where people have lived in the shad-

ows of social service privatisation for decades. In addition, government service 

delivery has been inadequate, and conditions have deteriorated. Ndlovu and 

Pophiwa’s article echoes this position with a major contribution about student 

accommodation deficits in higher education institutions in South Africa. Such 

student housing gaps remain a daunting challenge in many countries in Africa. 

The authors reflect on the problem, arguing that PPPs can be considered in 
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the context that access to safe housing promotes access to education. However, 

given the racial disparities in that country, they raise concerns that PPP housing 

schemes should be well governed and affirmative housing allocation based on 

gender, race, sexuality, and class should be considered an essential element of 

social inclusion. 

Penelope Sanyu’s Standpoint reflects on the dilemma of PPPs in Uganda’s 

health sector. This dilemma unfolds from its many contradictions and implica-

tions. She believes that countries seeking to rapidly develop their social sectors 

can do so through various means, with PPPs being just one of many economic 

models. However, the implications of PPPs for women and other vulnerable 

groups, particularly in the health sector, must be recognised and mitigated. She 

submits that people-centred laws, including those on PPP arrangements, are 

needed to ensure that the public sector plays an effective role in monitoring the 

implementation of PPP projects.

The power dynamics of the structure of PPPs is a critical issue that 

should centre discussions on the context appropriateness of the model. More 

importantly, a consideration of a robust governance regime is critical. Patriarchal 

power systems transmitted through global institutions often articulate with 

local institutions. The feature article by Hussainatu Abdullah reflects on these 

dimensions of PPPs with heterogeneous partnerships and varied effects. She 

argues that while national projects such as electricity generation are urgent, 

their implementation blurs the line between questions of social equity and the 

wider project impacts on communities. She emphasises the role of IFIs which 

champion PPPs on the assumption that they will promote gender equality. The 

paper shows how the criteria for project financing by the African Development 

Bank and the World Bank, among others, which include gender equality, 

equity and social inclusion, can be set aside in mega projects. Using the Addax 

Energy PPP with the Sierra Leonean government for energy generation and its 

accompanying land acquisition, and its effects on agricultural production, land 

dispossession, food security, ecological implications, and labour practices, the 

author illustrates not only the power dynamics of PPPs but also their diverse 

effects on communities and women. She shows that even the anticipated energy 

provision eluded the Sierra Leonean people. Within the socio-cultural context 

of women’s resource poverty, the PPP project deepened the structural problems 
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confronting women in the rural agrarian areas where available land shrank and 

water bodies were polluted while women were the least employed group by the 

company. Here again, it should be pointed out that in their negative impacts, 

PPPs are not much different from privatisation efforts. The listed impacts of 

Addax Energy, including land dispossessions, food insecurity, and deleterious 

labour practices, have also been observed in the aftermath of privatisation. The 

disjuncture between IFIs’ gender equality framing of programme financing 

and reality as experienced by women also reflects what Kelleher (2017, 134) 

called the “’tyranny of the log-frame’” which critiques orthodox economic 

development’s obsession with numbers. Abdullah shows the pervasiveness of the 

instrumentalisation of women in development through “largely quantitatively 

driven monitoring and analysis frameworks” which do not account for women’s 

experiences in a socially constructive manner.

There are commonalities in the arguments that have emerged from this 

issue. The first is that the State is important in development and must reinforce 

its developmental roles through the equitable distribution of resources and by 

leveraging its power to achieve progressive and transformative development. 

NAWI-Afrifem’s Collective and the Initiative for Social and Economic Rights 

(ISER), whose work has been discussed in this volume, have been at the forefront 

of reinforcing the role of the State in service provision and the promotion 

of the public sector in development. While ISER outrightly rejects PPPs, the 

organisation shows alternative ways public infrastructural development can be 

funded devoid of private interference; that is, through blocking illicit financial 

flows (IFFs) and ensuring the equitable and effective use of State resources, 

among many others.

The second thematic thread shows the development dilemmas in Africa 

and how and why States can or cannot deploy PPPs. The bifurcated and con-

tradictory undertones are made apparent in the reflections about development 

needs in Africa, whether in the provision of economic spaces in local markets, 

health infrastructure and student housing, or national-level infrastructural needs 

such as electricity. The authors consciously argue that PPPs can only be deployed 

in extremely necessary circumstances, and even then, the presence of robust 

people-centred laws is important in ensuring transparency, accountability, social 

inclusion, equity, and gender equality.
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Finally, this Issue reflects on the structural conditions and regimes that 

are required for contested development models such as PPPs to address the 

multifaceted dimensions of development and its own contradictions. These 

include a need for some activism, advocacy, law, and guidance in a manner that 

ensures that both the State and citizens are active in areas where PPPs are used. 

Resistance to PPPs as shown in Torvikey and Ohene Marfo’s article shows the 

contestations of the economic model and its outcomes. Their essay shows how 

collective action, whether planned or spontaneous, sustained or ad hoc, can 

yield some successes.

The analysis of PPPs in Africa must focus on the influence of colonialism, 

capitalism, and neoliberalism on the economic models and paradigms adopted 

by countries. The deepening socio-economic crises amidst episodic economic 

booms in selected countries on the continent offer a window for intellectuals, 

policymakers, citizens and the civic community to ponder over the history 

undergirding the status quo.  

History should guide countries that have long traditions of privatisation 

forced on them. PPPs are not privatisation, but their inherent character is similar 

– that is, they reduce the State’s role in development by using State laws to back 

private sector companies engaged with the State to embed extractive forms of 

development. 
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Endnotes

1.	 See Kabeer (1994) for a history of gender/feminist perspectives in devel-
opment.

2.	 Crystal Simeoni, interview by Susan Spronk, The Blended Finance Project, 
November 16, 2021. 

3.	 https://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/blend-
ed-finance-principles/

4.	 https://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/622841485963735448/
DC2015-0002-E-FinancingforDevelopment.pdf 

5.	 https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/overview/internation-
al-ppp-units 
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Public-Private Partnership: A Landmark of 
Mainstream Development Discourse and Why 
Feminists Should Worry

Corina Rodriguez Enriquez

The mainstream development discourse has located the idea of blended finance as 
a central element. The key argument is that States do not have sufficient resources 
to meet the investments needed to promote and sustain development. For this 
reason, it is necessary to combine different sources of financing, including the 
private sector which appears as a predominant actor. It is from this perspective 
that a re-launch of public-private partnerships (PPPs) is taking place. PPPs are 
not a novel form of investment financing, but they have had a vigorous boost in 
the last decade, hand in hand with the agenda of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).

PPPs have been presented as part of the strategy to move from “bil-
lions” in Official Development Assistance (ODA) to “trillions” in development 
investments (World Bank and International Monetary Fund 2015). As the 
development committee of the World Bank and the IMF stated in 2015 prior to 
the Third International Conference on Financing for Development, the most 
substantial development spending happens at the national level in the form 
of public resources, while the largest potential is from private sector business, 
finance and investment. This, they argued, is the trajectory from billions to 
trillions that the world should embrace to finance and achieve the SDGs.

Many national governments and regional coalitions have embraced this 
discourse. In the case of Africa, it is aligned with the vision of “Africa Rising”1; 
that is, the idea that the positive growth rates of many African countries during 
the first decade of the 2000s indicated a period of economic take-off that would 
definitively transform the continent and that the process should be sustained 
with different blended finance strategies.

However, many critical voices have emerged which have highlighted that 
both the Africa Rising narrative and the PPP scheme sugar-coat economic 
growth strategies that do not guarantee the human rights of the majority, that 
conceal undesired impacts and serve private interests that are imposed as if they 
were public interests.
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In particular, a growing literature has emphasised the controversies that 
this strategy generates from a feminist perspective. This article aims to present 
this critical view and to point out the elements that should be taken into account 
when assessing the PPPs in theory and practice, as well as their implications for 
inequality gaps and the guarantee of women´s human rights.

The article is organised as follows: in section one, we summarise the 
different definitions of PPPs and some key conceptual issues. We then proceed 
in section two to locate the PPP debate in the broader context of development 
strategies at the global level. In section three, we highlight the main lessons about 
PPPs from empirical evidence, while in section four we present an in-depth 
examination of the concerns that may arise when PPPs are viewed from a 
feminist lens.

Defining and conceptualising PPPs2

As defined by the “PPPs Global Campaign Manifesto” (2017, 1), PPPs “are 

essentially long-term contracts, underwritten by government guarantees, under 

which the private sector builds (and sometimes runs) major infrastructure 

projects or services traditionally provided by the State, such as hospitals, schools, 

roads, railways, water, sanitation and energy.”3 They are arrangements that involve 

some form of risk-sharing between the public and private sectors (Romero 2015). 

What differentiates PPPs from public procurement is that a private company 

is responsible for raising the up-front costs for the investment, which is then 

paid back by the taxpayer (directly, or through the State) over the course of 

the contract. Through the contract, the private company builds, maintains and 

operates the service (or some agreed variant). In return, private companies 

expect a guarantee that they will make a profit on the investment4 (The Equality 

Trust 2019). PPPs are also different from “informal or loose collaborations 

between different actors, including multi-stakeholder partnerships and short-

term outsourcing arrangements for the delivery of goods and the provision of 

services, for instance, in health or education. These exclude privatisation schemes, 

by which previously publicly owned services and facilities are fully transferred 

(by sale) to the private sector” (Romero 2015,11).
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The different and varied definitions of PPPs that countries are currently 

including in their regulatory frameworks share some common points: i) medium 

or long-term but finite contracts between the public sector (at the national or 

local level) and a private sector company or consortium; ii) a private finance 

component, sometimes through a complex net of diverse participants, which 

must be repaid by the public sector or the users; iii) a relevant role of the 

economic operator that participates in different stages of the project (design, 

implementation, execution and financing); iv) a public partner whose main 

tasks include setting the objectives to be achieved in terms of public interest, 

overseeing the quality of the proposed services and price policy, and ensuring 

the achievement of objectives; v) transfer of asset ownership to the public sector 

upon completion of the contract (Romero 2015; Unión Europea 2004).

The risks to be shared include i) construction risks such as design prob-

lems, building cost overruns, and project delays; ii) performance risks, such 

as unavailability of an asset, the challenge of continuity and quality of service 

provision; and iii) demand risks, such as ongoing and future need for the service/

asset, which has an impact on project value revenues. There are also macro-

economic risks that relate to factors affecting financing costs, such as inflation, 

interest rates and exchange rates. Finally, there are political and regulatory risks 

that refer to changes in regulations and political decisions affecting the project, 

such as changes in tax policy or new environmental rules (Romero 2015).

Private sector partners may recover their investment in either of two 

ways: i) by charging the public for using the facility, generally in the form of 

fees, which can be supplemented by subsidies paid by the Government; or ii) 

through payment from the Government, while the private sector company 

provides and administers infrastructure or services for the public authority. They 

receive regular payments from the public partner based on the level of service 

provided (Eurodad et al. 2019).

Advocates of PPPs claim that they are useful because i) they solve the 

State’s problems of limited finances; ii) they address the problem of State inef-

ficiency in designing and implementing works and providing services; and iii) 

the private sector promotes the incorporation of innovation, technology transfer 

and capacity building5. At the same time, PPPs open up business opportunities 

in sectors that have been historically unavailable to the private sector. On these 
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grounds, as it was said before, PPPs have been promoted as the most appropriate 

way to finance the SDGs.

Some caveats to this set of definitions are necessary. While it might be 

clear that PPPs entail some kind of relationship between the public and private 

sectors, as Romero and Gideon (2019, 2) say very clearly, the “word partnership 

has become both a development buzzword, which speaks to ‘“an agenda for 

transforming development’s relationships’, and a fuzz word, as it obfuscates the 

resource transfers that take place.”

The definitions and contours of what counts as a PPP are fuzzy and change 

over time. For example, the growing tendency to promote PPPs in the area of 

social service provision (which may also include infrastructure construction) led 

to a broader definition of PPPs6. In the field of health and education, PPPs often 

involve not only corporations but also funders and philanthropic organisations 

(the last being linked to corporations in many cases).

In this sense, the term PPP seems to refer to the private sector as something 

that is homogeneous. However, the private sector is composed of a multiplicity of 

actors that differ between and within countries, ranging from the self-employed 

to large transnational corporations, to nationally owned companies that may be 

small and medium-sized, or even big enterprises working at a global level. This 

ambiguous and undefined use of the term PPP hides the fact that, notwithstand-

ing their diversity and the different experiences in different countries, more often 

the “private sector” involved in PPPs comprises large transnational corporations, 

often multi-sectoral and usually part of financial investment groups, which 

expect short-term financial gain on their own investment in the real economy7. 

Finally, speaking about PPPs may also imply that the public and private 

sectors are part of a level playing field when it comes to establishing their part-

nerships. However, the different countries do not have the same capacity to 

impose contractual conditions, nor are they the only actors involved. In many 

cases, especially in the countries of the Global South, PPPs are developed through 

the imposition of the narrative of multilateral financial institutions, reflected in 

their technical advice and guidelines, and from positions of subordination to 

transnational private interests.
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Gebremichael (2020) illustrates this in her study of the case of Ethiopia, 

where the promotion of PPPs was part of a larger process of shifting the model 

of development financing. The role of the State was then reduced to a regulatory 

function while international multinational corporations, foreign and local private 

sector actors started to play a central role in financing national infrastructural 

development. In the Ethiopian context, many of the changes came through the 

total or partial privatisation of public enterprises in the form of the PPP model, 

which implied a huge political transformation. “The shift from public ownership 

of public enterprises to public-private actors needs to account for the substantive 

political change of what constitutes the public in the Public enterprises model 

where the state had a hegemonic role in the economy, to the nature of the public 

in PPPs” (Gebremichael 2020, 3).

Therefore, the shape of PPPs has much to do with the rationale of the 

mainstream development discourse and its political economy consequences, as 

we discuss in the next section.

PPPs as Part of Global Development Strategies

At a global level, mainly in the context of Northern-led multilateral institutions, 

it was agreed that the mechanisms used to generate the capital to deliver the 

2030 Agenda would need to go beyond ODA8, to include finance available 

from governments directly and through private sector investment. At the same 

time, the World Bank announced a new strategy called “Maximizing Finance 

for Development” (MFD), which it claimed would “leverage solutions”, and 

connect and coordinate the public and private sectors. “The MFD approach 

insists that nothing should be publicly financed if it can be commercially financed 

in a sustainable way. If commercial financing is not forthcoming for a project, a 

country must promote a more investment-friendly environment and/or provide 

private sector guarantees, risk insurance and other inducements” (Alexander 

2018, 7). 

In 2017, the approach was also adopted by the G20 in the “Hamburg 

Principles” which apply across various multilateral development banks (MDBs). 

This approach is based on the belief that traditional methods of financing are not 

sufficient to achieve the SDGs and that attracting private solutions is essential 
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(The Equality Trust 2019). This idea has been reiterated in every G20 declaration 

since then. The Buenos Aires declaration (2018) says that “Infrastructure is 

a key driver of economic prosperity, sustainable development and inclusive 

growth. To address the persistent infrastructure financing gap, we reaffirm our 

commitment to attract more private capital to infrastructure development9.” In 

Osaka, in 2019, G20 leaders declared that “(m)obilizing sustainable finance and 

strengthening financial inclusion are important for global growth. We welcome 

private sector participation and transparency in these areas.” In 2020, right in 

the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic, in the final declaration of the Riyadh 

meeting in Saudi Arabia, G20 leaders insisted on “reinforcing the G20 Roadmap 

for Infrastructure as an Asset Class.” Finally, in the Rome summit in 2021, the 

G20 declaration included a reference to the “Infrastructure Investors Dialogue” 

and confirmed that they “will continue, in a flexible manner, to develop further 

the collaboration between the public and private investors to mobilise private 

capital.”

As Alexander (2016) has argued, these infrastructure plans involve 

a new paradigm, described in the 2015 report “From Billions to Trillions”, 

built on the following three pillars: i) the use of public money (i.e. taxes, user 

fees, guarantees) to leverage or catalyse private sector investment, particularly 

long-term institutional investment (i.e. pension and insurance funds, sovereign 

wealth funds, private equity funds); ii) a commitment to creating “pipelines” of 

“bankable” projects, with an emphasis on megaprojects10 (initially in four sectors: 

transportation, energy, water and information and communications technology 

– ICT); and iii) mechanisms to rapidly replicate PPPs, through standardised 

clauses in PPP contracts, information disclosure requirements, procurement, 

risk mitigation, etc., as well as updating countries´ legal and financial regulations 

(i.e. land acquisition, investor protections) to attract private investment.

From the private sector perspective, the profitability (or “bankability”) of 

projects is crucial for these plans to make sense. Depending on the sector and 

location, PPPs represent a very attractive business opportunity for companies 

such as those in construction and engineering, service providers such as those 

in healthcare, and banks. The delivery of infrastructure projects traditionally 

carried out by the public sector represents the “next frontier to conquer” for 

the private sector. This is particularly the case for institutional investors, who 
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hold trillions of dollars, are looking for attractive returns and seeking to diversify 

their portfolios, and thus reduce the risks to their investments (Romero 2015).

In this sense, PPPs seem to mark an evolution in the neoliberal privatisation 

paradigm. As with the structural adjustment programmes (SAPs) of the 1990s, 

the private sector is no longer encouraged to buy public enterprises and make 

them efficient and profitable. In fact, the private sector does not seem to be 

interested in this type of operation where ownership of the companies also 

implies having to assume the risks inherent in their operation, even less so in 

sectors where regulation of tariffs or forms of provision is necessary. In contrast, 

PPPs allow private sector participation through contracts where such risks are 

minimised.

The G20 Eminent Persons Group (EPG) proposed that securitising 

on a large scale, across the MDB system, will in effect create new asset classes 

and attract a wider range of investors. Therefore, they are seeking to engage 

the private financial sector not only with regard to financing investment in 

projects but also by securitising the projects’ future revenue streams from the 

“pipelines” of projects and bundling them into tradeable assets on financial 

markets (Alexander 2018).

One of the ways of ensuring the possibility of easily replicated PPP projects 

that can feed these pipelines is the World Bank’s “Draft Guidance on PPP 

Contractual Provisions11”. Civil society organisations have underscored the need 

to review this Guidance in order to avoid imbalances in the way risks and rewards, 

rights and responsibilities are allocated between the private sector partners 

and the public sector contracting authorities. A large number of organisations 

supported a “Joint Submission by Foley Hoag LLP”, legal experts from the 

International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD) and the Observatory 

for Sustainable Infrastructure, which made a number of critical observations12. 

In their view, for the most part, the Guidance is fixated on getting the PPP deal 

to a close by motivating the private partner at the expense of the host country 

and its people. The latter are urged to accept the negative consequences that 

may befall them as a result of these contractual provisions as a cost of attracting 

infrastructure investment. This approach maximises the profit margin of the 

private partner while potentially creating large contingent liabilities for the host 

country.
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Seemingly responding to this critique, the updated version of the Guidance 

added three new chapters that can assist in the negotiation of balanced contrac-

tual provisions, and that recognise the local law as the appropriate governing 

law of the PPP contract. However, the rest of it retains its bias in favour of the 

private sector. The Guidance does not have a broader sustainable development 

perspective. While value for money and management of fiscal and financial risks 

are essential, so too is management of the nonfinancial risks of PPPs, such as 

environmental, social and governance risks. 

The dominant narrative on PPPs as part of the mainstream development 

discourse also needs some caveats. This view lacks a historical and systemic 

perspective that identifies the causes behind the deterioration of development 

infrastructure, the insufficient provision of social services, and the defunding of 

States. From the perspective of the Global South, two elements can be highlighted. 

On the one hand, the colonial history itself accounts for the historical 

dispossession of these countries by countries in the Global North, as well as 

persistent ties of subordination, including at the governance level. The historical 

perspective also entails the recent history, which shows that in the early 1990s the 

privatisation agenda was part of the large wave of SAPs pushed by International 

Financial Institutions.  SAPs are the root, not only of the current weakness of 

social provisioning, but also of the deep penetration of an anti-State discourse, 

which considers States in the Global South incapable of providing for the 

guarantee of rights13. 

In this sense, just as the processes of countries´ indebtedness to the IFIs 

lead to a situation whereby governments become more accountable to such 

organisations than to their citizens, so also do the contractual frameworks of PPPs 

seem to make governments more accountable to the companies that participate 

in such agreements than to the citizens themselves14.

On the other hand, the dynamics of global financial capitalism itself include 

the transfer of resources from the South to the North in the form of illicit financial 

flows (IFIs), many of which derive from the actions of corporations themselves, 

particularly through various mechanisms of tax abuse and tax dodging15. As 

Crystal Simeoni clearly expressed it, “…a hundred billion dollar leaves our 

continent of Africa every year through illicit financial flows, and 65 billion of 
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that amount is through commercial activity. These are the multinationals that 

are supposedly delivering ‘development’ on this continent.”16  Without ignoring 

the problems specific to nation-states in the South, much of the decline in their 

fiscal ability to invest in infrastructure and public policy stems from the race to 

the bottom in global tax standards and the lack of international tax cooperation.

In the same way, both the proposal to transform PPP projects themselves 

into tradeable assets, as well as the pressure that contracts exert in terms of 

sovereign indebtedness, add to processes of financialisation that increase the 

weakness of States and the fragility of economies in the global periphery. Debt 

as a tool to limit public action, as well as to control social demands, is another 

controversial element in the dynamics of PPPs.

In short, PPPs are part of a long-term process of corporate capture, in 

which the international private sector is setting and determining the priorities 

of the development agenda, regardless of people´s needs.

Development for Whom? Main Lessons from Empirical 
Research on PPPs 

PPP promoters have made efforts to demonstrate the positive impact of this 

type of financing for development. A study from the World Bank’s Independent 

Evaluation Group (IEG) confirms that there is evidence that assures success 

in achieving development outcomes, although there is little evidence of the 

positive impact of PPPs in social outcomes, for example, on poor populations 

(IEG-WB 2012). In a study on Latin America and the Caribbean, Alborta et 

al. (2011) indicate that “there has been little impact compared to the initially 

set objectives” (19).

On the contrary, an increasing number of studies and analyses have shown 

that PPPs are controversial in several dimensions14. One controversial issue has to 

do with relative financial costs. In many cases, PPPs have in the long run turned 

out to be more costly than traditional public investment for governments. This 

is because the conditions set up in PPP contracts usually imply heavier financial 

costs than those arising from typical direct government borrowing. The cost is 

even heavier in developing countries, where investors expect higher returns to 

compensate for presumed higher risks. 
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The biggest potential financial cost stems from the possibility of gen-

erating contingent liabilities, which are payments required from governments 

if a particular event occurs (for example, if the exchange rate of the domestic 

currency falls or if the demand falls below a specified level)17. This is due to the 

poor design of projects whereby obligations are imposed on the State which had 

not been calculated before. This is worsened by the lack of proper transparency 

mechanisms as well as by weak capacity to manage initial contracts or often-re-

quired contract re-negotiations (Pessino 2016; Alarco 2015).

As Romero (2015) highlights, shifting public debt (which was the usual 

way of financing this type of project) to government-guaranteed debt does not 

really reduce government debt liabilities, but it does obscure accountability as 

it is taken off-budget and is no longer subject to parliamentary, let alone public 

scrutiny. 

There is another source of potential unanticipated cost that arises from 

the so-called “Material Adverse Government Action” (MAGA) that is included 

in the World Bank´s Guidance. This refers to government actions that, according 

to the private investor, may result in harm to the investor and may entitle the 

private partner to terminate the PPP contract and seek compensation. In some 

cases, competing projects that have significant public benefit might be considered 

MAGA. This might imply not only extra economic costs but also social costs 

since the PPP prevents citizens from accessing alternative providers. This is 

contrary to public policy, and non-competition clauses of this nature may even 

be illegal and not enforceable in some jurisdictions.

Another controversy regarding PPPs has to do with efficiency, defined in 

its “classic” meaning of achieving a goal the less costly way. IEG-WB (2012) 

refers to the existence of an in-depth but not statistically representative evaluation 

of 22 PPPs that indicated that results were mixed in terms of efficiency. In fact, the 

most positive results were found in countries that have consolidated frameworks 

to manage PPPs; that is to say, in countries where the State already had strong 

institutions and better capacities. This finding undermines the argument that 

efficiency can be improved through private sector involvement.

PPPs are highly controversial when it comes to transparency and 

accountability. Most often, PPPs do not go through the normal procedures 
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of procurement, and contract details are not published. There are few or no 

mechanisms to allow for proper consultation with communities when PPP 

projects are developed. Thus, PPPs restrict democratic accountability and enlarge 

the field for growing corruption given that negotiations are often covered by 

commercial confidentiality clauses. 

This pattern of obscurity in contract negotiation and content, and subse-

quently in project management, is reiterated in the empirical evidence from very 

different countries. For example, it is pointed out by Simeoni and Kinoti (2020) 

in their study of the specialised medical equipment leasing scheme in Kenya, as 

well as by Andia Perez (2020) in her analysis of the case of the Alberto Barton 

Hospital in Peru. In both cases, negotiations took place behind closed doors; 

public access to contracts has been restricted, and furthermore, adjustments 

(often beneficial to the private actor within the partnership) have been made 

over time without consultation with the actors involved. The lack of transparency 

goes hand in hand with a lack of democracy in the governance of these projects.

PPPs are often financed through off-budget mechanisms, taking them 

out of normal fiscal requirements and parliamentary or other public scrutiny. 

States are restricted in their ability to regulate PPPs and all too often run the 

risk of being subjected to international adjudication and to Investor-State 

Dispute Settlement (ISDS) clauses that are increasingly used across the globe 

to discourage governments from demanding accountability from corporations.

In addition, controversies around social and environmental issues regard-

ing PPPs have frequently been put on the table. In the case of PPPs developed to 

build and supply basic social infrastructure or essential social services, the main 

concerns have to do with citizen access to and quality of services. This happens 

when the financing of the PPPs includes user fees, making access to services more 

costly, even unaffordable, for large parts of the population. In fact, the existing 

evaluations rarely focus on the impact of PPPs in terms of equity, and when they 

do, they often reveal that there is limited access by lower-income populations 

to the services on offer (Romero 2014). In addition, being profit-led, PPPs are 

rarely developed in sectors that are not profitable for the private partner, even 

when there are social needs to address.
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Healthcare is one of the social sectors where PPPs are most intensely 

promoted. Investment in universal health coverage (UHC) is needed because, as 

Romero and Gideon (2019) highlight, half of the world´s population still lacks 

access to affordable essential health services. However, there is little evidence 

that health PPPs are the best way to invest in UHC. In fact, “all too often health 

PPPs represent a transfer of public resources to the private sector and do not 

lead to any efficiencies, which means that they end up undermining progress 

on UHC” (Romero and Gideon 2019, 12).

Poor regulation of PPPs has resulted in serious social and environmental 

damage. Poor planning, lack of ex-ante impact assessment, flawed normative 

frameworks, as well as weak State capacity to monitor the process, increase the 

risk of negative impacts on natural sources and people´s livelihoods. 

Ndoye (2020) has studied the construction of a toll motorway outside 

Dakar in Senegal. In her exploration, she makes it very clear that even when 

Senegal has relied on an attractive regulatory and institutional framework to make 

PPPs a privileged means of financing these types of projects, the system has 

not been as effective in preventing the inefficiency of private action. The project 

ended up with a relatively high cost of infrastructure, the loss of human lives 

and discrimination against displaced persons, especially women. This evidence 

points to the additional efforts required to reduce PPP risks and negative impacts. 

Besides, the profit-led nature of private sector participation leads to a 

push to lower costs including those to prevent environmental damage or improve 

working conditions of workers to at least meet the ILO’s decent work standard. 

Often, existing national labour and environmental laws are set aside in PPP 

contracts in a variety of different ways, including by invoking lower special 

economic zone (SEZ) norms. Absolute impunity for environmental harm results 

in costs that are assumed by the State.

Moreover, the current trend towards securitisation reinforces this negative 

impact, since once a project’s future revenue streams are securitised, environ-

mental and social safeguards cannot apply unless they have already been built 

into the value of the security. This is because the contract for repayment of the 

securitised debt held by the investor would be disconnected from whatever 

underlying project the financing had been for, and from any unanticipated 

consequences of the underlying project (Alexander 2018).
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Feminist Concerns on PPPs 

The above can already be a matter of concern from a feminist perspective. The 

fact that the private sector leads the priorities for development projects may 

leave out women’s needs that are not profit generating. In fact, feminist critics 

have begun to raise serious concerns because PPPs are spreading into areas 

central to women’s lives and livelihoods: natural resources exploitation, energy, 

infrastructure, and social services.

Rodriguez Enriquez (2021) provides the basis for a feminist approach 

to PPPs. It concerns mainly, though not only, assessing the impact on women´s 

lives and livelihoods. The competition that PPPs generate for public resources, 

particularly when the State becomes the guarantor of last resort of these ini-

tiatives, has obvious consequences for public provisioning, and human rights 

are then threatened. When the private sector imposes a development agenda, 

profit-making rather than life-sustaining sectors are prioritised. When governance 

is obscure and mechanisms for citizen participation and monitoring are limited, 

democracy is weakened, and with it the possibility to demand and achieve better 

living conditions for the entire population.

Nandi (2020) presents the case of a large PPP project in the health sector 

in India, which was meant to expand the Publicly-Funded Health Insurance 

(PFHI) scheme (in terms of population and annual amount of coverage). She 

shows that the PFHI schemes have had serious implications for women’s health 

and their access to health care, especially for women who belong to socio-eco-

nomically vulnerable sections of society. For example, women are forced to incur 

additional out-of-pocket payments (illegal payments) when utilising the PFHI 

schemes, especially in the “for-profit” private sector. 

In the same vein, the study by Andía Perez (2020) on the Alberto Barton 

Hospital in Peru shows how the implementation of a PPP further restricted 

the possibility of guaranteeing universal health coverage through different 

mechanisms that restricted access to services. This case is also instructive of 

the risks of the lack of transparency in the signing of contracts and their reviews. 

In this case, successive addenda to the original contract transferred benefits to 

the private sector at the expense of public resources.
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The higher relative costs of PPPs, as well as the consequent higher public 

indebtedness, can lead to fiscal pressures that limit resources for public policies 

essential for addressing the roots of inequality. Fiscal constraints are very con-

crete limitations to delivering gender-transformative infrastructure and social 

provision, while at the same time PPPs are expensive and transfer risks to the 

State and its citizens. Many of the cases presented in Eurodad (2018; 2022) 

provide evidence of these constraints and their consequences.

Limited access to social services due to an increase in their costs, as well as 

the deterioration of their quality, affects women in relative terms, since they are, 

in all countries, over-represented among the population with the least income and 

economic resources. This was the case shown by Masuka (2023) in the analysis 

of a PPP in the health sector in Zimbabwe where patients were discriminated 

against based on their capacity to pay for the services.

PPP projects have also meant a race to the bottom in terms of working 

conditions because they often neither meet decent work standards nor provide 

social protection (Eurodad et al. 2019). This is of particular concern for women’s 

labour rights for two reasons. Firstly, PPPs are expanding into social service pro-

vision (education and healthcare), where employment remains largely feminised. 

Secondly, in some cases, as part of strategies that claim to be gender-sensitive, 

PPP projects include employment quotas for women, leading to the paradoxical 

situation of more jobs for women, but of poorer quality. 

This is another issue about which Andia Perez (2020) reports in the case 

of the hospital in Peru, where the PPP implied changes in working conditions 

that led to increasing precariousness for both the medical staff and the largely 

feminised nursing sector. She also highlights how it was the nurses’ unions that, 

based on their own conditions, contributed to the wider organisation of trade 

unions and social resistance to this type of scheme.

The environmental risks associated with the lack of regulation of PPP 

projects also affect women’s lives, worsening their livelihoods. Women and their 

families often lose the land where they live, as well as access to water and other 

private and common resources, as these are taken over in the name of PPPs with 

the full support of governments, thereby reducing women’s ability to provide 

for their own and their families’ subsistence.
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In many cases, these negative consequences of PPP projects are also 

explained by the lack of participation of communities in project selection, design 

and monitoring. This is true even when there appear to be formal mechanisms 

that in theory make room for the voice of the people, because in practice, they 

are fake and reflect a kind of “people´s participation washing”. This is shown 

very clearly in the case study of large infrastructure PPP projects in the Isthmus 

of Tehuantepec in Mexico. Although the process included public consultations, 

local communities, mostly populated by indigenous people, refused to participate 

because they considered the consultations to be flawed, ineffective and only 

serving to legitimise a process that structurally excluded them (Clavijo Flórez 

2020).

Moreover, in places where the collusion between transnational private 

sector and national and local governments is notorious, there is evidence of an 

upsurge in violence against women, particularly human rights defenders, in the 

context of these projects. Again, the above-mentioned case in Mexico is a clear 

example of this type of violence.

In brief, a feminist approach to PPPs goes beyond studying their impact on 

women’s lives, to understanding the way they contribute to deepening financial 

capitalism that commodifies life, plunders land and destroys nature, and advances 

a predatory system that puts profits above the sustainability of life and the 

boundaries of the planet.
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Endnotes

1.	 The expression “Africa Rising” was first used by The Economist in its 3 
December 2011 edition. They used it to openly apologise for the cover of 
the 13 May 2000 edition, which portrayed Africa as “the hopeless continent” 
(Frankema and Waijenburg 2018). 

2.	 https://eurodad.org/files/pdf/1546821-world-bank-must-stop-promot-
ing-dangerous-public-private-partnerships-1549891747.pdf

3.	 “Public-private partnerships are also referred to as private finance initia-
tives (PFI) in the UK, and as ‘blended finance’ or ‘blending’ by the UN 
and multilateral development banks (MDBs) such as the World Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) when they also raise financing 
for the project and add the financing costs to the contractual payments to 
governments” (The Equality Trust 2019, 7).

4.	 See World Bank Group (2015) for the use of these arguments to promote 
PPPs in infrastructure.

5.	 Romero and Gideon (2019, 2), in a study of PPPs in the health sector in Latin 
America, point to three different types of arrangements: “1) multi-stake-
holder initiatives that are based on the pooling of different resources and 
skills of the different actors involved. An example is the Global Alliance for 
Vaccine and Immunization (Gavi, The Vaccine Alliance), which is committed 
to increasing access to immunisation in poor countries; 2)  formal and long-
term contractual arrangements in which the private sector participates in 
the financing and supply of infrastructure assets and services, for instance, 
hospital and healthcare; 3) demand- and supply-side health policies, such 
as voucher and franchising schemes, which are designed either to stimulate 
demand for a specific health service or to organise for-profit health practi-
tioners to provide socially beneficial services.”

6.	 This operation of hiding the fact that it is mostly transnational corporations 
and large national companies that partner in PPPs strengthens a narrative 
that portrays the private sector as entrepreneurial and PPPs as something 
within the reach of all.

7.	 ODA increased in 2021 and played a relevant role in supporting policy 
responses to the COVID-19 emergency. However, it is still insufficient to 
help meet SDGs’ targets, and many times is inflated by adding recycled 
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COVID-19 vaccine donations, in-donor country refugee costs, debt relief 
and allocations to private sector instruments (Craviotto 2022).

8.	 Very shortly before the G20 summit in Argentina, the Argentinean govern-
ment renewed its legal framework in order to promote PPPs in infrastructure 
with the guidance of the World Bank (Vila Moret and Marchegiani 2017). 

9.	 Since 2010, the G20 has worked with development banks in Africa and 
Asia, in particular, to strengthen existing infrastructure project preparation 
facilities (PPFs) to fill the “pipelines” with megaprojects.

10.	 Similarly, other frameworks are being discussed and accepted, such as The 
United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) Guiding 
Principles for People First PPPs, as well as the United Nations Commission 
on International Trade Law (UNCITRAL) Legislative Guide on PPPs.

11.	 https://eurodad.org/files/pdf/5ccc486d841e9.pdf.
12.	 “PPPs feed into the narrative that assumes that the African State is incapable 

of providing for its citizens, and needs to ‘partner’ with multinational corpo-
rations from the Global North. This narrative is a very damaging one, and 
one of the enduring legacies of the SAPs. “During the structural adjustment 
period, a lot, if not most, of our services were privatised. Today we’ve got 
a young population, many of whom (myself included) don’t remember a 
time where we could access universally accessible, quality, dignifying public 
services in the form of schools and hospitals. The only thing that we know 
are private solutions for public problems.” Crystal Simeoni was interviewed 
by Adrian Murray and Susan Spronk in November 2021 for the Socialist 
Project (https://socialistproject.ca/2022/02/privatization-blended-fi-
nance-and-canadas-development-policies/)

13.	 I would like to thank Dzifa Torvikey for her input on this issue.

14.	 For an updated state of tax abuses globally, see Tax Justice Network (2023).

15.	 Interview with Crystal Simeoni by Adrian Murray and Susan Spronk 
conducted on November 2021 for the Socialist Project (https://
socialistproject.ca/2022/02/privatization-blended-finance-and-cana-
das-development-policies/)
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16.	 Eurodad (2018; 2022) presents a summary of these analyses from various 
countries across continents.

17.	 Contingent liabilities can be either “explicit” (which are the most common 
public guarantees, such as those related to the risk of inflation, exchange 
rate instability, etc.), or “implicit”, which depend on the expectations of 
the public or pressure by interest groups, and are triggered by cases of 
underperformance, where the public sector ends up bailing out the project 
(or even worse, bailing out the private sector company) (Romero 2015).
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Overview of Public-Private Partnerships in 
Sub-Saharan Africa: Emerging Risks and 
Narratives 

Sue Godt

Abstract

Powerful global actors including international finance institutions, multilaterals 

and funders promote neoliberal policies across Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), 

prioritising public-private partnerships (PPPs). Assumptions are that private 

sector resources will solve public sector deficiencies and ensure effective and 

efficient development and service delivery. SSA governments are creating 

required PPP-enabling environments to attract such investments. This article 

reports on a desk review of 128 academic and grey literature documents about 

SSA PPP development covering the period 2013-2022. Rather than present a 

detailed audit, the article identifies risks and narratives at both population and 

State levels emerging from PPPs across diverse countries and sectors. This initial 

overview contributes to building an evidence base about PPP risks and can be 

used to inform a comprehensive feminist analysis of PPPs. It also sets the context 

for the more specific case studies and articles in this issue of Feminist Africa. 

Accelerating PPP costs shrink fiscal and policy space, undermining 

government efforts to drive national development priorities. Negative effects 

on employment, livelihoods and access to services exacerbate burdens for 

disadvantaged women, as they assume increased unpaid care responsibilities 

when healthcare and education services decline, and as they support families with 

fewer productive resources. Citizen-state relationships and national sovereignty 

weaken as States are increasingly accountable to financial actors. There are, 

however, some signs of a growing momentum to reclaim the role of the State 

and to make an accountable public sector work in the interest of the people.

Keywords: Public-private partnerships, Sub-Saharan Africa, development models
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Introduction

Public-private partnerships (PPPs) are having negative effects on development 

efforts across Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), through directly impacting the lives of 

disadvantaged communities, especially women, and by weakening States’ ability 

to direct their fiscal and policy space. 

PPPs have threatened women’s livelihoods by forcing relocation from 

traditional agricultural areas and by harming the environment. Project designs 

have regularly missed providing means of production such as transportation to 

markets. Private partners have shown how they will not honour PPP contract 

commitments to ensure women’s formal employment. 

At a broader level, there are indications that PPP mechanisms are weak-

ening the governance of service delivery, often commodifying and narrowly 

focussing essential health and education services in ways that decrease access for 

disadvantaged households. This erosion of public services also increases women’s 

unpaid care responsibilities within families as they shoulder the burden of filling 

the gaps created by depleted services. Government financial resources, systems, 

legal and regulatory frameworks and decision-making processes are increasingly 

geared to inviting and facilitating investment, particularly by global private sector 

actors, while reducing State capacity to deliver on national development priorities. 

This article serves as a bridge between Rodríguez Enríquez’s overall 

conceptual article in this issue (Rodríguez Enríquez Forthcoming), which frames 

the feminist analysis of global debates, and the other articles discussing specific 

case studies and actions taking place across SSA. Rather than present a detailed 

audit and inventory, the aim of this article is to identify and consider the indicative 

types of PPPs and their observed risks. In short, this article sets the scene and 

context for the more specific articles.

I am a retired development worker, privileged to have lived and worked 

in several African countries for almost 40 years, and I have deep personal and 

family ties in the region. My perspective reflects my growing concerns after 

having observed the increased engagement of global private sector corporations 

and investors that are trying to influence SSA national and regional development.
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I begin by highlighting the background and explaining the methodology, 

after which I examine in more detail the risks and narratives emerging from the 

literature and subsequently share concluding remarks. 

Background

PPPs are a highly contested model of development with considerable evolution 

in their governance, in the array of engaged actors, and in the overall context for 

their development. Initially, governments in the Global South integrated PPPs 

into State-driven strategies. For example, the South East Asian developmental 

state model intended to strengthen national economies and resist globalisation 

processes by developing PPPs to support the national private sector (Johnson 

1999). Many newly independent African States (e.g., Ghana) had similar State-

led strategies integrating PPP development (Torvikey and Ohene Marfo 2023a, 

Forthcoming). 

Current SSA and global contexts, however, are very different, and power 

has shifted to global rather than national actors. Since the 1980s, donors and 

International Financial Institutions (IFIs) including the World Bank (WB) and 

the International Monetary Fund (IMF) have driven structural adjustment and 

financialisation strategies to reduce and reframe State roles and to increase private 

sector engagement in developing infrastructure and providing public goods 

and services. Contemporary PPP development is embedded in this neoliberal 

paradigm and occurs in a crisis context of deeply entrenched poverty, service 

deterioration, escalating debt levels and austerity measures (Farnsworth and 

Irving 2021).

Mainstream narratives point to insufficient public funds and inadequate 

state capacities to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and look 

to the promise of trillions of dollars of private investment and PPP mechanisms 

to address public sector gaps (AfDB et al. 2015; AfDB 2020; AfDB Group 

2021; Kociemska 2019; UN 2015, 2017). The African Union’s Agenda 2063 

continental strategy (AU 2015) and the SDG Financing strategy (UNGA 2015) 

help institutionalise and embed this narrative in the “Africa Rising” vision 

(Economist 2011). 
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In reality, there has not been sufficient investment. In its 2021-2031 PPP 

strategic plan, the African Development Bank (AfDB) Group estimated that by 

2025, African countries would collectively require USD130-170 billion annually 

to meet present and future infrastructural development needs (AfDB Group 

2021). And yet, the plan estimated annual shortfalls of USD68-108 billion in 

meeting these needs (AfDB Group 2021). Existing investment was already 

skewed, with over half of the 2008-2018 PPP activity taking place in only five 

countries: South Africa, Morocco, Nigeria, Egypt and Ghana (AfDB 2020).

Typically, mainstream PPP literature has focussed on gaps in State 

capacity regarding technicalities and the requisite regulatory environments for 

PPP development and implementation (AfDB 2020; AfDB Group 2021; Kang 

et al. 2019). Drawing from a 2015 African survey (EIU 2015) and a 2009-2019 

dataset (EIU 2019), the Economist Intelligence Unit reviewed 24 selected SSA 

countries and identified 18 emerging, five developed and one nascent PPP 

enabling environments based on national system abilities to leverage financing 

and develop relevant project pipelines. 1 2 3  

The mainstream solution to these gaps has been to continually support 

and pressure States to create these PPP-enabling environments grounded in 

government reforms to improve approval processes, risk assumption and project 

pipelines (Convergence 2022; UN 2023). States are expected to increase finan-

cial contributions and asset ownership and operation while also decentralising 

authority to local governments (ICA 2018). Significantly, the State should 

leave commercially viable investments for private actors while itself assuming 

responsibility for asset classes that provide lower returns (Lakmeeharan et al. 

2020). 

Critics have been raising concerns about PPPs. While notable African 

organisations such as FEMNET, the NAWI collective, the Initiative for Social 

and Economic Rights (ISER), the Institute of Statistical Social and Economic 

Research (ISSER), and the Institute for Economic Justice (IEJ) have been 

undertaking feminist macroeconomic analyses, much of the evidence is frag-

mented. 4 5 6 7 8 To address this gap, Feminist Africa and Development Alternatives 

with Women for a New Era (DAWN) aim to provide a consolidated feminist 

analysis of PPPs through this issue. The intent of this specific article is not to 

undertake a detailed feminist analysis of all the PPPs identified. Rather, as a 
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contribution to addressing this analytical gap and to informing feminist analyses, I 

examine emerging narratives and observed risks from various PPP arrangements 

across SSA countries, with a particular focus on disadvantaged communities, 

particularly women, as well as the State itself. 9 

Methodology

A feminist analysis moves beyond the mainstream gender strategies promoted 

by IFIs such as the World Bank and the African Development Bank. 10 11 These 

approaches broadly focus on increasing women’s participation in both the formal 

labour force and in access to and ownership and control of productive assets, 

based on the market economy. 

Instead, Rodríguez Enríquez (2021) asserts that: 

A feminist approach of PPPs should not be restricted to the specific study 

of its impact on women’s lives, but, rather on the way PPPs contribute or 

not to deepen a financial capitalism that commodifies life, plunders land 

and destroys Nature, and advances a predatory system that puts profits 

ahead of the sustainability of life and the boundaries of the planet (sec. 

viii) Resistance, para. 2).

Rodríguez Enríquez (2021) then presents a detailed intersectional feminist 

approach that locates PPPs within the prevailing national and regional economic 

development strategy. The approach involves analysing the roles, influence and 

levels of power of the main public, private (especially corporate) and civil society 

actors, the framing and role of regulatory and legal frameworks, the specific 

dynamics and characteristics of PPP design and implementation, and their 

impact on gender and human rights. In addition, the effects on transparency 

and accountability, governance and democracy and levels of resistance need to 

be understood. 

Through this article I sought to draw out evidence and trends that can 

inform this feminist approach. As well, I applied a maximum variation sampling 

strategy (Better Evaluation 2014) to cover as broad an array of literature as 

possible. I completed a desk review of academic and grey literature covering the 

period 2013-2022 between December 2021 and February 2022 (with selected 
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updating during 2022-2023) using University of Bath library search engines, 

Google scholar and Google searches of institutional and general websites. 

Overall, I reviewed 128 documents; 87 discussed indicative types of PPPs 

covering 34 out of 48 SSA countries. Table One highlights the geographical 

spread and indicative types of PPPs identified. 

Table 1:  Geographical Coverage of Indicative PPPs

Region Countries Indicative types of PPPs 
identified

Central 
Africa 

Cameroon, Chad, Gabon, 
Sao Tome and Principe 

Services (municipal rubbish 
removal); infrastructure (water, 
energy); agriculture

Eastern 
Africa 

Burundi, Comoros, Eritrea, 
Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, 
South Sudan, Tanzania, 
Uganda 

Agriculture; health; infrastructure 
(water, energy, transportation)

Southern 
Africa 

Angola, Botswana, Eswatini, 
Lesotho, Madagascar, Mala-
wi, Mauritius, Mozambique, 
Namibia, Seychelles, South 
Africa, Zambia, Zimbabwe  

Agriculture; health; infrastructure 
(water, energy, transportation)

Western 
Africa 

Burkina Faso, Ghana, Guin-
ea, Liberia, Mali, Senegal, 
Sierra Leone, The Gambia 

Agriculture; education; health; 
infrastructure (water, energy, 
markets, transportation)

TOTAL 34 Countries
Source: Generated by author from desk review of literature. 

Although not a comprehensive audit, the table indicates that PPP models have 

been adopted across all SSA regions. Indicative examples suggest a concentration 

of PPPs in agriculture, health services and infrastructural development. 

Implementation is not uniform across the regions, but despite geographical 

and sectoral imbalances and a lack of comparable financial data, the literature 

helped to surface indicative risks and narratives from PPP activity, and it was 

possible to develop an overview of issues relevant to the region. A growing 

evidence base points to negative risks and consequences of PPP development 

and implementation. They are considered in the following sections.
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PPPs are Straining Community Livelihoods

Direct action by corporate actors involved in infrastructural PPPs is threatening 

livelihoods through dislocating communities to make way for their projects, 

harming environments through non-eco-friendly production models and estab-

lishing exploitative formal employment opportunities that also tend to limit 

disadvantaged women’s participation. These processes have exacerbated food 

insecurity, raised health risks and made women’s lives more difficult. 

In Senegal, the Toll Motorway PPP forced 3,350 families to move to a 

new site close to the largest waste dump in West Africa, known for its health 

hazards, without any mitigation measures being put in place. Agriculture was 

also undermined and women were forced to find new ways to generate incomes 

(DAWN 2022; Ndoye 2020, 2023). In Sierra Leone, the Addax Bioenergy PPP 

displaced communities, polluted neighbouring water sources and degraded the 

agricultural environment, increasing women’s workload through forcing them 

to spend long hours collecting water and firewood and travelling to buy food 

(Abdullah 2020). 

In response, private partners have often developed compensating cor-

porate social responsibility programmes such as women’s garden projects, but 

as in the case of Senegal and Sierra Leone, they have generally not mitigated 

negative PPP consequences (Abdullah 2020, 2023a, b; Ndoye 2023). The result 

in Sierra Leone, which is typical of other contexts, was “increased poverty and 

food insecurity, youth out-migration, alcoholism, domestic violence” (Abdullah 

2020, 1).

Agricultural PPPs, supported by substantial global private sector invest-

ment in green revolution strategies, have demonstrated direct negative impacts 

on people, the environment and the structure of the sector.12  For example, Gates 

Foundation’s support for the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) 

has promoted integration of farmers into production and marketing value chains. 

Despite AGRA’s claims of success (AGRA 2021), critics have pointed to negative 

impacts on food security, food sovereignty and livelihoods, given evidence of 

increased soil degradation, loss of biodiversity, and overall lack of increased 

yields and incomes (Malkan 2022; Wise 2020). Despite these negative effects, 

AGRA’s PPPs continue to fundamentally restructure the sector by penetrating 
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communities and privatising systems. While this process increases farmer vul-

nerability, it enhances benefits to value chain actors and strengthens corporate 

control of the seed sector. This has happened through the Village Based Advisors 

(VBAs) PPP between AGRA, Cereal Growers Association (CGA), and Makueni 

County Government in Kenya which established a private sector-led extension 

approach that enabled CGA to collaborate with 55 value chain actors (input 

suppliers, output buyers, mechanisation, post-harvest handling, agroforestry, 

spraying and other service providers). Trained VBAs have been reaching out to 

over 14,000 smallholder farmers (AGRA 2021a) while earning commissions 

for catalysing sales and services (AGRA 2021b). Ultimately, Bayer East Africa 

confirmed that this model has helped it increase product sales (AGRA 2021b).

Despite PPP actors’ mainstream gender aspirations of increasing women’s 

formal employment opportunities and access to the means of production, there 

are indications that PPP development can intensify the barriers confronting 

disadvantaged women. For example, rural women in Kenya typically produce 

60% of the food and yet cannot access the costly new PPP railroad to transport 

their goods to market, despite paying VAT and consumption taxes that help 

repay the substantial railroad debt (Simeoni 2021). Even locally driven PPP 

business models can worsen livelihood possibilities, and Torvikey and Ohene 

Marfo (2023a, Forthcoming) show how an Accra traditional market, restructured 

through PPP mechanisms, has tended to advantage better-off women sellers and 

sideline marginalised poorer women. 

PPPs in different sectors are also ignoring contractual obligations around 

formal employment, thereby worsening vulnerable women’s already precarious 

livelihoods. The Sierra Leone PPP failed to comply with contract commitments 

to hire quotas of women in its factories. Abdullah found that this contributed to 

stifling women’s advancement, gender equality and women’s rights (Abdullah 

2020). In Senegal, the contracting company entrenched gender inequities 

by promoting night shift work and ignoring national labour laws restricting 

women’s engagement in such activities (Ndoye 2023). The private partner in a 

controversial Lesotho hospital PPP disputed contract obligations and fired 345 

nursing staff (predominantly women) who went on strike for wage parity with 

the public sector (Guardian 2021). 
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These practices, seen in an array of infrastructural, agricultural and service 

PPPs across regions and countries, suggest systemic risks to traditional and 

formal livelihoods, especially for disadvantaged women.  

PPPs are Eroding State Fiscal and Policy Space 

PPPs integrate standard global designs and management mechanisms as well 

as contract language and commitments, which in turn consume significant 

proportions of State financial and technical resources, skewing their use towards 

guaranteeing private sector investment profits and preventing comprehensive 

implementation of nationally determined development priorities. This context 

has been driven in large part by State vulnerabilities in securing adequate 

financial resources to fund national priorities. In the past, public procurement 

projects across SSA were typically funded from national budgets, or through low 

interest, longer repayment period concessional financing from IFIs or donors. 

As national statuses changed from Low-Income Country (LIC) to Low- and 

Middle-Income Country (LMIC) – in 2007 for Ghana (Torvikey and Ohene 

Marfo Forthcoming) and in 2015 for Kenya (Simeoni and Kinoti 2020) – 

countries have had reduced access to concessional financing and development 

assistance and increasingly depend on private financing. As noted earlier, this 

evolution has driven most SSA states to create the PPP and investment-enabling 

environments demanded and framed by IFIs and global financial actors. 

As a result, fiscal space is reduced because governments are required to 

cover PPP preparation costs, expected investor profit returns, financing and 

risk mitigation / contingent liabilities fees (Romero 2015). By 2019, the UN 

Economic Commission for Africa’s Macroeconomics and Governance Division 

warned of growing State vulnerability because high annual risk mitigation fees 

appear off-budget, making it seem that governments have more fiscal space than 

they actually do (UNECA 2019). This process has drastically reduced the fiscal 

space for State activities. 

The risk is real as both infrastructural and service delivery PPP projects 

face escalating costs across all SSA sub-regions. While private partners continue 

to earn their profits, the impact on national development is devastating. For 

example, the World Bank and the International Finance Corporation (IFC) 
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supported Ghana’s Sankofa Gas PPP (World Bank 2020b) which had an 

obligatory “take or pay” contractual clause that committed the Government 

to purchasing ninety per cent of predetermined quantities of gas produced 

irrespective of need. In 2019, the Government paid USD250 million for unused 

gas. The cost of unused gas combined with increasing PPP financing debts and 

contingent liabilities contributed to the Government subsequently reducing 

poverty reduction spending from 28% of GDP in 2015 to 19,4% of GDP in 

2019-20 (Chikowore 2021).

In Kenya, poor project design almost doubled the cost of a PPP with five 

international companies to lease and service medical equipment for the country’s 

hospitals. Despite paying KSh63 billion (over USD400 million), equipment 

went unused due to lack of needed personnel and infrastructure (Mutua and 

Wamalwa 2020). By 2016/17, the PPP had consumed the third biggest allocation 

of the health budget (Simeoni and Kinoti 2020, 2023). 

Lesotho’s Queen Mamohato Memorial Hospital PPP was actively pro-

moted by the IFC as delivering value for money “without really adding to public 

expenditure” (Marriott 2014, 4). The Government signed an 18-year contract 

in 2009 with a consortium led by a South African company to build and operate 

a hospital and three filter clinics (Hellowell 2019). Due to contract weaknesses, 

the Government had to pay USD67 million inflation-linked annual fees, plus 

charges for patients above agreed quotas (already exceeded by 25% by 2013) 

and interest charges on late payments (Hellowell 2019). By 2015/2016 the PPP 

had absorbed 60% of total Ministry payments to healthcare providers (Hellowell 

2019). Given the fee structure, however, the consortium had been estimating 

a twenty five per cent return on investment (contrasting with international 

norms of thirteen-eighteen per cent) and projected earnings of 7,6 times the 

original investment over the contract period (Marriott 2014). After ongoing 

state-consortium disagreements, the Government cancelled the PPP in 2021, 

resulting in service disruption (Areff 2021; Gernetzky 2021; Sello 2021a, b) 

and the risk of potential dispute mechanism penalties.



· 48  ·   Feminist Africa 4 (2)

PPPs are Undermining Access to Infrastructure and Services

Declining fiscal space is increasingly imperilling state commitments to providing 

universally accessible quality services. There has been a profound shift since 

SSA countries’ independence when states were principal providers of health, 

education, agricultural extension and other services. Mainstream development 

financing priorities and macroeconomic pressures since the 1980s have driven 

austerity policies, leading to underfunding of the public sector and consequent 

decline in public service content, scope and quality. A powerful accompanying 

mainstream narrative has developed that attributes this decline to LIC and LMIC 

state inadequacy and incompetence, reduced state resources, and superior private 

sector capacity, efficiency and resources (Rodríguez Enríquez and Llavaneras 

2023a). 

In response, WBG, IMF, UN agency and donor narratives promote service 

delivery PPP models as a solution to this decline. They assert that businesses 

ostensibly lower costs by implementing standardised packages while the state 

simply has to regulate and pay for services, set standards and monitor bench-

marks (UN 2015; UNSG 2019). 

Yet critics argue that there is limited evidence demonstrating presumed 

sectoral, cross-sectoral or regional benefits from PPPs (Gideon and Unterhalter 

2017). And evidence increasingly suggests that PPP models are fundamentally 

changing the content and process of service delivery, with adverse effects on 

equity (Languille 2017). A key driver is the commodification of services and the 

direct charging of user fees to clients, whether by a private or public actor. Given 

worsening poverty levels, disadvantaged communities and households often 

cannot afford the fees and thus have reduced access (Tariq and Zhang 2021). 

These processes are driving the current financialisation of life characterised by 

growing household debt as basic services must be purchased.

This happened with Senegal’s PPP toll highway, access to which is 

unaffordable for most citizens (DAWN 2022; Ndoye 2020), and in Ethiopian 

electrical distribution projects which have been shown to exclude poor women 

due to fees (DAWN 2021; Wiese 2020). Similarly, Uganda’s reproductive health 

voucher PPP effectively re-introduced health user fees that had been abolished in 

2001 – pregnant women were required to pay UGX4,000 for a voucher covering 
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antenatal, delivery and post-delivery services (ISER 2020). In other cases (e.g., 

Lesotho), the state pays user fees for clients but the charges are often high and 

drain the fiscus, thereby sapping resources from other development priorities. 

Examining maternal health services demonstrates the negative impact of 

PPPs on service delivery. In the case of Lesotho, state payments for the hospital 

PPP distorted the overall health programme because there were insufficient 

resources for primary health care services that are essential for reducing overall 

maternal mortality and achieving equitable universal health coverage. By 2015, 

the Government had spent almost double for patient health in Maseru city 

(where the PPP was located) than in rural districts (Hellowell 2019), despite the 

city having maternal mortality rates four times lower than the national average 

(Marriot 2014). By 2019, PPP-run facilities had drained almost half the country’s 

doctors from the public sector (Hellowell 2019), although the numbers treated 

represented a small percentage of the national population. 

Similarly, Uganda’s health voucher PPP used public funds from the WB, 

the Swedish Government and the Ministry of Health to strengthen poor women’s 

sexual and reproductive health services. Despite favourable reviews (GPRBA 

2021; World Bank 2020a), ISER’s evaluation identified several shortcomings 

that hindered sustainable access to services. For example, the voucher excluded 

essential costs including transportation home after delivery and the programme 

partnered with mainly private providers, many of which closed at the end of the 

project because most women could not afford regular service fees. Almost half 

the PPP funding was spent on project management and evaluation costs. ISER 

concluded that “Piecemeal market based approaches like vouchers are not the 

most effective use of state funds” (ISER 2020, 11) because targeting strategies 

typically cost more and raise governance and beneficiary selection issues in 

contrast to providing universal benefits. 

More fundamentally, PPPs are significantly narrowing service content 

because they invariably apply results-based financing mechanisms related to 

meeting specific measurable outcomes. The Uganda voucher programme radi-

cally diverted women’s sexual and reproductive health away from the originally 

framed comprehensive social justice and feminist frameworks towards narrowly 

defined maternal mortality. This obscures the “structural factors – including 

power, economic inequality and gender relations – that shape women’s health” 
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(Languille 2017, 13). Likewise, the Kenya and Lesotho health PPPs focused 

mainly on hospital-based treatment and care of medical symptoms and moved 

away from primary healthcare priorities of prevention and health promotion. 

Narrow hospital PPP strategies carry long-term risks for health and social 

outcomes because they fail to address the many social determinants of health 

and do not facilitate cross-sectoral coordination and pooling of resources. As 

one East African health technical advisor noted: 

“[The] majority of people …still have serious challenges with [cholera], 

malaria and diarrhoea … Let’s tackle the very basic things that our com-

munity health worker can do … If the Ministry of Water ensures that not 

only hospitals but the communities have clean water we will have sorted 

out a large part of our diseases …” (Godt 2021, 21).

Similar processes are penetrating the education sector, particularly in West 

Africa. Since 2016, the Government of Liberia has launched a series of highly 

publicised PPPs – with significant donor funding – to outsource public primary 

school management aimed at improving educational outcomes (LMOE 2022). 

Comparable initiatives have been subsequently launched in Ghana (GMOE 

2023) and Sierra Leone (COTAE and GI-ESCR 2022). All employ results-based 

financing strategies linked to achieving narrowly defined literacy and numeracy 

learning outcomes. The underpinning mainstream narratives claim that public 

schools are deficient. 

These PPP service delivery models are, however, highly contested. 

Improvements in Liberia were not as positive as expected and results were not 

immediately scalable (Romero and Sandefur 2019). Critics in Ghana have raised 

concerns about untransparent management and implementation given lack of 

progress reports or Ministry data (COTAE and GI-ESCR 2022). More broadly, 

education critics argue that structural drivers of poor educational outcomes 

need to be addressed (Klees 2019) and they raise concerns about the impact 

of narrowly defined standardised education approaches that are delinked from 

contextual realities and national priorities. Instead, what is urgently needed is 

“transformative learning to engage in transformational change” that will enable 

people to effectively contribute to Africa’s sustainable development (Tikly 2019, 

229). 
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Quality comprehensive health and education services are central to wom-

en’s lives. As access is reduced, disadvantaged women and girls in particular are 

less able to engage in the social, economic and political life of the community, 

and this has long-term impacts on family, household and society. They are also 

vulnerable, both as employees, given their high participation in these sectoral 

work forces, and as the main providers of unpaid care, which increases as families 

adjust to gaps in services.

Narrowed content applying results-based financing priorities, combined 

with fees, whether paid directly by users or indirectly by the State, can easily 

distort national policy directions, thereby risking overall development outcomes. 

Social services are the slippery slope and there is a real risk, particularly with 

health and education, of replacing the public sector with the private sector. This 

raises the question of whether the systems will serve the public good or simply 

generate profits. 

PPPs are Undermining Governance and Threatening National 
Sovereignty 

Most SSA governments are caught in an intensifying neoliberal cycle that 

continues to confound their efforts to fulfil their citizens’ right to development – 

obligations typically enshrined in national constitutions and ratified international 

instruments. As States have been reframed to prioritise the creation of enabling 

environments beneficial to investors, the resulting PPP processes tend to sideline 

citizen participation and engagement. PPPs are in effect the thin edge of the 

wedge, a virtual trojan horse, and are promoted as the immediate solution to 

immediate problems. They inevitably trap States in an endless cycle of crippling 

debt repayments that demand priority accountability to financiers (usually 

global).13 The overall effect is to fundamentally undermine accountabilities to 

the people and weaken national sovereignty (Eurodad 2022; Rodríguez Enríquez 

and Llavaneras Blanco 2023b).

Evidence from Ethiopia and Kenya highlights how global financial actors 

pressure and exploit national vulnerabilities. When the Ethiopian government 

rejected its long-time developmental state model in 2018 and rapidly launched 

economic reforms embracing private sector participation, (Gebremichael 2020, 
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2023), the global community applauded. By March 2021, the State had negotiated 

substantial G7, WB and IMF loans and had approved a pipeline of 23 PPP major 

infrastructural projects (Ethiopia 2021). Implementation stalled when investors 

objected to the government’s application of national laws that restricted the use of 

foreign currency to pay PPP fees and profits. In late 2021, the IMF suspended loan 

disbursements and did not approve new credit arrangements, ultimately forcing 

the government to reverse its currency policy (Yewondwossen 2021). By 2023, 

the government was still negotiating with the IMF to borrow at least USD2 billion 

(Central Banking 2023), but any consideration has been made contingent upon 

the country restructuring up to USD28.2 billion of external debt. The country 

now faces a high risk of debt distress (Robertson 2023) which further constrains 

efforts to negotiate finance.

Kenya is facing a similar situation. By August 2021, the country was spend-

ing half its annual tax revenues on servicing debt interest and principal repayments 

(KTN 2021), up from 40% in 2020 (Kodongo 2022). The government initially 

declined to apply for COVID-related debt relief through the G20 Debt Service 

Suspension Initiative (DSSI) (World Bank 2021) after global private lenders 

warned that participation “would put debtors at risk of default and undermine the 

functioning of private financial markets, jeopardizing market access and capital 

flows”  (IIF 2020). Given reduced domestic revenue collection, however, the 

government eventually applied to DSSI and negotiated a controversial USD2.34 

billion IMF bailout loan (IMF 2021). Unsurprisingly, Kenya amended its initial 

PPP legislation in December 2021 to facilitate PPP procurement and county-level 

expansion (Munda 2021), thereby enabling private penetration into local levels. 

This was done despite a 2017 WBG report identifying Kenyan PPP risks around 

these very elements (Olotch 2017). Currently, the country also faces a high risk 

of debt distress (Robertson 2023). 

Internal governance mechanisms are increasingly being subverted and 

undermined by PPPs. Historically, States directly governed and citizens used 

national constitutions to hold governments accountable for fulfilling rights to edu-

cation, health, and development. With current metagovernance decision-making 

mechanisms enshrined in SDG practices, however, States now have to indirectly 

manage the performance and accountability of public, private and voluntary 

stakeholder platforms (Gleckman 2018). Of great concern is that these platforms 
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are increasingly dominated by unaccountable corporations and global institutions 

rather than national structures and actors. 

The actions of Philips Corporation in Kenya clearly reflect this trend. As the 

first private sector member and the largest initial funder, Philips skilfully captured 

Kenya’s SDG Partnership Platform and set priorities around public-private col-

laboration and innovative health financing development. Decisions were taken in 

closed spaces by the steering committee comprising senior government and UN 

officials, big (mainly global) private sector actors and all health investors (UNRC 

2020), while civil society and other non-state actors were excluded.14 Philips also 

established partnerships with Kenyan county governments and the UNFPA to 

pilot co-creation methodologies with selected stakeholders aimed at configuring 

and marketing its community life centre (CLC) model (Maltha and Choskey 

2017; Philips 2017). National stakeholders have raised concerns:

One of the big dangers is that if government is very involved in these 

experiments, more often than not it will lead to policy; to scaling up something 

rather than exploring alternative ways …  (Godt 2022, 130).

This corporate capture of decision-making platforms has enabled Philips to 

rapidly scale its model. An initial county PPP in 2018 piloted the CLC model and 

developed a business case for outsourcing county health care (Philips Foundation 

2018). Follow-up partnerships aimed to test the “model for further roll-out across 

Kenya and across the continent” (FMO 2020), and by March 2021 Philips and the 

Dutch development bank FMO had agreed to identify, finance proof of concept, 

and develop ten primary healthcare projects across Sub-Saharan Africa to attract 

investment for scaling (Philips 2021).  

These untransparent and unaccountable PPP processes are obscured by 

the narrative that expansion is simply a technical exercise rather than a profound 

muscling into national policies and programmes. As noted by Gebremichael (2020, 

11), these processes reflect “elements of state capture by international business 

organisations.” 

Examining the examples presented in this article reveals the broader pro-

cesses at play around PPP development and underlines the ultimate risks reflected 

in the earlier-noted approach to feminist analysis of PPPs, which bears repeating:
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A feminist approach of PPPs should not be restricted to the specific study 

of its impact on women’s lives, but, rather on the way PPPs contribute or 

not to deepen a financial capitalism that commodifies life, plunders land and 

destroys Nature, and advances a predatory system that puts profits ahead 

of the sustainability of life and the boundaries of the planet (Rodríguez 

Enríquez 2021, (sec. viii) Resistance, para. 2).

It is therefore critically important to undertake feminist analyses of PPPs across 

SSA to build an evidence base of the processes being used to advance this model 

and to document the impact on disadvantaged women and communities, on State 

structures and mechanisms, and on overall governance and sovereignty. The 

knowledge generated will strengthen analytical frameworks and can contribute 

to policy and advocacy efforts to improve sustainable development efforts.

Conclusion: There are Deep Contradictions in the Logic of 
PPPs 

This article has reviewed the experiences of developing and implementing various 

types of PPPs across the regions of SSA. Although States are reforming and 

restructuring national systems to create enabling investment environments, PPP 

costs are rising considerably given private sector profit expectations, contingent 

liabilities and risk mitigation costs. Growing debt and pressures on domestic 

fiscal and policy space could further constrain State capacity from using public 

resources to drive national development priorities, thereby deepening inequities, 

worsening service delivery and wasting resources. 

After hollowing out public services for over four decades, global actors 

promote PPPs to improve service quality. Yet evidence points to negative effects 

on both content and scope of service delivery because quickly achieved and easily 

measured results-based financing outcomes tend to address selected symptoms 

rather than drivers and determinants of poor health and education. Imposed 

user fees can further exclude poor communities from such services. As services 

are reduced to vertical interventions, jobs are inevitably lost – impacting women 

who constitute most of social services workforces. Infrastructure PPPs such as 

those involved in Senegal’s highway construction and Sierra Leone’s biofuel 

production have excluded women from many of the jobs and expected benefits. 
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PPPs have also jeopardised women’s livelihoods in agriculture and the informal 

economy – whether through relocation from lands (Senegal), destruction of 

the environment (Sierra Leone), exclusion from transport services (Kenya), or 

disruption of markets (Ghana).

Overall negative effects on employment, livelihoods and access to services 

exacerbate burdens for disadvantaged women coping with growing poverty and 

vulnerability. Women assume increased unpaid burden of care responsibilities 

as healthcare and educational services decline and disappear and as they have 

fewer productive resources to care for their families. 

More broadly, current metagovernance processes risk destroying the 

social contract as citizen-state relationships are eroded and State accountabilities 

are increasingly directed towards financial actors. Ultimately these processes 

undermine national sovereignty which is necessary for governments to drive 

accountable development in the interest of the people.

These effects deeply contradict the overall logic of PPPs embedded in 

mainstream claims about their greater efficiency, effectiveness and positive 

impact on national development. The emerging evidence also disputes the 

narratives around State incompetence and decline that are used to justify this 

model of development. 

Can an appropriate mix of public and private provision improve service 

delivery? The growing evidence base is showing that profit-maximising PPPs 

cannot sustainably deliver social services to those who need them. COVID-19 has 

brought the issues into sharp relief and highlighted the critical role of functioning 

public services that should be protected at all cost. It is necessary to look beyond 

technical problems of PPP investment and implementation to more deeply 

understand the profound consequences of these developments on populations 

and on State structures and processes. We need to analyse PPP processes as 

a significant political shift at national and global levels (Gebremichael 2020).

As powerful global players continually promote mainstream neoliberal 

approaches, there is a growing call for reclaiming the public sector (Martens, 

2017), based on the recognition that “public expenditure in social sectors is 

the most powerful instrument available to governments to address poverty and 

inequalities” (Mariotti 2022, 4). Advocates increasingly call for comprehensive, 
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integrated services, grounded in national development priorities and account-

ability mechanisms and processes.  Currently, 225 organisations globally have 

endorsed “The Future is Public” manifesto (TFIP 2021) and significant efforts 

(e.g., in Uganda) are underway as national actors – development workers, civil 

society members, researchers and advocates – hold States accountable through 

demanding universal, quality, accessible services. (Rodríguez Enríquez et al. 

2023).

It is time to break the dependency on PPPs, to reclaim the role of the 

State and to make the public sector work in the interest of the people. As noted 

by one activist in East Africa:

The fact is we can have access to our money if we curb illicit financial flows. 

We can set our priorities right. We can hold our governments to account. 

And our frameworks, our constitution, and our budget processes have the 

space for that to happen (Godt 2022, 129).
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Endnotes

1.	 Angola, Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Ethiopia, Ghana, Lesotho, Libe-
ria, Malawi, Nigeria, Mozambique, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, The 
Gambia, Togo, Uganda, Zambia

2.	 Côte d’Ivoire, Kenya, Niger, Senegal, South Africa

3.	 Democratic Republic of the Congo

4.	 https://www.femnet.org/
5.	 https://www.nawi.africa/
6.	 https://iser-uganda.org/
7.	 http://isser.ug.edu.gh/
8.	 https://www.iej.org.za/
9.	 Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cabo Verde, Cameroon, 

Central African Republic, Chad, Comoros, Congo (Democratic Republic), 
Congo (Republic), Cote d’Ivoire, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Eswatini, 
Ethiopia, Gabon, Gambia (The), Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, 
Lesotho, Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Mauritius, 
Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, Sao Tome And Principe, 
Senegal, Seychelles, Sierra Leone, Somalia, South Africa, South Sudan, 
Sudan, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe https://data.world-
bank.org/country/ZG

10.	 https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/ppp-sector/
gender-impacts-ppps/impacts-ppps-gender-inclusion 

11.	 h t tps ://www.afdb.org/en/documents/afr ican-develop -
ment-bank-group-gender-strategy-2021-2025 

12.	 The so-called “green revolution” reflected mid-20th century efforts to 
increase food production, particularly in the Global South. The introduction 
of new, high-yielding crops raised concerns about high costs and environ-
mental harm given the requirements for chemical fertilizers and pesticides. 
Poor farmers unable to afford the inputs have frequently achieved lower 
yields than with earlier varieties adapted to local conditions https://www.
britannica.com/event/green-revolution.
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13.	 h t tps ://data .one .org/data-dives/data-dive- the-hidden-
impacts -of -r is ing- interest - rates/?akid=185978 .10886437 .
oTi_nC&rd=1&source=email&t=37&utm_campaign=covid19&utm_con-
tent=185978&utm_medium=email&utm_source=email_95&utm_term=-
media 

14.	 Netherlands, USAID, World Bank, Sweden, Switzerland, Conrad N. Hilton 
Foundation, Rockefeller Foundation, Philips, AstraZeneca, Huawei, and 
Merck for Mothers
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Public-Private Partnerships, Gender Equality, 
and Women’s Rights in Sierra Leone: A Focus 
on Addax Bioenergy
Hussainatu J. Abdullah

Abstract

This article argues that public-private partnerships (PPPs) as a vehicle for 

financing public infrastructure are antithetical to long-term social development, 

including women’s rights and gender equality, because of their profit-oriented 

focus. A case study of Addax Bioenergy Sierra Leone (ABSL) illustrates this 

point. ABSL is a partnership between the Sierra Leonean government and a 

private sector entity to expand the country’s electricity supply using cane bagasse 

from ethanol distilling. The project’s objectives were short-lived due to several 

factors, including the project funders’ lack of transparency and accountability. At 

the community level, ABSL’s land acquisition, labour, and production practices 

reinforced gender-based discrimination and affected women’s rights to resources 

and livelihoods. In more specific terms, women lost access to fertile lands for 

agricultural production, which affected the food security of their households. In 

addition, they experienced an increased workload. The contamination of water 

resources also affected women more disproportionately than men. This study, 

therefore, argues that PPPs bent on profit maximisation are detrimental to 

achieving social development and gender equality and stifle women’s advance-

ment in society. 

Keywords: Public-private partnerships, Addax Bioenergy Sierra Leone (ABSL), 

Sierra Leone, land acquisition, accountability 
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Introduction

The Government of Sierra Leone (GoSL) adopted a twin objective of promoting 

PPPs as a funding mechanism for infrastructural development but glossed over 

their gender (in)equality dimensions. The use of the PPP model emerged as part 

of the GoSL’s move from humanitarian assistance to long-term development. 

It was first included in Sierra Leone’s Agenda for Change, the country’s sec-

ond-generation poverty reduction strategy (PRS) of 2008-12 (GoSL 2008a). 

On the other hand, gender equality and women’s rights appeared in the country’s 

political and development discourses with the publication of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (TRC) Report in 2004 (GoSL 2004). The TRC’s 

recommendations comprise legal, political, social, and economic reforms that are 

the basis of the GoSL’s gender equality and women’s empowerment development 

framework. Despite the TRC’s recommendations, gender inequality is pervasive 

across Sierra Leone. The country is ranked 162nd out of 170 nations on the 

United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) 2021 Gender Inequality 

Index (UNDP 2022) and 112th among 146 countries on the World Economic 

Forum’s 2023 Global Gender Gap Index (WEF 2023). The PPP projects have 

come at a critical time of pervasive gender inequality. At the same time, there have 

been processes to bridge the gender gaps in development, and it was expected 

that projects such as ABSL would quicken the pace of gender equality and not 

regress it. However, as this paper will show, ABSL’s activities in its operational 

sites have deleterious effects on women’s rights and gender equality. While in the 

context of Sierra Leone, PPPs are intended to complement the Government’s 

developmental efforts, the lack of accountability and transparency towards 

affected communities and people has been blamed for the failure of some of the 

projects to achieve their objectives (Sall 2020). 

This introduction is followed by an overview of the discourse on gender 

equality in PPPs, focusing on the two dominant perspectives: neo-liberal and 

social justice. The paper then discusses the state of Sierra Leone’s infrastructure 

sector since the end of the civil war in January 2002 to situate the ABSL energy 

project within this context. A detailed discussion of Sierra Leone’s PPP struc-

tures, including its legal and regulatory mechanisms, is outlined in section four. 

Section five critically examines the case study firm ABSL from inception in 2008 
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to 2022. This section also focuses on gender equality and women’s rights in the 

country and explores the impact of ABSL’s actions in this area. In addition, it 

considers the ongoing effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the Sierra Leonean 

economy and on gender dynamics. The section finally reviews ABSL’s response 

to COVID-19 and the resulting impact on its operations. 

This article is based on a review of various secondary sources, both 

published and unpublished, from the Government of Sierra Leone (GoSL), 

non-governmental and civil society organisations, and international and regional 

multilateral organisations. The focus is on organisations that are both critics and 

promoters of PPPs to assess how implementing the PPP has undermined gender 

equality and women’s rights in the case study operational area.

An Overview of the Discourse on Gender Equality and Public-
Private Partnerships

Two contrasting perspectives dominate the discourse on gender equality in PPPs. 

The neo-liberal view, touted by the International Financial Institutions (IFIs) led 

by the World Bank Group (WBG) and donor governments, is fed to recipient 

governments as the development framework that will solve their infrastructure 

deficit. The IFIs argue that in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) era, 

investing in more sustainable infrastructure and promoting gender equality are 

the two vital global development priorities (World Bank 2019). Thus, in making 

their case for integrating these identified priorities into their neo-liberal agenda, 

they note that improved infrastructure can promote economic development, 

which can reduce poverty, and that global infrastructure-investment needs, 

estimated at USD94 trillion through 2040, require crowding in significant 

private investment and developing projects through PPP models. Regarding 

gender equality, it was observed that gender inequalities deprive women of 

their fundamental rights and opportunities and impede economic development 

outcomes. The WBG argues further that by including a gender perspective in 

PPP frameworks (planning, design, development, implementation, monitoring, 

and evaluation of infrastructure projects), women will have equal access to 

transport, electricity, water, and sanitation services (World Bank 2022). It also 

notes that projects using “…a gender lens can equip local women with skills, 
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experience, and tools to participate in decision-making and governance; and 

contribute towards ending gender-based violence or take measures to remove 

barriers to female employment, entrepreneurship and ownership of productive 

assets, for example by promoting skills development for men and women or 

supporting women-owned businesses throughout the project lifecycle” (World 

Bank 2022, 1).

In contrast, the social justice viewpoint articulated by its campaigners, 

such as gender equality and women’s rights activists, civil society organisations 

(CSOs), and trade unions, has debunked the IFIs’ arguments on how PPPs 

promote gender equality. Activists note that PPPs increase gender inequality 

rather than reduce it (Eurodad et al. 2019). For instance, they argue that using 

the PPP models to achieve long-term social goals and to provide services is 

impossible given its ideology of maximum gain in a short span, which results 

in costlier and riskier implementation than through public provision, thereby 

restricting access to services for the very poor. They also state that PPPs under-

mine the State’s capacity to deliver gender-transformative public services and 

infrastructure or promote decent work due to the pursuit of profit.1 In more 

concise terms, and related to the foregoing points, PPPs, like many neoliberal 

projects, are designed with a framework which Chomsky (1999) terms profit over 

people. This is because it disregards how the projects deepen the vulnerability of 

communities and various social groups, such as women. As will be shown later, 

it is worth noting that even though Sierra Leone has a robust PPP architecture, 

it is profoundly gender-insensitive despite the prominent role of the IFIs in its 

development.

The Infrastructure Sector in Post-war Sierra Leone

Sierra Leone’s ailing infrastructure was decimated during the 11-year civil 

conflict (1991-2002), unleashing untold misery on its citizens and destroying 

the country’s social, economic, and physical infrastructures. For example, about 

seventy-five per cent of privately-operated vehicles were burnt or destroyed, 

and several boats, feeder roads and bridges were destroyed (World Bank 2001). 

Electricity generation declined drastically from a peak of 196 gigawatt (GW) 

hours in 1984 to 25-30 GW hours in 2000 (GoSL 2003). In the provincial 
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headquarters of Bo and Kenema in the southern and eastern provinces, respec-

tively, electricity generation nearly collapsed (GoSL 2008b). The country’s 

installed electricity capacity as of 2021 was 100 megawatts (MW), targeted to 

increase to 350MW by 2023 (United States Government 2021). 

Following the end of the civil war in 2002, the GoSL prioritised its devel-

opment goals to focus on “conflict resolution; restoration of security; democracy 

and good governance […]; physical infrastructures that would lay the foundation 

for achieving sustainable growth and poverty reduction” (GoSL 2005, 57). 

The infrastructure sector aimed to improve energy supply, road and transport 

networks, and to build information and communications technology (GoSL 

2008a). Due to the infrastructural gaps, the government resorted to private sector 

funding through PPP models to achieve these goals for public infrastructure 

projects in the water, power, roads, ports, airports, and telecommunications 

sectors (GoSL 2013). 

PPPs in Sierra Leone: Institutional, Legal, and Regulatory 
Frameworks

Creating a legal platform for private investment in public infrastructure 

development started with the publishing of PPP regulations under the Public 

Procurement and Disposal Act (PPDA 2005) in 2009. The PPDA outlined the 

GoSL’s commitment to PPPs as a priority financing and development model 

to address the infrastructure budget shortfall and provided a pathway for the 

enactment of a law for PPP delivery (GoSL n.d.a). This agenda was further 

buoyed by the Private and Financial Sector Development Project, which sought 

to support the country’s efforts to generate more foreign and local investments 

and build government capacity to engage in sustainable and beneficial PPPs 

(Korseh-Hindowa 2019). Together, these culminated in the adoption of the 

PPP Policy and the enactment of the PPP Act. No. 11 2014. The Act set the 

standards for PPP procurement based on service delivery, risk transfer, and a 

good governance process (GoSL n.d.a). It also paved the way for establishing 

the Public-Private Partnership Unit (PPPU). 
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Sierra Leone’s PPP architecture comprises the Office of Presidential 

Infrastructure Initiative (OPII) and the PPPU.2 The former structure was 

established in 2018 to act as the Government’s centre of expertise to lead trans-

formational infrastructure development in the country. The OPII has identified 

several short-, medium- and long-term priority infrastructure projects (Investing 

in Sierra Leone 2023). The PPPU was established in 2014 as an agency in 

the Presidency. Its mandate includes promoting, facilitating, and streamlining, 

the inception, negotiation and implementation of all PPP agreements between 

public authorities and private partners (GoSL n.d.b). The Unit is also charged 

with the responsibility of ensuring that all PPP arrangements comply with the 

Act. However, the Unit’s mandate does not extend to the President’s ‘Priority 

Projects’ (GoSL n.d.b).

The PPPU was funded by the African Development Bank (AfDB), the 

International Finance Corporation (IFC), the United Kingdom’s Department 

for International Development (DfID), and the World Bank. The World Bank 

and IFC supported the GoSL in drafting the PPP Bill to ensure adherence to 

international best practices (DfID 2014; 2018). Between 2013 and 2015, the 

GoSL, AfDB, and UNDP provided resources worth GBP2,140,000 to support 

the establishment of the PPPU. The PPPU offers technical support to OPII on 

infrastructure projects that are private-sector-led in terms of financing. The 

PPPU works in the energy, agriculture, fisheries, transportation, health, and 

education sectors. Four projects are underway in the energy sector, one each in 

the transportation and fishing sectors.3

Situating the Emergence of ABSL within Sierra Leone’s 
Development Agenda

ABSL straddles Sierra Leone’s energy and agriculture sectors. According to one 

of its investors, the AfDB, the project was fully aligned with the GoSL’s social 

investment and development objective policy as outlined in its second-generation 

poverty reduction strategy (AfDB 2009). AfDB (2009) also notes that the ABSL 

project was in line with the National Sustainable Agriculture Development 

Plan and the sector-wide Smallholder Commercialisation Programme, aimed 

at achieving the objectives of the PRS. Regarding Sierra Leone’s energy sector, 
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it was observed that the immediate post-war landscape was characterised by 

inadequate production capacity, a non-integrated transport system, and a 

distribution system with only 35,000 connections (World Bank 2011). 

Against this background, the GoSL called upon the World Bank’s Public-

Private Infrastructure Advisory Facility (PPIAF) to assist in its post-war recovery 

programme by providing technical assistance to review various options on the 

financing, ownership, and operation of the power sector to ascertain the feasibility 

of private sector participation in the industry. The PPIAF recommended a 

combination of government facilitation with private resources and international 

community assistance as a gateway to increasing the country’s energy access rate. 

This recommendation resulted in a review of the performance of the National 

Power Authority (NPA) and the Bo-Kenema Power Service, the leading power 

operators in the country, and the enactment of the 2005 NPA Act. The Act 

allowed private sector participation in the energy sector, ending the NPA’s 

monopoly over electricity generation, transmission, supply, and related matters. 

Finally, the passage of the 2011 Electricity Act unbundled the country’s energy 

sector. 

Almost ten years since the 13-year Electricity Sector Reform roadmap 

was set in motion, Sierra Leone’s electricity situation has improved but remains 

abysmal. The sixteen per cent electricity access rate is among the lowest in the 

world, with roughly ninety per cent of the country’s 172,000 users located in 

the urban parts of Freetown (Kargbo 2021). Only five of the 16 district capitals 

are partially supported by a combination of small diesel units and mini-hydro-

power plants (Kargbo 2019). The electrification rate in rural areas is almost 

non-existent. And yet, increasing access to electricity in Sierra Leone would 

immensely benefit women’s daily lives by reducing time poverty, improving 

safety and security, and expanding women’s labour market opportunities. Due 

to the country’s low energy access, ABSL successfully negotiated participation 

in its energy sector.  
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Background to ABSL

Although operational before the commencement of Sierra Leone’s PPP 

programme, ABSL is classified as a PPP project since a private sector entity 

co-funded by eight development financial institutions (DFIs) partnered with 

the GoSL to generate electricity (Lanzet 2016). ABSL became operational in 

2011 after a three-year negotiation between the GoSL, local leaders in the project 

areas, and ABSL officials. The company is a wholly-owned subsidiary of the 

Swiss-based Addax and Oryx Group Limited (AOG). The parent company was 

formed in 1987 as an oil, gas, and bioethanol exploring and trading company 

and is a critical player in Africa’s energy industry.4

ABSL, the first large-scale sugarcane ethanol project in Africa (World 

Bank 2011), was established in 2008 to create a sustainable biofuel investment 

model (Saddler 2011). It was touted as a transformative project as it was expected 

to significantly improve the socio-economic conditions in its operational area 

(World Bank 2011). The project comprises a sugarcane estate, an ethanol 

refinery, and a biomass power plant (SiLNoRF et al. 2021). It was expected 

to produce about 90,000 cubic metres of ethanol per annum for the European 

Union (EU) market and 32 MW of nominal electrical power for the ethanol 

refinery, of which 15 MW would be sold to Sierra Leone’s national grid through 

a power purchase agreement with the NPA (AfDB 2009). 

ABSL is situated in the chiefdoms of Makari Gbaniti and Bombali Sheboro 

in the Bombali District and Malal Mara Chiefdom in the Tonkolili District in 

the Northern Province of Sierra Leone (AfDB 2009). In the west and south, it 

is surrounded by the Rokel River, from which it was authorised to draw water 

for irrigation (ActionAid 2013). It was estimated that ABSL would utilise two 

per cent of the Rokel River water (Wahlin 2017). Even though the lands were 

leased in 2010, cane cultivation started much earlier, and ethanol and electricity 

production commenced in 2014 (Lanzet 2016). ABSL leased a total of 57,000 

hectares of land, more than the net needs of the project (AfDB 2009), but only 

used 23,500 hectares (SiLNoRF et al. 2021). However, the lease included a 

relinquishment clause allowing ABSL to return unused land, with a five-year 

grace period within which land had to be either developed or given up. Farmers 

could continue their operations on the land that would be given up.5 
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As argued later in the paper, ABSL’s large-scale acquisition of fertile 

farmlands affected both female and male farmers. However, women farmers 

bore the brunt of the adverse effects of the company’s operational activities.

Gender Equality and Women’s Land Rights in Sierra Leone  

Women’s land rights are the focus of this paper because Sierra Leonean women 

account for seventy-five per cent of the country’s agricultural labour force (FAO 

2018; FAO and ECOWAS 2018). However, their rights and access to land are 

hindered by customary law (which is primarily based on patrilineal inheritance) 

and legal barriers in the constitution (FAO 2018; FAO and ECOWAS 2018). 

Although women are the primary producers and farmers in Sierra Leone, under 

customary law, even women who are members of land-owning families are 

barred from filing lawsuits over land disputes in court in certain parts of the 

country. They have little or no access to desirable land; are left out of transactions 

involving family land; have no rights of inheritance and succession related 

to land; and are inadequately represented in land-related decision-making at 

various levels (Conteh and Thompson 2019). Furthermore, women cannot 

seek recourse within the formal legal system because it exempts customary law 

from non-discrimination provisions and restricts applying customary law in civil 

matters. Given the country’s biased and discriminatory land ownership, land 

reform advocates have demanded equity for women, marginalised groups, and 

“non-natives” to end discriminatory practices inherent in the country’s leasehold 

system6.  Land reform is also championed by IFIs such as the WBG to improve 

investor access to land (Oakland Institute 2011). 

Unlike other parts of the country, the Northern Province, where ABSL 

operates, is known for its strict adherence to the customary practice of denying 

women access to and ownership of land (Sesay 2015). ABSL followed this 

discriminatory practice by failing to establish a quota guaranteeing female 

employment in the company:

Several women said they wished for more opportunities to work with ABSL, 

and company decision-makers would like to employ them because they 

are more reliable and conscientious machine operators. However, they also 

reported that employing women had often caused problems with husbands 
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and speculated that many women were likely barred by their husbands from 

seeking jobs with ABSL (Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI) 2015, 34).

To understand the impacts of land acquisition and production practices on 

women, it is important to unpack the nature of land, gender, and production rela-

tions in the communities. The land in the area is suitable for different production 

types. The lowlands are flooded seasonally and are used for rice and vegetable 

production. The drier parts of the lands, which are also deemed infertile, are 

used to produce crops such as rice, corn, cassava, beans, pepper, garden eggs 

and groundnuts. The production of crops is based on different land management 

practices such as shifting cultivation and fallowing. In addition, the fallow lands 

also become commons where fuel wood, medicinal plants, herbs, construction 

materials, game hunting and other resources are gathered for daily subsistence 

(Marfurt et al. 2016). The uplands are used for cash crops such as oil palm, 

which are processed into palm oil for local consumption and market trade. These 

multiple land uses tie in with livelihood diversification and multiple livelihoods, 

making the people more resilient to shocks. It is also important to note that within 

these varied production systems, people can meaningfully secure their food and 

nutritional security all year round. The foregoing point about land use in the area 

also highlights the utility of all lands where no land is wasted. In this context, the 

land dispossession certainly impacted the communities’ production resilience. 

The varied land use and management practices create room for ensuring 

land use rights for women, which is important to the construction of their 

autonomous livelihoods in the context of their resource poverty. Customary land 

access norms also anchor women’s roles in their communities and households 

with their social reproduction roles. For example, women’s access to the commons 

(land and water) is essential to livelihood security. The water sources are used 

for dry season vegetable production, which women engage in for income and 

household consumption. Although women have suffered systemic discrimination, 

they can still navigate these land and water sources through access to the many 

forms of pre-existing land and natural resources using customary norms and 

practices; this lessens their vulnerability. But with land acquisition and women’s 

shrinking access to lands they customarily use, their vulnerability deepened 

(Marfurt 2019). 



Feature Article  · 81  ·    

The acquisition also cut through gendered land use patterns in the commu-

nities where spaces and production practices attached to them are deemed female 

and recognised as such. Even in a patriarchal land ownership structure, space 

in the agrarian communities is marked as gendered, creating opportunities for 

women. For example, women use fallow lands to produce crops that regenerate 

the soil. They can also derive other types of livelihoods from the land. Also linked 

to the gendered division of labour is segmented work; men cultivate rice while 

women predominantly grow vegetables and carry out specific tasks on household 

rice fields.  Both men and women use swamplands for rice production. In the dry 

season, the same lands become feminised spaces again, with women engaging 

in dry-season vegetable farming. Sesay (2015) documents the deepening of 

women’s land access crisis after ABSL’s land acquisition. Critically linked to this 

is the impact of chemicals used for spraying the plantations on land and water 

resources. The contamination affected agricultural production because women 

use these water sources for vegetable production. Also, it affected the safety of 

the food produced.

Unsurprisingly, women protested ABSL’s second plantation development 

in the Bombali District, where it was getting ready to cultivate the swampland 

known as boliland used for rice cultivation. The company abandoned the project 

because of the protests and demonstrations by the women. Marfurt et al. (2016, 

5) quote the women as saying, 

They [ABSL] told us they just need the upland for their sugarcane plan-

tation, not boliland! This [the boliland] is the area we usually plant rice. 

We, the women, are not happy, and we did not agree to give the boliland 

to Addax. 

Wedin et al. (2013) note the deleterious effects of Addax’s operations on food 

security.

Female farmers struggled to support their families, including paying 

for their children’s education (SiLNoRF and BfA 2016). Some women were 

displaced from their agricultural land because they changed from bush fallowing 

(long fallow period, which can only be done if there is a large tract of land 

available) to cultivation or intensive agriculture with a short fallow period. 

Changing cultivation has low productivity in terms of output per hectare (Arifin 
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and Hudoyo 1998). The cost of production, labour, fertiliser, and farm tools 

also increased (SiLNoRF and BfA 2016). One female farmer notes, “Addax has 

not made our lives better since they occupy our farmlands” (Sesay 2015, 49).

In response to the shortage of farmlands and the high cost of living, some 

female farmers took up charcoal burning as a survival strategy. According to one 

female farmer, “These days, I have no access to farmland because Addax took 

over our family land. I can’t pay my children’s school fees, except if I engage in 

charcoal burning, which is still inadequate to address my family’s needs” (Sesay 

2015, 49). Charcoal burning is not only detrimental to the environment because 

of the greenhouse gas that it emits, but it also causes deforestation and leads to 

biodiversity loss and respiratory health problems. The women also stated that 

the company’s activities have resulted in a scarcity of firewood and complained 

about the long hours spent gathering fuelwood. However, others were pleased 

that the company allowed them to collect the stumps from the cleared fields (SEI 

2015). Access to the stumps means the women of Mayengbe will no longer have 

to walk long distances to fetch fuelwood and will have time to engage in other 

productive or leisure activities.

ABSL’s appropriation of a large swathe of fertile lands (bolilands) and the 

inadequacies of its social programmes intensified food insecurity in its operational 

area. Rice yields within the project’s location fell to 170 kg/ha compared to 250 

kg/ha outside the project area (SiLNoRF and BfA 2016). Food (vegetables and 

fruits) such as potato leaves and krenkren that were free around the bushes and 

fields later became scarce and had to be bought. This made the diets of children 

less diverse. Food insecurity in the area was characterised by reduced food intake 

by adults by up to five days a week, the absence of a buffer stock of pulses that 

could last throughout the year, the rationing of food portions for children because 

of falling supplies, and the consumption of fewer varieties of food (Yengoh and 

Armah 2015). One female farmer summarised it thus:

“I was farming rice with other tuber crops. When the produce was too much 

to be kept for ourselves, we sent some to our brothers and sisters in the 

city. I processed gari (a local flour produced from grated cassava) to send 

the children to school […] I am suffering now, always hungry. My children 

have been sent out of school because I cannot pay their fees” (9521).
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Social programmes such as the Village Vegetable Garden (VVG) were 

meant for women, the main vegetable growers, but have yet to improve their 

situation. The initiative was introduced in 2013 to contribute to the diversification 

of food and healthier diets because the Farmer Development Programme (FDP) 

focuses on rice production (SiLNoRF and BfA 2016). However, despite a 

50-year land lease, ABSL offered participants only a year’s free enrolment and 

encouraged them to register as Farmer-Based Organisations (FBO) at the end 

of the programme.7 However, many participants reported that the programme 

was poorly organised, and they received wrong, rotten, or pest-infested seeds 

(SiLNoRF and BFA 2016). Participants with fields close to the river complained 

of flooding, others of non-profitability and the subsequent loss of lands they 

used for planting. Referring to a Swedwatch investigation, the Swedish FAO 

Committee (2014, 54) reported that a few participants benefited from VVG 

and could sell some of their produce in the market; however, in interviews with 

30 women from seven villages in 2012, there were 117 grievances compared 

with only 16 positive remarks.8 On the other hand, the FDP, established in 2010, 

focused on rice production, which was more lucrative and favoured male farmers 

(SiLNoRF and BfA 2016). 

The outcome of ABSL’s gender-related discriminatory practice includes 

displacement, loss of access to fertile land used for food production and increased 

workload. Although women typically do not own land, their access to farmland 

diminished with the presence of ABSL. As most farmlands are under long 

leases, female farmers lost their livelihoods as leased areas overlapped with their 

fields. The company’s presence also made female farmers’ access to farmlands 

challenging due to the stiff competition for land to grow sugarcane, which, 

unlike jatropha (a non-food crop for ethanol), cannot be grown on marginal 

lands (SiLNoRF and BfA 2016). Also, women’s workload increased during the 

farming season because of men’s employment in ABSL. 

Furthermore, ABSL’s activities, such as land clearance and the damming 

of rivers, worsened the water quality, and the chemicals used by the company 

contaminated the water during the rainy season (SEI 2015). Fish stock in the 

Rokel River decreased, and fishing in the streams stopped due to the levelling 

and drainage of the land. As a result, women had to travel either to Makeni or 

Freetown to buy fish (SiLNoRF and BfA 2016). The extra time spent on these 
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chores reduced the participation of women in productive activities, increased 

physical fatigue, and left them with little time for leisure and relaxation.

The project’s impact on women is also important in the context of employ-

ment and labour relations and conditions. As of May 2015, only six per cent 

(231) of ABSL’s 3,850 employees were women (SiLNoRF and BfA 2016, 7). The 

lack of a women-focused employment initiative is surprising at one level because 

AfDB, one of the project’s DFI’s, is a leading proponent of gender equality and 

women’s rights on the continent, and specifies that at least thirty per cent of its 

project beneficiaries across Africa are women. On the other hand, the action 

of the DFIs in their engagement with ABSL should not be surprising as it has 

been observed that commitments to development finance for gender equality 

are lower than in other sectors. For instance, an analysis of publicly available 

data from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s 

(OECD’s) Development Assistance Committee (DAC) members that have 

specific feminist foreign policy and/or feminist development policies showed 

that their USD2.37 billion commitment to women’s equality organisations and 

institutions represented only nine per cent of their USD26.1 billion commitment 

to the government and civil society sector and only two per cent of their total 

USD117.6 billion gender-focused aid (Papagioti et al. 2022, 3).9

Gender statistics in terms of employment is further evidence of the dis-

connect between the gender strategies stipulated by financing institutions and 

those of the projects they finance. This shows that either the gender strategies are 

mere rhetoric in the “smart economics” framework or the finance institutions lack 

the mechanisms to monitor the gender indicators of the projects. As Compton 

(2020) argues, projects of this nature crafted for sustainability and national 

development are coercive and restrict constructive criticism and thinking that can 

enable an imagination of alternatives. They often undermine local populations 

while prioritising the needs of foreign investors.

There is light at the end of the tunnel regarding women’s land rights 

with the adoption in 2022 of Sierra Leone’s premier land bills, the Customary 

Land Rights and National Land Commission Acts. The Acts include provisions 

expected to increase transparency in the land sector, promote the security of 

tenure and inclusive economic growth, eliminate discriminatory practices against 

women, reduce poverty, and boost women’s development and youth access to 
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land (Jalloh 2022). The Customary Land Rights Bill’s gender-sensitive provi-

sions include guarantees of equal rights to women and men to own, hold, use, 

inherit, succeed, or deal with land (GoSL 2022a). Furthermore, the bill states 

that any customary law that excludes, limits, or inhibits women from owning, 

holding, using, transferring, inheriting, succeeding to, or dealing with land will be 

annulled. The National Land Commission bill provides at least 30% participation 

of women in Village, Chiefdom and District Land Committees (GoSL 2022b).

While land rights activists, progressive individuals and organisations 

have lauded the signing of these Acts, an executive of Socfin, a major palm 

oil-producing investor in the country, is critical of the Customary Land Rights 

Bill because “it will block investments, make things expensive and result in 

enormous blackmail by various communities” (Fofana 2022,1).10 

 

Socio-economic Impact of ABSL in Northern Sierra Leone

ABSL was expected to bring social benefits to its operational sites. The World 

Bank argued that benefits would include creating employment opportunities; rais-

ing household incomes; stimulating local economic growth, including options for 

microenterprises and small businesses; and generating much-needed electricity 

(World Bank 2011). Other social benefits included reduced carbon emissions; 

increased agricultural productivity and food production in the project area; 

enhanced access to markets and social services for the local population; and skills 

training. However, annual project monitoring reports for 2011-15 by the Sierra 

Leone Network on the Right to Food (SiLNoRF), Bread for All (BfA) and other 

critics of large-scale land investments in Sierra Leone have demonstrated how 

ABSL’s presence in the project area has had both beneficial and adverse impacts. 

ABSL was open to dialogue with stakeholders, paid the land lease and 

acknowledgement fees, provided a treatment and prevention centre for Ebola, 

increased household incomes, made infrastructure improvements, provided skills 

training for many workers, and fulfilled its employment obligations. The FDP, 

among the company’s multiple social programmes, encouraged male farmers 

to grow more rice, while the VVG improved the livelihoods of some women and 

provided food security for others. Liaison committees and a formal grievance 

mechanism set up by ABSL paid heed to the concerns of the communities. In 
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addition, a multi-stakeholder forum (MSF) administered by the University of 

Makeni provided a platform for discussing concerns among various stakeholders 

and civil society groups. It monitored project development (Wahlin 2017).

However, the adverse impacts outweighed the positive. Poor employment 

opportunities, the failure of its social programmes, and the inadequate compen-

sation paid to land leasers strengthened the criticism against ABSL (APRODEV 

2013). Also, the loss of income from farming by female farmers resulted in a loss 

of economic independence as their access and control of takings from the sale of 

farming surpluses dwindled or disappeared. Consequently, they lost their ability 

to provide basic household foods, which is the responsibility of wives (Yengoh et 

al. 2015). The Roundtable on Sustainable Biomaterials (RSB) certification for 

ABSL’s biofuel project was deemed improper because it was awarded without a 

thorough audit. When the company was awarded the sustainability certification 

in February 2013, it had an unresolved water issue with one of the communities. 

As per ActionAid (2013, 6), while water is not one of the sustainability criteria 

of the Renewable Energy Directive, it is one of the 12 principles and criteria 

of the RSB. ABSL also disregarded the RSB’s criteria regarding food security, 

landowners’ free prior and informed consent (FPIC) and voluntary resettlement. 

As a result of these violations, ABSL’s presence resulted in increased poverty, 

the out-migration of young people, alcoholism, and domestic violence in its 

operational areas (Lanzet 2016, 13). 

The production and provision of electricity was a key selling point used 

by ABSL to convince national and local governments and community residents 

to accept its proposal for building an ethanol factory. Critics who challenged the 

entire project and the electricity provision were denounced as anti-development 

agents (SiLNoRF and BfA 2016). Although the company started electricity 

supply in November 2014, SiLNoRF and BfA observed that:

In reality, the production of electricity lasted a few weeks. It is still not public 

knowledge as to the exact timing and how much electricity was produced 

and supplied to the national grid … (SiLNoRF and BfA 2016, 8).
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Electricity generation halted in 2015 due to the Ebola outbreak but 

resumed under Sunbird Bioenergy Mabilafu Project (SBMP), the new owner 

of ABSL (SiLNoRF and BfA 2020). Again, there was no disclosure of the 

amount of electricity produced and sold to the national grid. SBMP’s contract 

was cancelled in 2018 with a change of government because of the exorbitant 

cost of electricity. The cancellation of the contract resulted in delayed employees’ 

salaries and land lease payments to chiefdoms, showing how dependent SBMP 

was on the GoSL’s patronage.

Failure of ABSL: Downsizing, Transition to Sunbird Bioenergy 
and the Sale to Browns Investment Plc 

ABSL scaled down its activities on 1 July 2015, five years after signing the 50-year 

land lease. The DFIs exited the project in December 2015, and the new owner, 

Sunbird Bioenergy Africa Limited (Sunbird Bioenergy Group), came on board 

in September 2016. ABSL claimed that project goals were not met because of 

low sugarcane yields, low ethanol production, higher production costs due to 

Ebola, theft and sabotage by local communities (Lanzet 2016). However, Walin 

(2017) noted that undisclosed cost overruns of an estimated EUR150 million, 

coupled with a twenty-seven per cent decline in ethanol prices in the EU, and 

the outbreak of Ebola, also contributed to ABSL’s demise. 

While AOG repaid the debt financing to the DFI lenders who sup-

ported the project, other investors such as Sweden-based DFI Swedfund and 

Netherlands Development Finance Company FMO sold their ABSL shares 

back to the parent company (Wahlin 2017). Since the DFIs did not conduct 

human rights due diligence before exiting the ABSL project, dialogue with local 

communities deteriorated and holding the company accountable became harder. 

Local employees lost their jobs. Over 1,000 permanent workers were placed 

on garden leave with 45% of their monthly salaries, and over 2,000 short-term 

(casual) employees were made redundant (SiLNoRF and BfA 2016).11 ABSL’s 

social programmes, including the FDP and the VVG, were first scaled-down and 

later closed. The loss of income and the end of mitigation measures resulted in 

increased food insecurity, high school dropout rates and societal problems such 

as gender-based violence, alcoholism, and child abandonment (Wahlin 2017).
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The closure of ABSL was finalised on 30 September 2016, with a 75,1% 

stake being transferred to a group of investors led by Sunbird Bioenergy, a 

company with questionable financial and ownership structures (Lanzet 2016), 

while AOG held the remaining 24,9% (AOG, Press Release 2016, 1). Critics 

have wondered how a high-profile project like ABSL, which saw participation 

from several DFIs, could fail, and questioned why the GoSL allowed the sale of 

ABSL to a company with a dubious financial history.12

Unfortunately, the sad story of ABSL did not end with the sale to Sunbird. 

SBMP sold the company in 2019 to a group of Sri Lankan business tycoons in 

collaboration with Browns Investments Plc. Like Sunbird Bioenergy, Browns 

Investments Plc also has an intricate financial history. Browns Investments 

PLC‘s purchase of 66,67% of Grey Reach Investments in May 201913 gave 

it an ownership stake of a little over 50% of Sunbird Bioenergy Sierra Leone. 

However, a forensic analysis of the deal by SiLNORF and BFA shows that there 

was no sale as Browns Investments is the primary owner of B Commodities ME 

in the United Arab Emirates, which acquired Grey Reach in 2019 (SiLNORF 

and BFA 2020). 

ABSL was sold at a bargain price to Browns Investments PLC. Browns 

bought fifty per cent of ABSL’s equity for USD30 million, putting the total 

equity value at USD60 million, a sixty per cent loss compared to 2011, when 

the company’s equity was worth about USD150 million. It is said that the 

loss translates to about USD90 million of equity. Based on the poor financial 

outcomes of the sale, SiLNoRF and BfA 2020 argued that: 

The high investments in this project combined with its loss in value 

strengthen the argument that these large-scale monocultures in the hands 

of big companies are in no way ‘sustainable’ development. We must invest 

in better, alternative ways of farming. (10)

At one level, it can be argued that the lack of accountability and transparency 

by all actors connected with ABSL was due to a near absence of local laws 

protecting landowners and land users, on the one hand, and an ill-equipped 

international human rights framework for protecting cultural and social rights, 

on the other (Bonanomi 2015, cited in SiLNORF and BfA 2020). At another 

level, however, Lanzet pointed to the irresponsible behaviours of the DFIs despite 
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various instruments intended to promote accountability and transparency in 

the field and to their home governments. It concluded that for the DFIs, “their 

accountability is not towards the ‘intended beneficiaries of (…) cooperation’ but 

solely to their constituents and shareholders” (Lanzet 2016, 34). 

The Effects of COVID-19 on the Sierra Leonean Economy 
and ABSL

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the economy and reversed most gains 

achieved since the end of the Ebola virus outbreak in 2016. The country’s 

gross domestic product (GDP) contracted by 3,1% in 2020 (Diaz 2021), and 

the fiscal deficit increased by 2,6 percentage points of GDP to 5,8% in 2020 

and 5,9% in 2021 (Kargbo 2022). Rising public debt reached seventy-nine per 

cent of GDP in 2021 due to continued fiscal deficits, currency depreciation, 

and limited access to concessional sources of financing. Thus, the World Bank 

recommends prudent budgetary management to balance emerging expenditure 

needs and limited fiscal space. Although the country’s real GDP growth is 

projected to average 4,4% between 2022-24, the growth outlook faces significant 

downside risks and uncertainties because of the war in Ukraine, which started 

in 2022; global inflationary pressures; and the continued threat of COVID-19 

outbreaks. Given this grim global outlook, it was unsurprising that in August 

2022 protesters took to the streets to complain about the high cost of living in 

the country. The gender dimensions of the coronavirus lockdown and curfew 

measures to curtail the spread of the disease affected more women than men, and 

female-headed households (FHHs), which comprise one-third of the country’s 

households, bore the brunt of the aftermath of the measures (Levine et al. 

2021). The pandemic increased food insecurity among FHHs, domestic violence 

increased by twenty-three per cent across households, and the incidence is 

forty-two per cent higher among adolescents and young girls. The silver lining 

is that over ninety per cent of respondents report cases of domestic violence to 

helplines and designated authorities.

The country recorded its first case of COVID-19 on 31st March 2020; by 

June that year, the country had reported 1,327 infections, 55 deaths, and 788 

recoveries (Srivatsa 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic and the Government’s 
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measures to contain the spread of the disease affected the company greatly, 

as over 11.5 million litres of ethanol were unsold, and millions of US Dollars’ 

worth of sugarcane perished because of travel restrictions across the country 

(SiLNoRF and Bread for All 2020). In response, SBMP retrenched 3,000 

of its 5,000 workforce in 2022. While many of the terminated workers were 

permanent employees entitled to redundancy compensation per the collective 

agreement outlined in the Sierra Leone Gazette of the Ministry of Labour and 

Social Security Act, the company refused to fulfil its obligations to the sacked 

workers (SiLNoRF and Bread for All 2020). A complaint was lodged with the 

Legal Aid Board, which is primarily responsible for providing legal services 

to vulnerable members of society. The Legal Aid Board could not intervene 

because Sunbird sought counsel from the Ministry of Labour. Regrettably, the 

latter supported the company’s non-payment of the redundancy benefit to the 

aggrieved workers, a violation of Article 22 of the redundancy compensation 

which also created impetus for continued impunity with the connivance of state 

officials (SiLNoRF and Bread for All 2020).

Conclusion 

The analysis of ABSL/SBMP operations in Sierra Leone debunks the narrative 

of the IFIs, DFIs and recipient governments that PPPs as a funding mechanism 

can advance social development. ABSL/SBMP failed to provide the sustained 

electricity it promised, despite the robust financial investment from eight DFIs, 

including two African DFIs/development Banks, and tax incentives from the 

GoSL. This happened because of the false premise on which it was anchored.14 

Instead of a better life, with food security and decent work, the inhabitants in 

ABSL’s operational areas were left more impoverished than before the company’s 

arrival.

As shown throughout the paper, ABSL’s presence has been detrimental to 

women in its operational site. For instance, women have suffered displacement 

and lost access to fertile land and their economic independence. Other unfa-

vourable experiences female farmers had to endure ranged from an increased 

workload due to the reduction of male labour during the farming season, to 

contamination of water resources, which affected agricultural activities and 
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destroyed aquatic life, leading to food insecurity in the area. Furthermore, ABSL’s 

presence increased social deviance, such as alcoholism, domestic violence, high 

school dropout rates, child abandonment, and further marginalisation of women.

Gender discrimination in rural Sierra Leone regarding female employment 

and other discriminatory practices will, hopefully, be a thing of the past with the 

implementation of provisions in the National Land Policy (NLP), the Customary 

Land Rights, and the National Land Commission Acts. The Acts include provi-

sions expected to increase transparency in the land sector, promote the security 

of tenure and inclusive economic growth, eliminate discriminatory practices 

against women, reduce poverty, and boost women’s development and youth 

access to land. In particular, the Customary Land Rights Bill’s gender-sensitive 

provisions include guarantees of equal rights to women and men to own, hold, 

use, inherit, succeed, or deal with land. It also states that any customary law that 

excludes, limits, or inhibits women from owning, holding, using, transferring, 

inheriting, succeeding, or dealing with land will be annulled. The National 

Land Commission bill provides at least 30% participation of women in Village, 

Chiefdom and District Land Committees (GoSL 2022b).

The robust provisions of the bills, including the requirements to promote 

responsible investment, and especially the curtailment of land acquisitions to 

5,000 hectares at the initial phase of investment, can reverse the ongoing land 

grabs across rural Sierra Leone and protect the rights of land-owning families, 

including women.
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Endnotes

1.	 Fair wages, safe working conditions, opportunities for training and advance-
ment, and the right to organise and collective bargaining.

2.	 This idea developed from the Presidential Infrastructure Champion Initiative 
(PICI) and was born out of a proposal by South Africa in 2011 at the Afri-
can Union (AU) Summit to accelerate regional infrastructure development 
enabled through the political championing of projects. The initiative serves 
as a high-level platform to put Africa on the right track towards unlocking 
its potential and achieving the “Africa we want”, as noted in Agenda 2063, 
the blueprint and master plan for transforming the continent into a global 
powerhouse of the future.

3.	 The ongoing PPPs in the energy sector include the Bumbuna Phase II Hydro 
Power Project, the Western Area Generation Project (Kissy HFO Project), 
Solar Era, 25 MW Betmai Hydro, Addax Bioenergy Sierra Leone (ABSL)/
Sunbird, Planet Core Solar, and the Rural Renewable Energy Project.

4.	 The company is incorporated in Malta, a European tax haven. As a result, its 
financial reports are unavailable for scrutiny in the public domain.

5.	 Approximately 2,000 hectares were developed as part of the Farmer Devel-
opment Programme (FDP), which works in conjunction with the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) to secure the per capita food baseline in 
the project area. A further 1,800 hectares were used as ecological corridors 
and buffer areas to protect existing pockets of biodiversity. The land for the 
irrigation pivots was chosen based on the criteria of agricultural sustainability, 
proximity to the factory and water sources, and avoidance of villages, forests, 
and food-producing areas to minimise economic and physical displacement.

6.	 This concept describes anyone who is not entitled, by customary law, to rights 
to land in the provinces.

7.	 Groups registered as FBOs could access government aid to build and culti-
vate their plots.

8.	 The most frequent grievances were short employment periods (19), no access 
to land (17), low salary (13), poor harvests from rice planted by the small-
holders (12) and failed promises in respect of the construction of schools 
and the development of the local community (11). Positive remarks included 
women being able to do business with workers on the project (3), using the 
salary from working on the project to build a house (2) or buying rice (2).
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9.	 Canada, France, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Spain, and Sweden.

10.	 Socfin is a Luxembourg-based company engaged in palm oil production 
that has been accused of land grabbing and has had frequent scuffles with 
landowners.

11.	 ABSL’s national workforce was dominated by casual workers (daily wage 
earners) without social entitlements such as annual leave, sick leave, and redun-
dancy benefits. As of March 2015, only 3,4% of the 3,850-strong workforce 
were permanent staff with fixed monthly salaries; 38,2% were permanent staff 
with daily-rated salaries, subject to the number of working days in a month; 
the remaining 58% were temporary workers employed on fixed-term contracts 
ranging from three to six months annually.

12.	 The business director of Sunbird Bioenergy’s parent company NoCOO Lim-
ited, Richard Antony Bennett, is also a non-executive director of China New 
Energy Limited (CNEL) “with whom Sunbird cooperates closely” (Bread 
for the World 2016, 32). The group of companies under CNEL was insolvent 
and traded as a non-going concern, as per a December 2015 financial report, 
by which time the group had net liabilities of EUR803,000. Since its May 
2011 Initial Public Offering (IPO), CNEL’s share price had dropped from 
GBP10 to GBP1 on 8 July 2016.

13.	 Its purchase of 66.67% of Grey Reach Investments gave it just over 50% of 
Sunbird Bioenergy Sierra Leone. However, Browns Investment did not buy 
its stakes in Grey Reach directly as it is the ultimate holding company of B 
Commodities ME in the United Arab Emirates, which acquired Grey Reach 
in 2019.

14.	 African Development Bank and the Industrial Development Corporation of 
South Africa
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A Gendered Approach to Public-Private 
Partnerships in University Student Housing 
Provision – The Case of South Africa 

Hlengiwe Ndlovu and Nedson Pophiwa

Abstract 

Student housing is a booming business in many African countries as evidenced 

by the growing rental property market for students in neighbourhoods sur-

rounding campuses of tertiary institutions. This paper casts a light on the need 

to rethink gender-fair public-private partnerships (PPPs) in the context of 

student housing, which has in some cases proven to be a site of violence against 

female students given its profit-driven motive. Using a feminist lens, we seek to 

answer the question: in what ways can PPPs strike a balance between providing 

much-needed student housing and addressing gendered imbalances in current 

student housing provision models? We relied on an analysis of published and 

unpublished literature on student housing provision and the role of PPPs in 

the higher education sector. The discussion demonstrates ways in which PPP 

arrangements can have gendered implications, impacting students differently 

based on their racial and gender identities and sexuality. It also argues for a 

framework that guides norms and standards of student housing to make it 

inclusive of marginalised students and to mitigate potential harm to tertiary 

students. 

Keywords: Student housing, South Africa, PPPs, gender-fair, feminist lens
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Introduction 

Disadvantaged students in South African tertiary institutions face a myriad 

of challenges which affect their successful transition into and completion of 

further studies. These challenges reflect the legacies of the apartheid era and 

the ongoing impact of neoliberal economic restructuring (Masutha 2020). One 

of the critical challenges to disadvantaged students is finding safe and quality 

accommodation given that such students generally live in distant townships or 

rural areas far from campuses.  Tertiary institutions are currently facing a backlog 

of student accommodation provision due to increased demand since 1994. The 

gap in student accommodation in South African schools is a microcosm of the 

housing challenges on the continent. A 2016 news article predicted the rising 

demand for new purpose-built student accommodation in Sub-Saharan Africa 

(SSA) which was estimated to eventually exceed 500,000 beds over a period of 

five years (Biz Community 2018). In the South African context, the problem 

sheds light on existing racial and gender disparities and how students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds can be negatively affected. Disadvantaged students 

need secure spaces to facilitate their mobility and access to educational resources. 

The location of the accommodation and its safety are essential in their lecture 

attendance, use of library and institutional services, access to a conducive place 

for homework and safety from criminal activity and sexual and gender-based 

violence. Women and members of the LGBTQIA+ community have special 

needs emanating from how society treats them and therefore require safe spaces 

for their academic activities. While the accommodation problems persist, the 

Government’s budgetary allocations and grants are insufficient to build and 

effectively operate residences. Policy decision-making and financial pressures 

on student accommodation PPPs have increased over the years to address the 

constraints (Kutama 2017). 

This article explores the intersection of gender, PPPs, and student housing 

provision. It applies a feminist lens to highlight the gendered inequalities and 

vulnerabilities faced by female and LGBTQIA+ students in accessing safe and 

affordable housing in the context of tertiary education in South Africa. The article 

addresses the question: in what ways can PPPs strike a balance between providing 

much-needed student housing and addressing gendered imbalances in current 
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student housing provision models?  This question stems from the observations 

in the literature about the challenges that confront student housing provision 

in many parts of the world, including South Africa. Challenges range from 

inadequate supply to structural issues related to safety, the lack of purpose-built 

housing that promotes inclusivity for students from diverse backgrounds and 

orientations (Mudau 2017; Calitz et al. 2020; Makhaye et al. 2023). As tertiary 

institutions and the Government explore opportunities for expanding student 

housing through PPPs, it is important to examine the potential implications for 

gender equality and student well-being and to question the prevailing narrative 

about their benefits.

Demand for student accommodation has grown tremendously because 

of the massification of higher education globally and within the continent over 

the last few decades. Tertiary student numbers have increased exponentially as 

more students enrol at technical and vocational (TVET) colleges, universities, 

and other specialised tertiary training institutions. At the same time, publicly 

funded tertiary institutions have experienced dwindling capital expenditure 

budgets that cannot cater for the expansion of facilities to meet the growing 

demand, hence the pressure to outsource services such as student housing (Blair 

and Williams 2017). 

Off-campus housing has become quite popular as neighbours of such 

institutions have filled the gap in the supply of much-needed housing. In coun-

tries such as South Africa, the role of the National Student Financial Aid Scheme 

(NSFAS) in funding accommodation for tertiary students has incentivised the 

expansion of off-campus student accommodation. In addition, the Department of 

Higher Education and Training (DHET) is implementing the Student Housing 

Infrastructure Programme (SHIP) which aims to provide 200,000 beds at 

universities and 100,000 beds at TVET colleges by 2030 (Daniel 2021). At the 

same time, however, some tertiary institutions have seen the financial benefits 

of retaining a stake in the outsourcing of student housing and have therefore 

embarked on PPPs – a key focus of this article.  

In the South African context, studies reveal the hardships that students 

face with both on-campus and off-campus housing (Mzileni and Mkhize 2019; 

Gordon and Collins 2013; Mugume and Luescher 2015). There are challenges 

regarding access, as there are relatively fewer beds available to meet the demand. 
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In some cases, cheaper, unsafe living arrangements can also be found off-site. 

Off-site student accommodation tends to be unaffordable for many students, 

which then consigns them to much cheaper, but unsafe living arrangements. 

There is  a divide between formal PPP accommodation (developed in contracts 

with universities and government institutions) and more informal, fully private 

accommodation that has even less chance of being governed for the benefit of 

students. These distinctions have implications for students living in such spaces. 

It also shows how students can be affected differently depending on the university 

housing in which they find themselves.  

Apart from being victims of other crimes, female and LGBTQIA+ stu-

dents are at risk of being victims of sexual violence. As observed by Macleod 

et al. (2018), sexual violence in the university context “is an abidingly serious 

problem, seemingly related to the particularities of university life as a specific 

social context, but also as a result of the intersection of the circumstances within 

the university context and those of [the] broader society.” A Survey by Mutinta 

(2022) in selected universities in South Africa shows a high prevalence of 

gender-based violence.  

This paper casts a light on the need to rethink gender-fair student housing 

PPPs given that in some cases housing has proven to be a site of violence against 

female students. It has also been a site of exclusion for LGBTQIA+ students 

since gender is denoted in binary forms in the allocation of student housing. 

The methodology of this article encompassed desk review and content analysis 

of published and unpublished literature, grey literature and policy documents 

related to student housing provision and the role of PPPs in the South African 

higher education sector.  

How PPPs in Higher Education are Configured and Why 
they Matter

A PPP is a contract between a public agency or non-profit and a private sector 

entity, in which parties can share skills, technology and responsibility when 

delivering a product or service (Lundy and Ladd 2021). In the context of higher 

education student accommodation, it is usually a contract between a university 

and a private sector entity. 
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Generally, in the traditional procurement of services or infrastructure, the 

roles of universities and developers are clear-cut. For instance, the university 

pays for capital and operating costs and carries the risks associated with cost 

overruns and late delivery. Once the private sector has designed, constructed and 

delivered the asset, the services of the private companies are no longer required, 

and the university is then responsible for staffing, maintenance, and operation. 

However, in PPP procurement arrangements, the university usually buys 

from the private sector a full set of services, including infrastructural development 

and provision of a variety of maintenance and operation services (IFC 2020). It 

pays for these over the term of the PPP agreement, based on successful delivery. 

Internationally, PPPs have taken a wide range of forms and tend to vary with 

the level of involvement and risk of the private entity in the arrangement with 

the educational institution (IFC 2020). PPPs are assumed to benefit universities 

in a variety of ways, including (i) front-office, student-facing functions (e.g., 

enrolment management, student affairs, education delivery); (ii) back-office 

functions (e.g., finance, human resources, technology); and (iii) facilities (e.g., 

student housing, labs, food service, parking, transportation). The dominant 

assumption is that the private sector typically puts its own capital at risk, funding 

its investment in the project with debt and shareholder equity. Considering its 

financial risk, the private sector is motivated to provide a high level of service, 

which is needed to generate good returns on equity.

South African universities face significant capacity challenges in meeting 

the increasing demand for affordable and quality student accommodation. Due 

to great strides made to increase access to both basic and higher education since 

1994, there has been more than a twofold rise in student enrolments. Public 

funding is insufficient. PPPs are seen to offer a viable solution by leveraging 

the financial and operational capabilities of private sector partners to meet the 

educational and social objectives of universities. The narrative is that PPPs will 

enable universities to expand their accommodation capacity without incurring 

excessive debt or diverting resources from core educational activities. Private 

sector partners bring design, construction, and property management expertise, 

ensuring the provision of modern and well-maintained facilities. Moreover, 

PPPs can attract private-sector investment and stimulate economic growth in 

the surrounding areas.
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While there are barriers to the successful implementation of student 

housing PPPs, some literature argues that such partnerships do play a significant 

role in addressing students’ accommodation needs in South Africa. In a country 

marked by acute inequalities and diverse socio-economic challenges, including a 

housing deficit, inadequate infrastructure and privately owned land, PPPs have 

provided an effective mechanism for leveraging private sector resources and 

expertise to tackle the issues of housing delivery. For example, Schalekamp and 

Fourie (2021) argue that PPPs have been instrumental in delivering affordable 

housing units in South Africa. For Henjewele et al. (2013), such partnerships 

have helped bridge the gap between housing demand and supply, leading to 

increased access to affordable and adequate housing options through drawing 

resources from public funding with private sector resources and expertise. 

Bed Capacity, Typologies and Challenges of Student Housing 
in South Africa 

Student housing in South Africa has enormous potential for growth stemming 

from the increased demand and the increased outsourcing of university accom-

modation services to private contractors. The net effect is that private sector 

players have become more involved in tapping into this lucrative market. As 

of the year 2020, close to 2.5 million students were enrolled across all tertiary 

institutions, including universities and TVET colleges (Daniel 2021). The 2022 

University Student Housing Survey found that universities around the country 

had a total of 287,507 beds, out of which 184,973 were occupied by students 

funded by the NSFAS (Cloete 2022). According to the DHET, the dedicated 

bed capacity can only accommodate 11% of all enrolled students, most of whom 

rely on living allowances provided by the NSFAS (Daniel 2021).

Given increased studentification – a term referring to “the process of social, 

cultural, economic and physical changes that occur resulting from the influx 

of students, usually within privately rented accommodation in neighbourhoods 

close to higher education institutions” (Smith 2002 cited by Gregory 2022, 

369)— there is a growing vested interest by the private sector in providing this 

highly demanded service. In many parts of cities, some of the vacant buildings 

left behind when headquarters of companies relocated or closed down have 
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been remodelled for student accommodation. It is not only in urban areas of 

big cities like Johannesburg, Cape Town or Durban that such developments are 

occurring, but also near campuses located in rural areas across the country1.

The student housing market is diverse and comprises many typologies – 

from high-rise, state-of-the-art purpose-built student accommodation (PBSA) 

complexes, to backyard dwellings and shacks. Additionally, there is an important 

distinction between public (provided by higher education institutions) and private 

(provided by private sector developers and operators) student accommodation 

(IFC 2020). Table 1 below presents the distribution of student housing in tertiary 

education inclusive of ownership type and shows those sponsored by the NSFAS. 

Table 1: Distribution of student accommodation by bed capacity

287,507 Total bed capacity

•	 121 312 University-owned 
beds

•	 64 817 University-leased 
beds

•	 70 043 University-accredit-
ed beds

•	 33 335 Privately-leased 
beds 

 184,973 NSFAS Students

•	 52 813 University-owned accommo-
dation

•	 46 391 University-leased accommo-
dation

•	 52 434 University-accredited accom-
modation

•	 33 335 Privately-leased accommoda-
tion

Source: DHET (2020)

Estimates show that the current shortfall exceeds 500,000 beds and will grow 

by 40% by 2025 owing to increased enrolments and the slow rollout of SHIP. 

While the biggest challenge affecting the student housing sector is the 

failure of supply to meet demand, there are other problems that have been 

identified. Early in 2022, site visits conducted by the NSFAS Board, university 

and TVET college management across the country identified the following key 

challenges in both private and institution-owned accommodation: (i) there are 

insufficient beds to accommodate students, and some institutions do not have 

their own accommodation; (ii) there are instances where the state of both private 

and institution-owned accommodation is not conducive for student living and 
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learning; (iii) there is no uniformity in the cost structure of university-owned 

accommodation, and Private Accommodation Providers (PAPs) are not properly 

regulated; (iv) there are instances where allowances paid by the NSFAS for 

student accommodation are used for purposes other than what was intended 

and authorised (Mail and Guardian 2022).

Another structural problem in the current offerings for student housing 

is related to the dominance of private providers and their pricing models. Since 

the last decade, when the development of private accommodation spurred 

growth in the PBSA sector, private developers have mainly been catering to the 

mid- (ZAR3,000 – ZAR4,500 per month) and high-end market (ZAR5,000 

– ZAR8,000 per month). This has created a wide gap between affordable and 

mid-level student accommodation (IFC 2020). It is students from low-income 

households who are particularly affected by this shortage. 

Some studies have shown that because of studentification, crime targeting 

students has increased, as reflected in the following quote from Gregory (2022):

These unregulated suppliers of student accommodation do not necessarily 

conform to the [Department of Higher Education and Training] DHET’s 

policy on the minimum norms and standards for student accommodation 

or adhere to the standards set out by university policies. Therefore, students 

that are channelled into such properties face a greater security risk, are 

more susceptible to the impact of crime and this affects their wellbeing and 

academic performance. Overall, students are both the victims of increased 

crime and perceived to be the reason for the attraction or increase in crime 

in studentified neighbourhoods (377).

The study further highlights how students are often easy targets of criminals who 

brazenly attack their residences and rob them of laptops, cell phones, cash, and 

other valuables at gunpoint.  Ross and Rasool (2019) concluded in their study 

of safety in university student housing, that “university campuses are generally 

perceived to be relatively secure places; however, results from this research show 

that they are not immune to crime” (18). 

Meeting bed capacity needs for tertiary institutions will require massive 

investment by the South African government. However, considering reductions in 

budgetary allocations from the national fiscus and capacity constraints for rolling 

out massive infrastructure projects, PPPs for student accommodation provision 
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are being explored by the NSFAS as well as DHET. Most of the discussions 

have revolved around the need to implement PPPs while adhering to the Public 

Finance Management Amendment Act (PFMA) when working with the private 

sector as partners in student housing provision (Mail and Guardian 2022). 

A Feminist Critique of PPPs 

The debates on PPPs in infrastructure development have long focused on their 

neoliberal and privatisation logic which include profit maximisation principles. 

Feminist scholars and activists have critiqued PPPs on several grounds, high-

lighting potential gendered implications and consequences of PPP arrangements. 

While it is important to note that feminist perspectives can be diverse and 

multifaceted, we provide a general overview of some key criticisms raised by 

feminist scholars in relation to PPPs. 

One of the feminist critiques of PPPs has centred on the perpetuation and 

reinforcement of existing gender inequalities. Given that PPPs often prioritise 

economic and efficiency goals, they can potentially overlook the gendered 

dimensions of their services. This can result in limited attention to issues such as 

gender-based violence, reproductive healthcare, and childcare, which dispropor-

tionately affect women (Razavi and Pearson 2003). In a neoliberal environment 

where the drive for profit takes prime importance, existing inequalities can 

be further exacerbated by a lack of reflection, especially given that gender 

mainstreaming programmes are time-consuming and expensive. It is therefore 

not an accident that both public and private university accommodations have 

prioritised “efficiency” and profit over the well-being of students, especially 

women and members of the LGBTQIA+ community. Given the profit motive 

of private accommodation, the conditions can be worsened since they will be 

less inclined to address gender-related issues. 

A second feminist critique relates to the impact of privatising public 

services through PPPs. Bakker and Gill (2003) argue that privatising essential 

services such as healthcare, education, or water provision can lead to increased 

costs, reduced accessibility, and limited accountability, potentially marginalising 

women, particularly those from underprivileged communities. The privatisation 

and commodification of basic services and the consequences, especially for 
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poor households (Naidoo 2007) and women in the informal economy (Samson 

2009), are widely documented in South Africa. The #Feesmustfall protests that 

racked South Africa’s public institutions between 2015 and 2017 fell on fertile 

ground because prior to the actual shutdown, students at the University of the 

Witwatersrand were protesting the destruction of university accommodation 

in favour of private accommodation (Ndlovu 2017). Sadly, most universities 

in South Africa have followed this privatisation of student accommodation 

route. Two comprehensive reports from the Nelson Mandela University and 

the University of the Witwatersrand show how privatisation of student accom-

modation has become a norm. Privatised accommodation often comes with 

exorbitant prices, which end up excluding the poor, especially women. Women 

students, in particular, may have to search for cheaper but riskier accommoda-

tion around the city or choose to commute from their township homes to the 

university. Employing a capabilities approach framework, Walker et al. (2023) 

have shown how disadvantaged students’ experience of poverty is largely linked 

to the legacies of colonialism and apartheid, especially the historical imposition of 

rural “Bantustans” or “homelands.” Consequently, the privatisation of university 

accommodation through PPPs has severe impacts on students from segregated 

townships and rural areas who end up being excluded because they cannot afford 

to pay. This is mainly because PPPs often involve private companies that aim to 

generate profits, resulting in increased accommodation cost, potentially making 

it less affordable for students from marginalised backgrounds, particularly those 

funded by the NSFAS. 

Thirdly, PPPs often overlook gender mainstreaming, which is the 

integration of gender perspectives into all aspects of policy and programme 

design. Drawing from the experiences of urban planning in Egypt, Abdelmoaty 

et al. (2021) note that women and men have different basic needs in urban 

public spaces. These practical and strategic gender needs must be taken into 

consideration when planning urban infrastructure and facilities. Ignoring them 

can result in gender-blind policies and projects that fail to address the specific 

realities of women and marginalised groups. In a study on the experiences of 

trans university students in Ontario, Laidlaw (2020) identifies washrooms, gym 

changing rooms, and residence rooms as sites of violence, discrimination, and 

humiliation for trans students. In a survey of 880 heterosexual students, Arndt 
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and De Bruin (2006) have shown how despite the South African government’s 

unprecedented commitment to acknowledging and upholding the human rights 

of the LGBTQIA+ community, negative attitudes towards the community still 

persist in university spaces. Following the introduction of unisex bathrooms at the 

University of the Witwatersrand in 2017, Kiguwa (2018) reflects on “the critical 

use of language in constructing gender binaries, notions of safety, and security 

in the pathologizing of non-heterosexual gender expressions and identities”. For 

Kiguwa (2018), there is an urgent need to engage with the intricate ways in which 

gender and sexuality remain understood within narrowly defined and oppres-

sive structures and the implications of such understanding for transformation. 

Without gender-sensitive planning and implementation, PPPs may inadvertently 

perpetuate gender inequalities by not catering for students’ specific needs, given 

their one-size-fits-all approach to providing facilities. Consequently, LGBTQIA+ 

students continue to experience discrimination, othering and humiliation as 

homophobic sentiments continue to thrive in South African communities and 

university spaces.  Abdelmoaty et al. (2021) argue that it is the responsibility of 

decision-makers to develop legislation and laws that address gender-sensitive 

needs and rights. Urban legislation, therefore, needs to be introduced through a 

gender perspective that considers all social groups of women, despite their age, 

educational level, social background and abilities, among others.

Fourthly, there is limited participation by women and other vulnerable 

groups during PPP development. Miraftab (2004) problematises PPP arrange-

ments in neoliberal development and argues that much energy has focused 

on the technicalities of the partnerships, including the fine print of contracts 

and agreements. This is done at the expense of the social, economic, cultural, 

and political environments where such partnership arrangements take place. 

For PPPs to achieve the intended goals beyond maximising profits, grassroot 

organisations and disadvantaged communities must become active players and 

full partners to exert and sustain their interests throughout PPP processes. 

Drawing from the experiences of women in India and China, Rai (2013) empha-

sises the intersection of gender and other forms of inequality in development 

and development programmes. She argues that PPP arrangements tend to 

sideline women’s voices and participation in decision-making processes. This 

in turn often leads to underrepresentation of women’s voices and perspectives 
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in the design, implementation, and evaluation of PPPs. As noted earlier in the 

paper, PPPs are usually a negotiation between public institutions of higher 

learning and private service providers. Students are not consulted and are often 

absent in decision-making processes; this results in services and facilities that 

do not adequately address the needs and priorities of women and LGBTQIA+ 

persons, leading to ineffective outcomes that perpetuate gendered inequalities 

and exclusion. 

In a critical analysis of PPPs, Rwelamila et al. (2015) trace historical and 

contemporary public protests against PPPs, which are perceived as a top-down 

approach to rolling out development projects. Using a principal-agent model as a 

lens, the authors provide a detailed understanding of what constitutes the first “P” 

(the public) in a PPP construct and show how many PPP project arrangements 

have failed to embrace the real public. In the South African context, the private 

sector continues to enjoy minimal regulation, following the pattern across many 

developing countries as the state seeks to give the market more power (Miraftab 

2004). As a result, public institutions of higher learning do not have much 

control in PPP arrangements. While universities have arrangements with service 

providers conforming to the NSFAS allowance cap, other private residences 

charge a top-up fee to make up for the shortfall. This means that students who 

cannot afford to top-up, the majority of whom are women and LGBTQIA+ 

students who seek safer accommodations with better user-friendly facilities, will 

remain excluded. Consequently, power dynamics within PPP arrangements at 

university accommodations are biased against women and non-binary students.   

Gendered Implications of PPPs

Although some of the literature points to successful PPP implementation, there 

are rising concerns about the negative impacts on disadvantaged students. In 

this section, we turn to some of the specific direct gendered implications of 

university accommodation PPP arrangements that can impact students differ-

ently based on their gender identities and sexuality. As noted earlier, Laidlaw 

(2020) identified structural issues such as washrooms, gym changing rooms, and 

residence rooms as sites of violence, discrimination, and humiliation for trans 

students. This situation is exacerbated for women and LGBTQIA+ students 
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when accommodation arrangements such as single-gender residence halls or 

gender-inclusive housing are limited or absent at universities – which is often the 

case in PPP arrangements. Given that South African public institutions of higher 

learning are increasingly outsourcing the provision of student accommodation 

through PPPs, university housing is increasingly becoming a site of violence for 

the LGBTQIA+ community, reversing the constitutional gains made thus far. 

While universities are progressive spaces in the fight against discrimination, 

the disregard for different forms of discrimination, perpetuated through the lack 

of provision of inclusive facilities, fosters the continued marginalisation of women 

and non-binary persons. There is added risk in private accommodation given 

the outsourcing of security – as noted in the discussion of the #Feesmustfall 

demonstrations. Also, due to its profit motive, costly private accommodation is 

only accessible to wealthy and middle-class students. There is also less or minimal 

governance of private accommodation, so accountability is missing. While there 

are risks within all residences (public or private), to ensure safety and security, 

especially for women and the LGBTQIA+ community, it is necessary to address 

many concerns relating to structural issues, cost, location and security, among 

others. 

Safety and security measures remain key challenges, especially within 

PPP-operated accommodation. Calitz et al. (2020) have identified safety and 

security as playing a deciding role in both local and international students’ choice 

of university in South Africa. Mudau (2017) highlights challenges faced by 

students who live off-campus, including high rentals, unhygienic surroundings, 

long distances from the university, inability to access library services, and lack 

of security both in the hostels and during their commute to university as they 

risk being attacked by criminals. Mkhize et al.(2022) have identified assaults 

and housebreaking to steal laptops, cell phones, clothes, and other accessories as 

some of the insecurity challenges faced by students at the University of Kwa-Zulu 

Natal (UKZN). In particular, the authors highlighted rape as one of the major 

challenges faced by female students at this university, worsened because female 

students are reluctant to report sexual victimisation to the authorities. The World 

Population Review’s statistics show that South Africa comes sixth in the world 

with a femicide rate of 9.1 in 2023, after El Salvador (13.8), Antigua and Barbuda 

(12.2), Jamaica (10.9), Venezuela (10.7) and Central African Republic (10.6)2. 
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With South Africa being one of the countries with high femicide crimes 

(Brodie et al. 2023), coupled with outsourced security services at private accom-

modations, gendered experiences of crime from PPP-serviced accommodations 

cannot be ruled out. During #Feesmustfall protests in South Africa, sexual 

harassment from private security became one of the major concerns for women 

and non-binary students and lecturers on campus (Ndlovu 2017). Although the 

university has limited or no influence at all in private accommodation, cases of 

sexual harassment and rape cannot be ignored. 

Challenges related to safety concerns for women and gender non-con-

forming individuals in university accommodation can include the very presence 

of security personnel and surveillance systems. It is very important for PPPs 

to ensure that what they consider to be security measures for all students do 

not become (in)security concerns for some. In most cases, housing policies 

and provision arrangements assume that students are male or female, thereby 

failing to cater for transgender students, especially those who are in the process 

of transitioning from one gender to another or who do not identify as either 

dominant gender (Beemyn et al. 2005). 

Van den Brink et al. (2017) have emphasised issues of gender pay gaps 

and economic disparities and how these exacerbate gender challenges of access 

while also affecting women and non-binary individuals who are already facing 

financial challenges. If PPPs are to serve as effective alternative arrangements 

for providing student accommodation, they should take into consideration the 

socioeconomic and spatial histories of exclusion in South Africa. That is to say, 

histories of segregation and exclusionary apartheid policies cannot be ignored 

in the understanding and analysis of the socioeconomic conditions of students 

(Walker et al. 2022).

The differences in private accommodation are significant. Some private 

housing options are tailored to wealthy or middle-class students, and can therefore 

be quite expensive. In certain regions, there is an unfortunate de facto racial seg-

regation. Meanwhile, there is a less formal category of private accommodation in 

which economically disadvantaged students, often from racialized backgrounds, 

as well as women and LGBTQI+ individuals, are compelled to seek housing. 

These intricacies in student housing disparities and the diverse backgrounds of 

students must be taken into account in a PPP arrangement.
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Miraftab (2004) and others argue that PPPs should pay attention to and 

be responsive to socioeconomic conditions and social environments; however, 

PPPs’ main objective is profit maximisation. How can these two co-exist, given 

the high levels of poverty and inequity in South Africa? It is only likely if there is 

further government financing to subsidise the cost of accommodation. This then 

raises the question of whether public money could be better spent to build and 

operate university-owned residences. As argued by Miraftab (2004), successful 

partnerships should pay attention to the socioeconomic conditions and the envi-

ronment where interventions are taking place. The programmes should prioritise 

recipients over technicalities in contracts. Most students who tend to use private 

accommodation in Johannesburg are those who come from underprivileged 

backgrounds, profiled through their matric results as university accommodation 

prioritises higher grades from high school. Consequently, students from poor 

townships and rural areas are mostly serviced by public schools with limited 

resources, leaving them at the mercy of private accommodation arrangements. 

Women and non-binary students tend to be the most disadvantaged given the 

economic disparities and how they exacerbate gender challenges of access. 

University accommodation PPPs can vary depending on the contractual 

arrangements, policies, and practices implemented by the involved parties. 

It is therefore crucial for public and private partners to pay attention to and 

address the gendered needs of their student populace to ensure equitable access, 

safety, and inclusivity in accommodation options for all students. For any PPP 

arrangement to successfully address these issues, there is a need to take seri-

ously the historical, socioeconomic and environmental landscape in which the 

interventions take place. PPP arrangements cannot ignore the gendered nature 

of poverty and inequality, and the identity politics which continue to affect 

women from marginalised backgrounds, and gender non-conforming persons 

the most. It can be argued that addressing the highlighted challenges through 

inclusive partnerships that take students seriously as important stakeholders, 

and aligning developmental needs with those of women and the LGBTQIA+ 

community, will enhance the quality of university accommodation and the lives 

of the marginalised groups. The key obstacle will be to reconcile these priorities 

with the drive to maximise profits.
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Conclusion

This article has highlighted the gaps in PPP student housing and how they 

can be addressed. We emphasised the need for increasing access to education 

through the provision of cheaper and safer housing for students. There remain 

many issues for critical reflection in pursuit of the model that will account 

for the racial and gender-based inequalities, as has been highlighted in the 

South African context. The historical injustices in South Africa during the 

apartheid era and the continuous economic disparities existing in the country 

are a starting point for reflection. As a point of emphasis, racial segregation in its 

contemporary form shows the inequalities in access to economic opportunities. 

PPPs can reproduce these spatial discriminatory practices subtly. There remains 

a need for deeper reflection on the role that the Government plays to ensure 

gender-fair partnerships in the provision of student housing. The World Bank’s 

PPP Legal Resources Centre suggests several ways in which adopting a gender 

perspective in PPP frameworks helps “to ensure that projects are designed that 

grant women equal access to transport, electricity, and water and sanitation 

services” (World Bank 2022). First, there is a need to include the gender equality 

conversation during the procurement and tendering processes of such projects, 

such as including women-led businesses or businesses with gender parity as 

contractual partners. Secondly, the infrastructure needs specific to women should 

be considered in the design and execution of PPPs. Thirdly, there is a need for 

PPPs that are specifically targeted towards women. Including women in the 

economy has not only the previously mentioned positive effect on the global 

economy but it also a possible tangible effect on local communities (World Bank 

2022). When public partners try to encourage PPPs to implement these gender 

mainstreaming strategies, however, they need to be aware of the weaknesses 

that can result in further exclusion of vulnerable and disadvantaged community 

members, including women and LGBTQIA+ members. 

South Africa already has put in place policies and guidelines to inform 

PPPs. Among them are guidelines and manuals from the National Treasury 

and several pieces of legislation that require targets for the employment of 

black women; stipulations for black women as supervisors, as junior and skilled 

employees, and in top management positions, as well as preferential procurement 
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of specific SMEs owned by black women. Institutions of higher learning can lead 

by example in following some of these critical policy mandates when appointing 

partners to provide student housing. The policy should work in tandem with an 

affirmative action intervention that ensures that the State provides for poor and 

marginalised students in terms of subsidies and allocation of units. 

We have emphasised that certain measures are needed to ensure the 

“successful” implementation of housing PPPs that respond to the socioeconomic 

environment in the South African context. We ask: since PPPs are driven by the 

private sector and prioritise profit maximisation, who bears the cost required 

to respond to the socioeconomic environment?  This is an essential question 

because, if it is the students who must bear the cost, the majority will be excluded 

since they cannot pay the fees. The inability of students to pay high accommo-

dation fees will affect their access to education. The wider consequences include 

the violation of their rights to education. If it is the state that subsidises the 

accommodation, then there is a question of whether the funds could be better 

spent in directly providing publicly owned accommodation. 
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Endnotes

1.	 https://everythingproperty.co.za/accommodation-pe-landmark-con-
verted-to-house-students/

2.	 https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/femi-
cide-rates-by-country
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Accounting for Class and Feminist Political 
Economy: Questions Emanating from Ghana’s 
Market PPPs 

Gertrude Dzifa Torvikey and Sylvia Ohene Marfo

Abstract

Capital, through neoliberal development, is finding spaces in the informal 

economy, which was traditionally unattractive for capital investment. Recently, 

Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) in Ghana have surged given the increasing 

sovereign debt and economic crisis. Drawing on qualitative methods, and framed 

within a feminist political economy perspective, this paper examines the impacts 

of PPPs in a local market in Ghana and the ramifications for the women, the 

space, and the future of the market. We use the construction of some market 

structures in a market in Ghana built on a Build Operate Transfer PPP model to 

illustrate how local government’s top-down decision-making processes exclude 

women, foist on them decisions that adversely impact their economic autonomy 

and social relations, and deepen the class structure among them. We detail the 

contradicting ways the market leadership and their followers differed in their 

responses to the project and how this difference led to tensions among the traders. 

By examining the local Assembly’s political strategy to weaken the women’s 

resistance to policies in the market through the allocation of sheds to commodity 

leaders, we also hint at the uncertainty of sustained collective mobilisation in the 

market which is open to many more neoliberal experiments.  

Keywords: Ghana, Public-Private Partnerships, women, traders, resistance 



· 124  ·   Feminist Africa 4 (2)

Introduction

Development trajectories in Global South countries are continuously shaped by 

the increasing intervention of international financial institutions (IFIs). The type 

of economic model that will accelerate growth in these countries has been the 

subject of debate for decades. In Africa, neoliberal ideologies continue to shape 

economic development (Mawuko-Yevugah 2014). This, in conjunction with 

colonial experiences and legacies, has shaped economic policies and practices. 

The neoliberal development approach has become more entrenched since the 

implementation of the advice of the Bretton Woods Institutions, which basically 

limits the role of States in development (Awortwi 2011; Lynch and Crawford 

2012). At both ends, the private sector and the State remain weak and unable 

to sustainably propel development at a fast pace. Resultantly, since the 1990s, 

there has been a push for both the privatisation of state enterprises and PPPs 

in key sectors of the economies.  

PPP debates have not resolved the fundamental contradictions regarding 

such enterprises since they are sometimes described as financing models and 

other times as development instruments. Recently, partnership has been can-

onised in the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), so that 

it is stated that Goal 17 seeks to “strengthen the means of implementation and 

revitalise the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development” to achieve the 16 

other goals (refer to the SDGs). The private sector efficiency discourse dominates 

pro-market development narratives which have been pushed to the centre. This 

comes on the back of weakening state investment in infrastructure development 

despite the wide development gaps. Accordingly, the continuous ceding of public 

sector service delivery roles and infrastructure development to the private sector 

has become a feature that connects neoliberalism and increasing financialisation. 

As such, PPPs have become the offshoots of neoliberal processes occurring in 

the world economic order. While the roadmap and templates for PPPs have been 

global, the local macroeconomic context produces different contours in terms 

of impacts. Due to the wide ramifications of different forms of privatisation 

for economies and people, feminists have pointed to their unequal outcomes, 

particularly their implications for women and children (Prügl and True 2014). 
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As has been discussed elsewhere (see Torvikey and Ohene Marfo 2020), 

PPPs existed in Ghana long before their current global currency. The Ghanaian 

State used PPPs in the late 1960s and early 1970s to entice foreign capital to 

remain in the country following its economic crises. The purpose of PPPs at the 

time was linked to national projects in agricultural production, and this differs 

significantly from today’s objectives. During the first phase of the Ghanaian 

State’s involvement in PPPs, economic development was statist. Today, it is 

shaped by multiple actors including the State, IFIs, non-governmental organi-

sations (NGOs), and bilateral and multilateral donors, among others.

Currently, PPPs have come on the heels of multiple mis(fortunes). Ghana 

attained a lower middle-income status in 2007, thus cheaper concessionary loans 

are no longer available, necessitating the use of a mix of financing models for 

infrastructural development, including PPPs. The implementation of partner-

ships within the SDGs framework coheres with the increasing number of PPPs in 

the country. For example, SDG 17 receives substantially more budget allocation 

than all other goals. It was 73,5% in 2019 (the total budget was GHS50,966 

million) and 66% in 2020 (the total budget was GHS52,829 million). The 

corresponding percentages for SDG 4 (Gender Equality) were 0,6% in 2019 

and 0,1% in 2020 (World Economic Forum 2021). The allocations for the SDGs 

show the Government’s prioritisation of partnerships.  

The critical point to note is that PPPs gained currency during periods 

of crises at both global and national levels, particularly on the heels of the 2008 

fiscal crisis. Globally, the COVID-19 crisis has shown the need for the State to 

play a central role in the welfare of citizens to ensure access to services (Foli 

and Ohemeng 2022; Kinoti and Kelleher 2022). A group of African feminists, 

drawing from Africa’s experiences of structural adjustment, financialisation of its 

economies, and the tightening of market reforms across the continent, reiterated 

these positions in a statement titled “African Feminist Post-COVID-19 Economic 

Recovery.” A section of the Statement reads, 

We need solutions and COVID-19 has provided us with an opportunity to 

reimagine African political economies.  This moment requires a pan-African 

response that creates an enabling environment for people and movement 

led economic work, including but not limited to cooperative and solidarity 

economics, to be given the support and space to flourish. …The financial 



· 126  ·   Feminist Africa 4 (2)

crisis of 2008 was an acute rupture of globalisation and a reminder that 

unfettered markets cannot be the primary arbiter of wealth and economic 

distribution. Our states in all their imperfection are the tangible entities 

where we reside, produce, consume and eventually will be laid to rest 

(Statement by a Group of African Feminists issued in June, 2020).1 

This notwithstanding, the fiscal crisis of African countries has increased the 

renewed growth of PPPs. Ghana is currently reeling under a severe economic 

crisis with rising inflation, high taxation and soaring food and fuel prices. In fact, 

the World Bank 2022 Africa’s Pulse report states that the country’s currency, the 

cedi, was the worst performing in Africa against the dollar, having depreciated 

by 60% between January and October 2022 (Calderon et al. 2022). The country 

is drowning in debt with a debt-to-GDP ratio of 80% in 2022. In September 

2022, Ghana approached the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for the 18th 

time in its history.2 Liquidity challenges have affected statutory payments and 

investment in infrastructural projects. The introduction of an electronic levy 

in 2022 has not yielded the revenue required to shore up the national treasury. 

The country’s monetary and fiscal problems have been further compounded 

by the COVID-19 pandemic and the Russian-Ukraine war. The multiple crises 

have implications for local government which depends on State subvention for 

infrastructural development. 

In Ghana, the second-generation PPPs spanned the period between the 

late 1990s and 2018. They were mainly in energy, port, and ICT infrastructure 

development. However, over the past five years, local markets in urban cities, 

which are highly informal spaces, are gradually being constructed on PPP models. 

This is significant because markets are economic hubs for women (Aidoo 1985; 

Darkwah 2002; 2007) and informal spaces for women’s economic autonomy 

and livelihoods. While there are multiple models of market construction in 

Ghana, with ownership of the space comprising local assemblies, individual 

traders, communities and other hybrid models, PPPs in markets are gaining 

currency. The Ghanaian State’s colonial and post-colonial interests in markets 

are manifold. Economically, markets are places for the extraction of taxes and 

internal revenue mobilisation. Market women pay market tolls as well as fees for 

a business operating permit, VAT, and shop/stall allocation levies. Markets are 

therefore spaces where global, national, and local policies are experienced. It is 
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not surprising that traders are often scapegoated during economic downturns 

(Britwum 2013; Clark 2010; Robertson 1983). Markets are also sites for political 

engagement and activities and are incredibly attractive to the State. Given that 

market traders are active economic and political actors, their interests sometimes 

diverge from those of the State and sometimes from their women counterparts. 

Since PPPs are within the local government ambit, we lay out the context 

for local assemblies’ interests in developing markets with a PPP logic. Even more 

significant is that Ghana has passed the Public Private Partnership Act, 2020 

(ACT 1039), described as: 

An Act to provide for the development, implementation, and regulation of 

public private partnership arrangements between contracting authorities and 

private parties for the provision of infrastructure and services, to establish 

institutional arrangements for the regulation of public private partnerships, 

and to provide for related matters (Republic of Ghana 2020, 5). 

ACT 1039 and the 2011 National Public-Private Partnership Policy are the 

formal guiding frameworks directing PPPs in the country. Despite the existence 

of these documents, however, we do not follow the technicist argument that 

the presence of a PPP law or policy will alleviate the ills associated with the 

model. In this paper, we use a Feminist Political Economy (FPE) lens to analyse 

the implications of PPPs in local markets in Ghana through a case study of 

the Dome Market in Ghana’s capital, Accra. The FPE theoretical framework 

allows for an interrogation of the structure of power and how it intersects with 

existing patriarchal norms to subordinate women (Peterson 2005). We use this 

perspective to analyse decision-making processes in the context of the PPPs as 

well as the distribution of resources and their outcomes for the traders. The FPE 

framing provides a lens to analyse how women encounter the State that uses 

laws and policies to perpetuate inequality and structural violence. Cognisant of 

the power and structure of the market, we also relied on intersectionality as a 

framework to explore the varied ways different women experience and respond to 

the transmission of economic policies to the local level. We take from the concept 

of intersectionality espoused by Crenshaw (1989), which emphasises the need 

for Black women’s experiences of policies to be viewed from multiple axes. It is 

by characterising women as embodying varied experiences and intersections that 

their marginalisation and privileges are made more apparent. In this case, both the 
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FPE and intersectional perspectives allow us to highlight the manifestations of the 

use of power, the distribution of resources in the market and their differentiated 

impacts on the heterogeneous groups of women traders.   

Methodology

We approached the topic and data collection from multiple angles. In the early 

stages, we contacted a gender expert who works with development agencies to 

help us identify PPP projects to understand how such projects are executed 

before settling on markets. We were referred to some markets that were being 

developed through PPP models, which was intriguing because we always thought 

that PPPs were in capital-intensive sectors such as energy, transportation, and 

health. We selected the Dome Market, assuming that it would enable us to 

study PPPs in the informal sector, a sector that holds specific significance for 

women. We then reviewed literature on PPPs, local governance, and markets 

to understand their interconnections. We followed this with multiple visits to 

the Dome Market to observe and interact with traders and the leaders in the 

market. To emphasise, the market leaders (or market queens) are female traders 

chosen through democratically constituted means to govern commodity trade 

and the market trade in general (Katila 1997). The markets have a decentralised 

governance order expressed in commodity leaders who are named after the 

commodities they represent. For example, in Ghana’s market, there is an overall 

market queen, along with, for example, a “Yam Queen”, “Tomato Queen”, 

“Plantain Queen”, “Cassava Queen”, and queens for other commodities traded 

in the market (Awo 2010; see Britwum and Akorsu 2017). Although researcher 

number two is a regular visitor to the market, the information we received prior 

to our research provided us with a new lens to reflect on the market space and 

its linkages to national and local level policy and decision-making processes.  

Data collection started in November 2019, continued throughout 2020 

and ended in January 2023. The phased segments were pre-COVID-19, the 

height of the COVID-19 crisis in Ghana in 2020, and the periods thereafter which 

are characterised by a cocktail of socioeconomic crises, namely rising sovereign 

debt, inflation and increasing costs of fuel and food. We designed the research 

using qualitative methods principles since we sought to answer how and why 



Feature Article  · 129  ·    

questions (Tenny et al. 2022). We drew research participants via both purposive 

and snowballing approaches. Participants were selected based on their position 

and ability to provide relevant and key information related to PPP projects in 

the market. In some instances, we applied snowballing approaches to access 

displaced traders since they were no longer physically present in the market.  

We used semi-structured interviews, which is the most common form 

of qualitative data collection tool (Jamshed 2014) with market women, some 

of whom hold market leadership positions, and PPP-displaced traders. The 

varied groups of respondents (market leaders comprising market queens and 

commodity leaders; traders occupying old and new market sheds; and displaced 

traders) enabled us to answer the PPP impact questions and how the affected 

women experienced the model. In addition to this, we conducted interviews 

with tenants of the PPP market shops/sheds to get a sense of the livelihoods of 

beneficiaries of the PPP project. We also interviewed relevant staff of the Ga 

East Municipal Assembly (GEMA) and the Dome Zonal Council which oversee 

the day-to-day running of the market. In total, we conducted 23 interviews. The 

research process was iterative since we interviewed many respondents many 

times during the research period. 

To understand the meaning of space to the women and to explore the 

spatial dimensions of people’s realities in relation to the PPP projects, we always 

walked through the market to make observations (Sontakki et al. 2019). The 

non-participant observation also enabled us to observe market happenings as 

well as progress with the construction and allocation of PPP sheds and shops. 

In addition, we conducted one focus group discussion with eight female traders 

in the market, three of whom had been displaced due to the construction of 

the PPP lockable shops. We also reviewed Ghana’s 2011 PPP policy, the 2013 

PPP Bill, ACT 1039, and the PPP contracts that the Municipal Assembly had 

signed with the contractors for the construction of the market shops and sheds. 

We transcribed the interviews. A framework matrix was generated after 

transcripts were coded based on emerging themes from the transcripts and the 

literature, using computer-assisted software, NVivo 11 pro. The matrix provided 

a structural summarised data of coded transcripts systematically and thematically 

(Ritchie and Lewis 2003). The matrix also made it easy to see linkages across 

cases, providing a good means to ascertain the need for more data to support a 

particular theme (Gale et al. 2013). 
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The Structure of the Dome Market PPP

In Ghana, financing development projects intersects with a push for decen-

tralisation of governance. The local governance structures, however, remain 

inadequately funded while local revenue mobilisation is low (Seidu 2018). 

Therefore, local government structures devise ways of mobilising resources to 

finance developmental projects, particularly those that drive revenue mobilisation 

(Crook 2017). This need drives how viable spaces of tax extraction are subjected 

to PPPs under the guise of modernisation. Data from the Ministry of Finance 

website shows that markets constituted more than 50% of PPPs listed in 2019 

(Torvikey and Ohene Marfo 2020).  

The Dome Market, located in the GEMA, is the biggest market in the 

municipality, making it a particularly important economic hub for revenue 

mobilisation and tax extraction for the Assembly. According to the Assembly and 

the traders, the market started when female traders took advantage of a railway 

line along  a route used for carting food from rural areas in the Eastern Region 

and rural Greater Accra Region to the capital, Accra. Initially, the women sold 

their goods openly; later, they used umbrellas as protection against the vagaries 

of the weather. Those with resources, built kiosks and containers which they 

stationed along the railway line. The traders had autonomy over their individual 

spaces of trade. Urbanisation and increasing informality of work induced many 

more to join in trading activities, which resulted in congestion. To continue their 

trade in a safe environment, the women moved to a safer and more spacious 

area which the Assembly secured. Prior to the PPP project, the market, although 

managed by the Assembly, had a structure and trading space ownership similar 

to its original form. Thus, women continued to own and control the structures 

in the market and were not considered tenants although the Assembly leased 

the land and built some of the sheds.

In 2015, the Assembly decided to modernise and diversify the market, 

reduce congestion, provide a better road network, and organise the market 

for efficient revenue collection through a Build Operate Transfer (BOT) PPP 

agreement. Local financiers were contracted to build lockable shops and open 

sheds. The financiers were a mix of both unsolicited and solicited bidders selected 

by the Assembly. The seven financiers of the PPP infrastructure, all of whom were 
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men, built 209 units of lockable shops (ranging between 3 metres by 1.8 metres 

and 4.2 metres by 3.6 metres) and 100 open sheds. The PPP lockable shops have 

amenities that are not available in structures that the traders erected themselves. 

For instance, all the shops have electricity supply with individual meters, tiled 

floors and paved frontages and walkways. About 85% of the shops have hygiene 

and sanitation amenities. Although taps were provided, however, there was no 

running water and shop owners had to buy water from the Assembly’s water 

tank in the market. In addition, sewerage and drainage systems were constructed. 

The amenities improved sanitation in the section of the market with the PPP 

infrastructure.   

Per the BOT agreement, financiers of the project will own and operate the 

shops for twenty years, after which they will hand over the shops to the Assembly. 

The Assembly, however, retains the overall control of the management of the 

shops. The financiers also donated three lockable shops to the Assembly for its 

use and the cost was passed on to tenants. The main gap in the agreement was 

that the Assembly took no part in determining the cost of leasing the shops. 

This critical decision was thus left completely in the hands of the financiers. The 

Assembly was, however, in charge of the actual allocation of shops to tenants.   

The GEMA also planned to build a total of 1,700 open sheds under 

the same BOT agreement, even though officials of the Dome Zonal Council 

estimated that there were over 3,000 traders in the market, the majority of whom 

are women. In 2018, 100 sheds were completed under a PPP and handed over 

to the Assembly for allocation to the women. 

The Contradictory Incorporation of Women into Local Level 
Decision-making

The ethos of sustainable development requires that both women and men 

participate in developmental decision-making processes. At the local level, this 

is imperative since decentralisation is designed to provide citizens with the oppor-

tunity to participate in local governance processes. Regarding PPPs, decisions are 

both political and economic and require concerted efforts to integrate the views 

of the target beneficiaries and those affected. More importantly, women dominate 

markets traditionally. It is therefore crucial that women drive the discussion of 
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the restructuring of the market. However, the centralisation of political and 

economic decision-making which plays out at the national level was replicated at 

the local level. The decision to construct the shops and sheds in the market was 

first taken by the Municipal Assembly and the market leaders were consulted 

later. The market leaders confirmed their participation in meetings concerning 

the project but complained about their marginalisation, particularly through the 

side-lining of their suggestions and concerns about the project. For example, 

leaders participating in the consultations made suggestions about the project’s 

architectural design. We interviewed the Market Queen who was in office when 

the project started, and she indicated that one of the contractors of the PPP 

shops sponsored a trip of market leadership to Kumasi to see examples of PPP 

shops he was constructing to inform their decision on a design. The Municipal 

Chief Executive (MCE) also encouraged the women to bring their designs and 

upon their return, the leaders made their proposals. 

The Market Queen said, “We proposed an “In & Out” kind of design 

for the shops meaning all the shops should have two sides, that is a sort of open 

back and front entrances. They should not have one open side.” The lockable 

shops we saw in the market have one entrance only, however, and do not comply 

with the women’s suggestions. The women did not receive an explanation for 

the design that was used. 

The market leadership accepted the construction of the PPP shops. They 

justified the shop construction on the premise that that there were already open 

sheds in the market and therefore stores and shops could be built to diversify 

the market structures and traders. While they welcomed the construction of the 

shops, they pushed for the State, represented by the Assembly, to build more 

sheds to benefit their members since the shops constructed under the PPPs 

would be too expensive and beyond the economic means of many market traders. 

This position accounts for intersectionality, equity, and heterogeneity among the 

traders. The market leaders’ acceptance of the PPPs as a means of modernising 

and diversifying the market cohered with the perspective of the Assembly on the 

subject. It also shows the co-optation of women into neoliberal agendas, which 

is not surprising given the women’s frustrations with unsanitary conditions and 

insecurity in the market. Because of the State’s inability to solve the multiple 

problems in the market, the women welcomed the development of the market, 
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but wanted it done using a model that centres on equity, considering the het-

erogeneity in resource endowment of the various traders. However, although 

the female leadership brought their own terms of engagement into the project, 

they were systematically ignored. 

In contrast, another group of traders proposed ways the market could 

be built with PPP models that would better suit their needs. They argued for 

smaller and open sheds and for making the sheds accessible to many more 

traders. This group rejected the lockable shops. The women’s concerns about 

the market design are legitimate because as they argued, the Dome Market is 

traditionally a foodstuff market with perishable goods such as plantain, tomato, 

cassava, onion, fish, vegetables, and fruits brought from farm gates. Before the 

PPPs, traders displayed their wares openly and sold them under umbrellas, 

in open containers and wooden shops. The traders argued that for pragmatic 

reasons, the items must be displayed in a way that allows fresh air to circulate 

around them rather than in lockable shops which generate excessive heat and 

would require energy for cooling at an extra cost. Additionally, reducing the size 

of the shops meant that many more women could be accommodated, which 

could also reduce dispossession. Furthermore, the rent for smaller shops would 

be lower than for bigger shops. 

The contradictions in the design preferences between the traders and their 

leaders show fraught and inconclusive internal consultation processes among the 

women. While there were clear differences in the perceptions of market leaders 

and traders about which types of modern structures should be built, there were 

some commonalities in imagining what the market should look like. Both groups 

approved PPPs and an architecture that made the market more open, whether 

the structures were shops, stores or sheds. The market leaders wanted shops with 

both ends open and facing each other while the rank-and-file traders wanted 

smaller open sheds. Both groups highlighted the pre-existing traditional spatial 

arrangement of the market in their suggestions. However, the construction of the 

lockable shops did not take into consideration the suggestions of either group. 

Nonetheless, the District Engineer indicated that the 100 sheds, also built on the 

BOP model, were constructed based on the women’s suggestion for open and 

smaller shops. The engineers have indicated that they learned lessons, from the 

mistakes, discussed earlier, in the construction of the lockable shops.   
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The decision-making structure accompanying the PPP projects revealed 

two important things. First is the hierarchical decision-making approach which has 

implications for the reception of suggestions from those lower down the hierarchy. 

This approach also has its attendant information asymmetry. For emphasis, the 

Assembly had already taken the decision about the PPP and the architectural design 

before informing the market leadership. Thus, the traders were not consulted indi-

vidually or in their small cells as members of commodity associations. Secondly, the 

participation of the leadership was simply a formality and not based on a genuine 

effort to democratise the decision-making process. Furthermore, the women were 

incorporated into the modernisation trope and therefore accepted the PPP project 

without questioning the pricing of the shops. Although the traders highlighted 

affordability dimensions and their heterogeneity and differential socioeconomic 

positions in an attempt to push for equitable resource distribution, they did not 

translate this into direct negotiations during the consultation period. 

Interviews with the Assembly officials showed that while modernisation of 

the market was presented as the reason for developing market PPPs, the Assembly 

did not disclose that it had more to do with diversifying the market away from its 

foodstuff focus. Diversifying the market has effectively gentrified the space and the 

PPP has been used as a financing vehicle to construct shops and shift the nature 

of the market to drive revenue collection. The effects of PPPs in the market could 

have been minimised, had the architecture and cost alternatives been considered 

to accommodate the different types of traders. However, since the model was built 

on maximising profit in the shortest possible time before the structures revert to 

the Assembly, it excluded many less-resourced traders who traditionally traded in 

the market. Moreover, our interactions with the GEMA revealed that diversifying 

the market through building high-cost rental shops was a political decision taken 

mainly by men at the Assembly. This is because at the time of making the decision, 

the Assembly structures the Assembly structures were dominated by men. Bigger 

market structures would ease GEMA tax collection burdens since the shops 

would pay annual Business Operating Permits (BOPs) in comparison to the more 

laborious daily toll collected from numerous traders in different spaces in the 

market. BOPs also enable the Assembly to estimate its local revenue mobilisation 

since the BOP is fixed and the structures registered. The Assembly’s internally 

generated fund mobilisation rated BOP, Building Permit (BP) and Property Tax 
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as their three top revenue streams. Daily market tolls were rated low. This makes 

the huge market structures important for all three revenue streams. First, at the 

construction stage, the owners will pay BPs; then, upon completion, tenants will 

pay annual BOPs and owners will pay annual property rates. The tax structure 

makes PPP lockable shops and the infrastructure diversification an enormous 

incentive for the Assembly. 

Leaders Accept, Followers Resist 

Development models such as PPPs in spaces such as markets, with their class 

hierarchies and differences, expose the differentiated ways development impacts 

are experienced by people.  In this section, we highlight the divisions within market 

leadership and among the traders regarding the PPP Project. 

The different views from market leadership and affected traders on whether 

there was adequate engagement before the subsequent evictions is yet another 

area of tension between the groups. Traders interviewed posited that there was 

no consultation with either their leaders or the Assembly regarding the request for 

them to move to make room for the PPP project. As with the GEMA, the market 

leadership insisted that the traders at the site were consulted, and announcements 

were made for them to vacate the site to make room for the construction. With no 

compensation planned, the traders put up a fierce fight to protest their eviction. The 

Assembly used its ownership of the land and control of the market as weapons to 

evict the traders, but the process proved difficult, nonetheless. The Assembly then 

tasked the Market Queen to help placate the women so that they could be evicted. 

The Secretary of the Market Queen’s Office recounted the experience at the time:  

The Queen Mother talked to the traders, but she was accused of conniving 

with the MCE to sell the land. One of the financiers had started construc-

tion, but the traders destroyed all the pillars. City guards were deployed 

into the market to restore order, but they were unsuccessful. Police officers 

were called but the traders attacked them too. The Assembly called on the 

Market Queen again to intervene. And after several meetings, the traders 

agreed to allow the construction to commerce and sheds were built at the 

far end of the market.3



· 136  ·   Feminist Africa 4 (2)

The brief description of events leading to the construction of the PPP 

shops shows the co-optation of the market leadership into the PPP as a devel-

opment agenda of the Assembly. The hostilities in the market highlight some 

of the resistance that meets neoliberal projects of this nature. The statement 

above also highlights the tokenistic baits that are used to trap the oppressed 

into subordination. The proponents of the project and supporters of the PPP 

shops, including the Assembly, the Market leadership and the financiers, knew 

the needs of the traders in the market, namely sheds and waste disposal sites. 

They therefore provided these needs as a negotiated settlement to appeal to the 

women to accept the project. The Secretary continued, 

…after those very first structures were constructed, the traders came to 

understand that the Assembly was not seeking to sell the site but was 

constructing sheds and shops for their own benefit instead. That was when 

every form of resistance against the construction of structures in the market 

stopped, making way for the construction of these other buildings you see 

in the market.4 

The initial plan was to construct 21 open sheds in the market, but only eight 

sheds were constructed. In the end, many traders were displaced. The Assembly 

did not provide data regarding those so affected, but it had previously registered 

3,000 traders in the market. In one of the seven PPP sites in the market, a 

displaced woman put the figure of affected traders at fifty. Since the many sites 

had varied numbers of traders, it will be difficult to estimate the actual number 

of displaced traders. However, if we guestimate that fifty were displaced for 

each site, the estimated number should be 350. While this number might seem 

small, it refers to 350 families whose daily sustenance depended on the traders’ 

presence in the market.

In terms of cost, the shops were expensive and at the time were going for 

GHS65,000 (USD5,417) and GHS40,000 (USD3,333) for 20 years, depending 

on the location, with intermediaries subletting shops at GH¢55,000 (USD4,583) 

for five years. We observed that many traders in the PPP lockable shops were 

from other more prosperous markets such as Makola. The displaced traders 

simply could not afford the shops. We were told that apart from the market 

queen, only one trader among the displaced rented one of the shops. The PPPs 

effectively changed the physical and the social form of the Dome Market through 
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its gentrification and “foreignisation” which also fit into the Assembly’s plan. 

One of the market leaders said, “since the traders cannot afford the huge rent, 

we have foreign traders coming for the shops and taking over the market.”5   

Both the Assembly’s conceptualisation of development and the design 

of the PPP project showed an implicit intent to displace some traders from the 

market. Some of the traders who were interviewed accused the Assembly of 

using arson to force them to leave the site earmarked for the PPP shops. There 

were three fire outbreaks at one of the sites within a short span of time. We read 

this also as a neglect of fire safety in the market. 

Social Dislocation in the Market 

The construction of the PPP shops and sheds in the Dome Market worsened 

the already tense social relations due to the politicisation and fragmentation 

of the market leadership. Market Queens played important and efficient roles 

in the allocation of shops, integration of new traders and  in collecting market 

tolls for the Assembly. However, prior to the signing of the PPP agreement, 

two Market Queens stationed in the market were both fighting for recognition 

and acceptance. One had been working as a Market Queen over the years and 

was involved in the arrangement and processes leading to the signing of the 

PPP projects, but she was not recognised by some factions in the market. The 

other, a member of the current party in power, who was later imposed by the 

GEMA, was deemed illegitimate by some traders. With a weakened market front, 

the GEMA was able to implement the project with little engagement with the 

women, resulting in the lack of accountability and transparency which displaced 

women who previously occupied the space used for the construction of the 209 

lockable shops. 

The crisis of polarised leadership has immense implications for the 

autonomy of traders, especially women, in terms of access to and distribution 

of economic resources. The PPP came with male elites as financiers and inter-

mediaries who benefitted from the rent and exploitation of female traders. We 

argue that the Assembly’s use of  financiers who built sheds and shops in the 

market,  meant that, the latter owns parts of the market for the stated period 

of time in the PPP contract. The ownership structure has ramifications for the 
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social, political, and economic rights of the women in the market in the coming 

years if the agreement stands. Moreover, many occupants of the PPP shops are 

new to the market and do not know or understand the existing social relation 

dynamics because the shops were leased out by the financiers to whoever could 

afford them, and the market leadership had no control over space allocation. In 

determining the terms of payment, the decision makers were insensitive to the 

financial capabilities of the previous users of the space, as the fees surpassed the 

average annual turnover for many traders, particularly those who were displaced. 

Besides, traders were expected to pay the rent amount in full and upfront. 

To avoid any protest against the pricing system, the Assembly issued allocation 

letters while the contractor had the lease agreement. It was no surprise that the 

office of the Assembly mentioned that although they are responsible for issuing 

allocation letters, they did not know some of the current tenants of the PPP 

shops. A further complication was that some of the occupants who leased the 

shops from the financiers also sub-let them under different terms of agreement 

although, according to the Assembly, the shops are not transferable. In one 

case, a trader rented one of the ground-floor shops from another person for 

GHS50,000 (USD4,167) for six years which was far beyond the going price, a 

complete contrast to the terms and agreement in the allocation letters. 

The governance of the market space changed, with implications for the 

governance of the women as well as for interactions between the women and 

the Assembly. Traders are now accountable to the owners of the shops and not 

the Market Queens, and unsurprisingly, the new occupants have no allegiance 

to the governance regime in the market. This makes it difficult for the traders to 

integrate and organise a front to fight against the Assembly’s decisions. It has 

also greatly affected the personalised economic relations that traders enjoyed 

in the market. Traditionally, traders who did not have the financial capacity to 

erect structures (kiosks and containers) in the market were able, at no cost, to 

sell in front of the structures that other traders had erected. Given that most new 

users of the PPP shops came from different markets, the displaced traders did 

not know them and had not been allowed to use the spaces in front of the new 

shops. They also did not know the financiers and could not contact them and 

have a payment schedule instituted. This forced some of them to stop trading in 

the market altogether while others resorted to hawking on the streets or resorted 
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to selling commodities that do not require much physical space. Many of the 

women complained bitterly about livelihood insecurity, as the Assembly did not 

undertake any re-settlement efforts for the displaced traders. Currently, all the 

209 lockable PPP shops have been allocated and according to the Assembly, 

this has boosted their revenue base, which had dwindled due to the COVID-19 

crisis and the leadership tussle in the market.

Women’s Mobilisation and Resistance 

In 2018, 100 PPP sheds were constructed and handed over to the Assembly for 

leasing on behalf of the financier. The Assembly proposed a rent of GHS9,000 

(USD1,552,750) for a shed for ten years, constituting a GHS2 (USD0.17) daily 

rate, including sanitation costs. According to the Assembly, the construction 

of the open shed was a special project for foodstuff traders in the market. This 

was because the PPP shops were designed with a particular target group in 

mind— affluent traders who could afford the outright payment of the lease for 

shops as well as bulk payment of the annual business operating permits – and 

a desire to boost revenue collection. The Assembly found the daily market toll 

collection exercise laborious, and the amounts collected too meagre. The BOP 

payment by shop owners simplified accounting, administration of finances and 

revenue collection. A market leader who participated in revenue collection on 

behalf of the Assembly prior to the PPPs argued that the sheds were profitable 

and huge sums of revenue were generated for the Assembly. She therefore called 

for the Government to build more sheds while at the same time supporting the 

PPP shops. This shows that the sheds were not a liability to internal revenue 

generation; rather, there was a need to provide more of them. 

Two main factors accounted for the traders’ resistance to the PPP sheds. 

First, they complained about the cost of the ten-year rent for the sheds, which 

they said many could not afford. In any case, the ten-year rent requirement was 

a complete violation of the country’s rent control law. The uncertainty of access 

to the market and their autonomy to trade propelled the women to vehemently 

resist the construction of the open sheds/stalls under the PPP arrangement. This 

notwithstanding, 100 sheds were constructed under the BOT PPP arrangement, 

but the refusal of the women to pay for the sheds meant that they were vacant 
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for over a year. It is worth noting that the women employed several resistance 

strategies. They refused a wholesale subsidy offered by the sitting Member 

of Parliament (MP) of the area which brought down the rent to GHS7,000 

(USD583). They also lobbied both the former and current MPs of the Dome 

Kwabenya Constituency to force the Government to develop the market.6  They 

engaged in demonstrations and protests, petitioned the incumbent party’s con-

stituency and national offices, and reported the case to the presidency. 

There is an important connection between the Dome Market politics and 

national politics. The Dome-Kwabenya Constituency is the largest in terms of 

voter population in the country. Its MP was the Minister of Gender, Children and 

Social Protection (MGCSP) between 2021 and July 2022, before the president 

replaced her. She also was the Deputy Majority Leader in Ghana’s 8th Parliament, 

the first female to achieve this feat. Between 2017 and 2021, a former MP of 

the Constituency became the Speaker of the Parliament of Ghana. The traders 

used these two people in powerful political positions within as their trump cards 

to make their demands. When the women reckoned that they could miss an 

opportunity to move into the sheds before the next election cycle, they mobilised 

resources to motivate the workers on site to speed up the work. However, both 

COVID-19 and the election afterlife slowed down the work. Yet, the women’s 

resistance has largely been successful since they stopped the shed construction 

and bought an end to the PPP model for market development to an end. 

In 2020, COVID-19 triggered a need to decongest the market as a measure 

to ensure social distancing and improve sanitary conditions. Hence, the 100 PPP 

sheds which the women refused to occupy on PPP terms, were allocated on a 

non-PPP arrangement. Although the allocation was within the remit of public 

health concerns, 2020 was also an election year; therefore, the allocation also 

enabled the State to score political points and the Assembly to fulfil the financial 

and legal obligations due to the break of the agreement with the financier. The 

women’s refusal to accept the PPP sheds and the several strategies deployed, 

including threatening that they would not vote for the incumbent party but would 

back the opposition, yielded results. In 2020, the Ministry of Special Initiatives 

began the construction of 500 sheds in the market. By 2022, the 500 sheds had 

been roofed and plastered and a drainage system, pavements and walkways 

constructed. However, as of January 2023, the sheds had no electricity supply. 
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The construction of the sheds has since stalled due to the drying up of funds 

and the current economic crisis in the country. Moreover, the incumbent party 

won the 2020 elections and so there appears to be no urgency to continue the 

construction since political threats have withered. The government may be 

compelled to complete it in 2024 ahead of the election.  

Market traders’ resistance to state policies and urban development has 

been documented (see Asante 2022). In the Dome Market, there are thorny 

issues that will test the persistence of the women’s resistance and the degree of 

success they will record. One important issue arising from the allocation of the 

100 sheds is the political tactics that the Assembly employed. The sheds were 

allocated mainly to commodity leaders who numbered over 50. Thus, the sharing 

of the sheds was based on hierarchy and commodity leaders were considered 

first rather than the ordinary traders. The sharing arrangement was deliberate, 

politically motivated and executed to ensure that commodity leaders would be 

able to control their members in case of misunderstandings between traders 

and the Assembly. The aim was also to ensure that resistance to the Assembly’s 

market policies was extinguished before it could fester. The struggles of the 

women indicate the political nature of the decision to modernise the market. As 

their voices become stronger and their resistance fiercer, the Assembly deploys 

strategies to nip resistance in the bud. These dynamics will shape the nature of 

resistance in the market in the future. 

Social relations in markets are embedded in market class structure which 

shows in the differential interests of traders on matters of state policy that affect 

them (Campbell 1985). Class differences are intertwined with social and political 

affiliations. Traders’ interests are also shaped by the type of commodities they sell, 

and the scale of trade. Robertson (1983) notes how the State favours wholesale 

over retail trade and thus fashions policies that have an inherent aversion for 

retailers and petty traders in ways that link their physical space use to their 

economic existence. The conflicting socioeconomic interests are linked to the 

class structure in the market and among women. These differences in many 

instances frustrate the implementation of State policies and programmes. We 

have demonstrated that the attempts by the State to subordinate the women’s 

economic and social autonomy were met with fierce resistance.  
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Conclusion 

We have fused intersectionality with FPE perspectives to show the complex ways 
women’s interests interact with State politics and policies in Ghana. In doing so, 
we take seriously class dynamics that underlie the various ways women responded 
to the PPPs. We have highlighted two main areas of tension including acceptance 
of the PPP project. While the leadership suggested modification, the rank and 
file rejected the project outright. This shows the fragmentation of the ideas on 
the matter of development and how it should be carried out.  More importantly, 
we have critically reflected on PPPs and their inherent characteristics as revealed 
in the intricacies of privatising a local market, and we attribute this process to a 
neoliberal restructuring of the economy and how it is experienced at the local 
level. The PPPs have subordinated women’s economic autonomy through a 
process of entrenched patriarchal decision-making and politics at the local level.

We have shown that within the same structure, which in this case is a 
market, power and influence shaped how traders and their leaders responded 
to the PPPs. The state’s contradictory role in mediation has been highlighted. 
In enacting these forms of economic orders, the state was seen as unleashing 
social and economic violence on certain categories of women. We have shown 
how different categories of women have responded to the PPPs, which are an 
outcome of a macroeconomy policy transmitted to the local level. 

Female traders in Ghana have a longstanding relationship with the State, 
which in turn has a keen interest in markets. Markets are the nodes for women’s 
economic empowerment and the building of social relations and safety nets. 
Therefore, women have an interest in State policies that affect such spaces and 
hence react in ways that show their active policy engagement. The State, on 
the other hand, extends its extractive policies to markets where taxation and 
allocation of structures generate revenue. At the local level, the Assemblies 
rely on local markets to generate revenue and therefore always seek innovative 
ways to do so. This said, the Assemblies do not have adequate finance to invest 
in capital expenditure, which compels them to search for alternative ways to 
develop their areas. PPPs have become attractive financing vehicles for cash-
strapped assemblies to develop markets to enhance revenue mobilisation. This 
modernisation drive through PPPs is also situated in the State’s inability to 
develop infrastructure to propel the economic vibrancy of the markets. In this 
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paper, we have highlighted the trajectory of PPPs in Ghana, especially at the 
local level, and how women experienced them in the Dome Market in Accra. 
The choice of the market type PPP is strategic because the markets are spaces 
for women’s economic autonomy, accumulation, and survival. It is also a space 
where they encounter State policies that have a direct bearing on their livelihoods. 
By choosing markets at the local level, we have also shown the importance of 
women’s economic spaces for local governance structures. The construction of 
shops for rent is profitable in Ghana, where the legislation on rent is not enforced. 

We have shown that in its quest to implement the project, the Assembly’s 
accountability and transparency were cast aside and the project was imposed 
on the women without adequate consultation. Furthermore, the project’s deci-
sion-making processes subordinated traders, the intended beneficiaries of the 
project. Similarly, due to its profit-oriented nature, the project did not account 
for the heterogeneity of the women and their varied financial positions. Long 
after the projects, the Assembly still hounds women who were displaced without 
taking responsibility for their displacement. They are considered squatters and 
are constantly being evicted from and harassed at the insecure spaces they are 
using as their trading spaces within the market. 

The completion of the project gentrified the market, caused social upheav-
als, and deepened the class structure while introducing new arrangements such 
as restrictions on space sharing between smaller traders and their wealthier 
counterparts. It has highlighted the efficiency ethos of such projects as the 
Assembly emphasised diversifying the market to enhance and simplify its revenue 
generation processes. Thus, we have shown how the equitable distribution of 
resources was affected even when the women fought to reverse the PPP model 
that was fast changing the social, political, economic, and cultural dimensions 
of the market. The women’s resistance and the demands made on the State 
show their recognition of their citizenship, socioeconomic rights, and the State’s 
responsibility for ensuring that they have access to the means for economic 
survival. Women’s resistance to the project and their leadership’s acceptance 
of it shows the intersecting ways development affects heterogeneous groups of 
women. The tensions between the leadership and the traders are situated in the 
broader intensification of neoliberalism’s fragmentation of economic spaces and 
class conflicts. The Assembly’s decision-making structure which is centred on 
the leadership also shows the failures of achieving democracy at the local level. 
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Endnotes

1.	 https://africanfeminism.com/african-feminist-post-covid-19-econom-
ic-recovery-statement/ 

2.	 Why has Ghana’s return to IMF provoked an outcry? | Africanews
3.	 Female_Secretary to Market Leader_22/11/2019

4.	 Female_Secretary to Market Leader_22/11/2019

5.	 Female_Market Leader_22/11/2019

6.	 Political boundaries that are used for parliamentary elections and repre-
sentation
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The Public-Private Partnership Dilemma in 
Uganda 

Penelope Sanyu 

Introduction 

Ugandans desire to live in a country where all the citizens can enjoy a produc-

tive life with gainful employment, access to education and the right to quality 

healthcare. This desire is reflected in the national vision, Uganda Vision 2040, 

and the national vision statement approved by Cabinet in 2007: “A Transformed 

Ugandan Society from a Peasant to a Modern and Prosperous Country within 30 

Years” (National Planning Authority 2023, III). The marker will be movement 

from low-income to middle-income status, from per capita income of $506 to 

per capita income of $9,500 (National Planning Authority, 2023). 

The mainstream narrative asserts that it is an impossible feat to achieve 

especially in social infrastructure sectors like health delivery and education if left 

to the government alone. It is assumed that the private sector has a major role to 

play. Based on a review of experience in Uganda and other African countries, 

I will argue that given the history and experience of private sector engagement 

in public service delivery, public-private partnerships (PPPs) can only play a 

role in the context of people-centred robust laws and policies that consider the 

plethora of implications of such models for the poor, particularly women. While 

the public is important in the delivery of services, Awor et al., in a justification of 

PPPs, posit that partnerships are most “justified when traditional ways of working 

independently have a limited impact on a problem” (2017, 152). They further 

stress how important it is to note that PPPs do not involve divestiture of public 

interests or entities and that they are distinct from privatisation.

Governments of developed and developing countries have increasingly 

adopted PPPs based on the assumption that they will expand access to high-

er-quality services by leveraging capital, managerial capacity, and know-how 

from the private sector. Originally confined to the traditional infrastructure 

sectors of transport, water, and energy, PPPs are increasingly applied in social 
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infrastructure sectors, particularly in education and for delivery of health services. 

The effectiveness of PPPs in these sectors has been contested, although 

they are expanding very quickly. In a 2023 book edited by Corina Rodríguez 

and Masaya Blanco, titled Corporate Capture of Development: Public-Private 

Partnerships, Women’s Human Rights and Global Resistance, the chapters highlight 

the alarming rate of PPP projects across the Global South and the varied impacts 

on end users. They particularly show that women are the most affected by these 

deals. 

PPPs cover a spectrum of possible relationships between the public and 

private actors who are supposed to jointly participate in defining the objectives, 

methods, and implementation of an agreement regarding cooperation. The 

result is a legally enforceable contract in which a contracting authority (usually 

a public institution) partners with a private sector partner to build, expand, 

improve, or develop infrastructure or services. The contracting authority and 

private sector partner contribute expertise, financial support, facilities, logistical 

support, operational management, investment, or other input required for the 

successful deployment of a product or service, for which the private sector 

partner is compensated in accordance with a pre-agreed plan. The payment 

may include an amount to cover the risk assumed and the value of the result to 

be achieved. Payment to the private partner can be through service user fees, 

budget allocation, or a combination of the two (Government of the Republic 

of Malawi 2011).

PPPs in Health

A PPP in health is thus “any formal collaboration between the public sector at 

any level (national and local governments, international donor agencies, bilateral 

government donors) and the non-public sector (commercial or non-profit) in 

order to jointly regulate, finance, or implement the delivery of health services, 

products, equipment, research, communications or education.” (Barnes 2011, 2).

There remains a need to justify this collaboration because there are 

arguments for and against PPPs in health. Parker et al. (2019) posit that PPPs 

enrich the capacity, quality, and reach of public health services; that partnerships 
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help to put health in all policies; that they improve self-regulation; and that PPPs 

promote sustainable business models that allow innovation in more healthful 

design and content of products. PPPs are also seen to transfer risk in relation 

to infrastructure and service delivery to the private sector, resulting in the state 

realising better value for money.

Hellowell (2019) on the other hand notes that governments often favour 

PPPs over public procurement because they provide access to private capital. 

This is seen to impact on public budgets, enabling up-front expenditures to be 

deferred. Hellowell (2019) further shows the devastating impact of a hospital 

PPP in Lesotho. Other critiques of PPPs include the fact that alliances between 

public and private sectors have inherent conflicts of interest that cannot be 

reconciled when the products or services provided by the private partner are 

harmful to health. Collaboration in health promotion can confer legitimacy and 

credibility on industries that may harm health, thereby eroding the credibility 

of public health institutions. Public-private interactions are seen to potentially 

lead to institutional capture, such as when companies influence governments to 

undermine regulatory measures to protect the health of the population. Some 

of these regulations relate to taxation. An evaluation of 36 PPPs in different 

high- and low-income countries concluded that some PPPs were costly and 

difficult to manage by the public sector (Parker et al. 2019). The conclusions 

show that PPPs of this nature exacerbate gender inequalities in access to health 

services. This is because of the risk of privatising essential services in a way that 

disproportionately disadvantages women. 

Uganda’s health system is faced with many challenges that include poorly 

remunerated and demotivated health workers, low motivation that decreases 

retention of health specialists, underfunding of referral and sub-district hospitals, 

drug leakage, corruption, poor servicing of donated equipment, challenges of 

deployment and inefficient supervision of decentralised human resource for health 

(Parliamentary Committee on Health 2012). The problem of rising population 

growth with varied demographics and different health needs is compounded by 

the lack of sustained State investment in the sector. The Uganda PPP Act (2015) 

provides the legal mandate for the implementation of PPPs by all sectors. On 

health, the government provided direction to strengthen partnerships with the 

private health sector for equitable and improved health outcomes in the national 
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public-private partnership in health (PPPH) policy. PPPH made it possible for 

the government to provide subsidies to support private not-for-profit (PNFP) 

health facilities, which led to an increase in the scope of services they provided 

and reduced user fees. These resulted in increased access to health services by 

Ugandan communities, especially hard-to-reach and under-served poor areas 

where eighty-five per cent of PNFPs are located (Ssengooba et al. 2017). It is 

noted in many studies that health sector PPPs lead to an increase in user fees, 

making access to health a challenge for the poor (see Roy 2011 for a discussion 

on the topic in West Bengal, India). 

The regulation of private health providers has provided some contra-

dictions to note. For example, more than half of the 20,000 private clinics and 

drug shops in Uganda remain illegal or unlicensed, which means there is no 

guarantee that these unregulated facilities provide the requisite quality of care. 

While the reasons for the licensing problems remain unknown, some 

community-based innovative regulatory mechanisms and models in the PNFP 

sector can provide some lessons. Since they are community-based, they are also 

peer supervised. At the same time, the government unilaterally made decisions to 

recruit health workers into the public system from existing PNFP facilities. About 

sixty per cent of the personnel left, depleting and crippling the sector, although 

they serve the same health sector goals (Ssengooba et al. 2017). Meanwhile, 

the government’s budget allocation to the PNFPs declined sharply from 2006 

(Ssennyonjo et al. 2018). These budgetary and human resource crises have left 

a burden of care work to a few health workers who must serve an ever-increasing 

women-dominated rural population, so that the poor quality of services rendered 

has persisted. The recruitment challenges also affect the government sector where 

private facilities recruit government-trained health professionals, which also has 

deleterious effects on the sector. This is a result of fragmented and uncoordinated 

public and private actors, leading to competition for health workers and resulting 

in a depletion and crippling of the healthcare system. 
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The Feminist Lens

PPPs in health care, particularly those dealing with women’s health, are 

wide-ranging. Two common trends are emerging, namely a focus on reproductive 

and maternal health linked to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

and the obligations they impose on global institutions and States (Gideon et 

al. 2017). The sequel is the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) which, 

in addition to stating several global responsibilities towards women, have also 

included partnerships as Goal 17. However, in terms of maternal health, the 

service delivery model for many PPPs is to improve access through cost subsidy 

programmes such as the voucher system. Nonetheless, the approaches have not 

addressed the central questions of equity and quality of health service delivery. 

It has been argued that, instead of health service delivery being implemented in 

an integrated manner and holistically, PPPs in the health sector tend to focus on 

specific diseases while neglecting other important issues. This approach leads 

to health access inequalities (Gideon and Porter 2016).

Another concern is the power relations between the global partners, 

NGOs, and receiving communities and states. The structural inequalities and 

power imbalances shape the models that are implemented, which in the long run 

promote market-oriented health sector funding. In this structure, it is women who 

are the most vulnerable and often at the receiving end of the solutions handed 

down to them. Also, PPPs promote the instrumentalisation of women’s health 

needs within maternal and reproductive health concerns.  

From my position as a health service user in the context of a crippling 

public sector, PPPs can deliver some services, but specific concerns relating to 

user fees and accessibility must be addressed. PPPs cannot be accepted without 

a thorough reflection on their implications for different social groups. The State 

has a social contract to protect vulnerable people. This means that PPP services 

must be accessible physically and economically to the very poor. 

While some actors praise PPPs for improving the efficiency and 

effectiveness of public services, their impact on gender equality and women’s 

empowerment remains underexplored for several reasons. PPPs have traditionally 

been viewed as a technical and financial mechanism for delivering infrastructure 

and services, with less attention paid to social and gendered impacts. As a 
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result, gender considerations have often been overlooked in the design and 

implementation of PPPs. This is due largely to the model’s focus on finance 

and technical designs. Furthermore, there is a lack of gender-disaggregated 

data and research on the gendered impacts of PPPs, which makes it difficult to 

assess the effectiveness of gender-responsive ones and to identify good practices. 

The cultural and social barriers to women’s participation in PPPs, particularly 

in sectors that are traditionally male dominated, such as infrastructure and 

construction, can limit the opportunities for women to engage in PPP projects 

and contribute to their design and implementation. The fact that the model’s 

structure remains patriarchal and not diverse and gender-sensitive gives room 

for failures and biases that tend to disfavour women. 

Recommendations for Gender Responsive PPPs

Uganda’s health sector is struggling to meet the needs of the growing population. 

The problem is even more dire for women whose health issues remain instru-

mentalised, with multiple actors, namely NGOs, global health funding agencies 

and institutions, and corporate institutions getting more involved in varied ways. 

These have inherent power imbalances, with the women being mainly recipients 

of health sector interventions in maternal, child and reproductive health services. 

While PPPs have many caveats, they can function well in an environment 

of shared respect, partnership, and transparency, as Joudyian et al.(2021) have 

reiterated. This means that women’s voices should be centred on decision-mak-

ing and should not be an afterthought. Women should be represented in PPP 

governance structures and decision-making processes to ensure that their needs 

and concerns are integrated and considered in the projects. PPP designs must 

also draw lessons from existing schemes and research. In addition, the context 

matters. Given that Uganda and many other African countries have toed the 

privatisation line, there is always history to guide the State and its involvement 

in such models to ensure that the specific needs and priorities of women are 

identified. PPPs can be used to promote women’s economic empowerment by 

providing opportunities for women entrepreneurs through targeted financing 

and capacity-building programmes. Gender-sensitive monitoring and evalua-

tion should be conducted to ensure that PPPs are meeting their gender goals 
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and objectives through collecting and analysing sex-disaggregated data and 

conducting gender-sensitive impact assessments. 

PPPs in Africa have the potential to both empower and marginalise women 

depending on their design and the social considerations of their impacts. By 

considering the diverse ramifications of PPPs for women across the African 

continent, policymakers can work towards alternatives that are more equitable 

with strong government funding and backing in diverse ways – the political will 

to improve health access, financial allocation to the health sector and empow-

erment of community-based health service providers, among many others. 

These can improve access while limiting discrimination that particularly affects 

poor women.  Above all, the State must make sure that PPPs do not prioritise 

profit over the health of people. Finally, health sector PPPs should not work in 

isolation. They will require existing state social protection programmes such as 

those in health and nutrition to cushion the poor even more. The time has come 

for a public-private community partnership to fix our countries and put them 

back to work, but they cannot exist in isolation from other market players. We 

must ask ourselves key questions such as: what are the theoretical and practical 

dimensions in creating gender transformative partnerships? What is the shared 

ethical vocabulary serving as the basis of successful partnerships in the future, 

and what is the place of gender in these spaces? 
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Public-Private Partnerships in the Health 
Sector Cannot Guarantee Equity in Access to 
Health:  The Initiative for Social and Economic 
Rights Takes on the Ugandan Government 

Corina Rodriguez Enriquez and Sue Godt speak with Allana 
Kembabazi of ISER on PPPs and Feminist Struggles. 

Corina Rodriguez Enriquez and Sue Godt spoke with Allana Kembabazi about 

the work of the Ugandan NGO Initiative for Social and Economic Rights (ISER) to 

address the growing role of public-private partnerships (PPP) in the country. In 

a broad discussion, Allana Kembabazi, programme lead on health and economic 

justice, discussed the growing embeddedness of the model in official development 

efforts and the impact on people’s lives, particularly in health. She highlighted 

ISER’s role in taking the Government to court over the contentious private 

Lubowa Hospital PPP. ISER has developed a holistic research and advocacy 

strategy linking the issues of debt, tax and service provision to a campaign to 

Reclaim the Public and Allana reflects on obstacles and opportunities in taking 

this forward, against a backdrop of COVID-19 and the current debt and cost-

of-living crises. The interview took place over Zoom on February 13, 2023.  

More information can be found on ISER’s website. The conversation has been 

edited for length and clarity.  

Corina: We are interested in understanding the PPP context in Uganda, and spe-

cifically its impact on women and broader social-economic justice. We would like to 

know more about ISER and your work.

Allana: ISER is an indigenous, Ugandan-founded, nonprofit organisation 

working holistically around socio-economic rights by applying a human rights 

lens focused on vulnerable marginalised groups. We have four programmes 

on health, education, business and human rights, and economic justice. I lead 

the health and economic justice programmes. Citizen participation and social 
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accountability are cross-cutting and we apply research, community engagement 

and monitoring strategies. 

ISER initially examined education PPP issues and saw inequities as the 

Government invested in private schools while public facilities struggled. We began 

analysing health PPPs in 2016. The health sector is very dependent on foreigners. 

Like many parts of Africa, early mission-founded hospitals organised themselves 

– usually by religious group – and later negotiated with the Government to invest 

in their existing non-state facilities rather than establish new government health 

centres. Because many were nonprofit, red flags were not immediately raised.

The World Bank’s early 1990s assessment of Uganda found that out-

of-pocket costs hindered people’s access to healthcare. Consequently, the 

Government officially abolished user fees in public health facilities. Initially, 

people flocked to the public facilities and the nonprofit facilities struggled to 

justify getting government money because there was a lot of competition. Over 

time, however, the Government did not increase support to public facilities; 

until recently, funding levels were [similar to those of the] 1990s despite pop-

ulation expansion. This led to stockouts, staff shortages and absenteeism, and 

poor-quality healthcare in public facilities. In response, private for-profit entities 

emerged, starting in urban areas where people sought alternatives. Rural areas 

had fewer private facilities because they were not profitable. By now over 50% 

of the nation’s facilities might be private.

Private facilities organised themselves into a healthcare federation and 

negotiated PPPs with the government. The model was exported to many African 

countries by entities like the World Bank and was embedded in Uganda’s national 

development plan 2015- 2016 which aimed at galvanising the private sector to 

help the country attain middle-income status. The Public-Private Partnership 

Act was passed. Support for PPPs was underpinned by a narrative that they 

would help to provide better healthcare for our people. What could go wrong?

But an examination of its policies reveals that the health sector had 

not envisioned for-profit PPPs. While there is some synergy between the 

Government’s mission and faith-based entities that stay true to their mission, 

some not-for-profits don’t act that way in reality. Our research has shown that 

the poor and vulnerable, especially women, fall through the cracks even in 
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not-for-profit faith-based PPPs because they still must pay. I’ve met women who 

were detained because they couldn’t pay. They had to choose between staying at 

home and dying or going to a hospital and taking their chances. ISER has taken 

a couple of cases to court demanding that the government pay the women’s bills 

because it is not investing in the public health system.   

PPPs do not have one definition. ISER’s report on health PPPs notes 

that although according to the World Bank, the private sector carries some sort 

of risk, the definition is used loosely. In the Ugandan PPP Act, private entities 

are supposed to carry the risk; however, it is the Government that carries the 

financial risk for health PPPs.  

More troubling is this continuing narrative that the public sector is very 

inefficient. No one talks about why it is inefficient. It is just stated as a given. And 

we [we are expected to] adopt the private model to get things moving.  

Corina: Clearly the PPP discourse is embedded in Uganda’s development efforts and 

development plan around narratives of the inefficient state. What is ISER’s assessment 

of PPPs as a threat or opportunity, given this narrative?

Allana: We find PPPs to be a threat, particularly in the social service sector. 

Firstly, the problematic underlying assumption that the public sector is incapable 

and inefficient raises questions about why we pay taxes if we don’t think the 

Government can deliver services. People pay taxes because they think cer-

tain things are a collective good that must be invested in regardless of profit. 

Secondly, PPPs push these sectors towards being profit-driven, because in any 

PPP arrangement, the private investor has to recoup its investment. Although 

profit shouldn’t be the driving force in some areas like health, distortions occur 

when the Government relinquishes its stewardship role to the private sector. For 

example, many experts prioritise prevention when designing health systems. 

But prevention doesn’t make money, so PPPs prioritise curative services with 

expensive medicines or vaccine investment, among others. This commodifies 

health and enables private investors to generate profit.  

Some argue that PPPs can work if well regulated. But where has this 

worked, especially in Africa? We end up with public goods such as healthcare 

and education transformed into profit-making goods traded in the marketplace, 
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accompanied by under-investment in the public sector. Based on the universal 

human rights framework, it is impossible to invest the maximum available 

resources in the public sector while having PPPs. Even when the private sector 

brings funding to a health PPP, the government still carries financial risk and must 

use public money that could be used to address, for example, drug shortages, 

under-recruitment of healthcare workers, and striking gaps in health facilities 

and district hospitals. These gaps threaten the poor, especially women, who bear 

the brunt of inadequate services. Not having health facilities - for example, for 

antenatal care - brings additional costs when women have to miss work to seek 

services. A woman giving birth also must buy the health workers’ gloves and 

mama delivery kit etc.

In short, PPPs are a threat because of how they transform the mission 

of the health sector towards being profit-driven. Certain needed interventions 

will not be undertaken because they don’t or won’t help investors make profit. 

That’s a very problematic precedent.

Sue: Could you summarise the key issues around the contentious Lubowa Hospital 

PPP? To what extent has the experience influenced public discourse about PPPs in 

Uganda? How has ISER become involved in this case? 

Allana: There are several key issues:

One, the process itself was done in private without any public participation. 

The deal only emerged when the investor wanted payment and the Government 

rushed to Parliament for approval. This is illegal because Article 159 of our 

Constitution clearly states that Parliament must approve all agreements prior 

to government execution. Parliament approved this deal although the Minority 

Report said it was blatantly illegal simply because the Ministry of Finance said 

the country was already committed to the project and not approving the initial 

issuance of promissory notes would result in a more costly arbitration case in 

London.
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Two, high public finance costs. Lubowa Hospital initially cost US$379.91 

million and required a projected US$69.7 million annually to pay off the investor. 

In contrast, at the time the project was passed, Uganda had 39 districts without 

government hospitals. In a stakeholder dialogue with the Ministry of Health and 

the PPP Unit of the Ministry of Finance, we pointed out the PPP Act and the 

PPP health guidelines and asked whether this was the best use of our money.

Three, the PPP affects the country’s debt burden. Although some financing 

was generated through private sector promissory notes, there were guarantees 

that the Government had to meet. Delays have increased costs. While contractors 

argued that construction halted due to rainfall, the Ministry of Finance asked 

for approximately USh319 billion for payment. That’s why ISER is pushing the 

Government to add promissory notes to official debt calculation because the 

Government still has to pay. 

There is contested discourse. The Government talked about win-win 

opportunities providing needed specialised healthcare that the public sector 

couldn’t provide. Pro-PPP advocates have subsequently argued that Lubowa is 

not a PPP and that “PPPs are good if you design them well”. In contrast, Lubowa 

struck a chord with the public; it was clear that most wouldn’t have access to 

services with this model.  We have seen the dangers of commercialising our 

healthcare. During the 2021 delta wave of COVID-19, private facilities regularly 

charged an initial deposit of approximately USh20 million before admitting a 

patient. Yet, according to official government statistics, only 1% of the population 

earns above USh1 million per month!  

ISER decided to litigate because we thought the illegal process set a very 

dangerous precedent. The law and Constitution clearly state that Parliament 

must approve these arrangements in advance to ensure public participation. 

For Parliament to accept that the Government could disregard authority and 

then rubber stamp decisions reflected governance issues. Our key concern is 

that there must be stipulated public participation and that the Government must 

instead invest in public health facilities. 

The hardest part of the litigation was obtaining copies of the agreements. 

We are still awaiting the court judgement. The Government should have picked 

up on the public opinion and anger last year when Parliament visited the site 

and found barely any progress. 
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Sue: ISER’s recent report warned that the country is one shock away from a debt 

crisis with high payments on debt servicing. To what extent have PPPs contributed 

to and exacerbated the tying up of public funds that could be used for other things? 

What is the overall impact of the debt stress on Uganda’s social and economic de-

velopment? 

Allana: I think that the debt situation in Uganda is worsening. We must rethink 

debt sustainability which solely focuses on the Government’s ability to meet 

its obligations to creditors. We are missing the impact on regular people. We’re 

spending more on debt servicing than combined budgets for health, education, 

and social protection. That’s already a red flag. This leads to underfunded services 

and a decline in the quality of these services. 

The situation is then used to rationalise the need for PPPs. Many argue 

that PPPs are not debt.  However, PPPs hide debt because arrangements are 

off the books. Government commitments are not calculated as part of official 

debt and there is also less scrutiny than for proposals to borrow similar amounts 

from the World Bank. 

Members of Parliament need capacity building to really understand the 

linkages, to analyse budgets, to think about the impact of PPP obligations on 

our budgets and the Government’s ability to deliver social services now and in 

the future. 

Corina: Your reflections resonate beyond the African context to the broader Global 

South. We know there is an alternative vision and ISER issued a manifesto in 2021 to 

strengthen quality, universally accessible, and accountable social services. What obstacles 

and opportunities have you encountered? What feminist progressive alternatives should 

be considered in the era of PPPs in Africa? And how can the Government find the 

resources needed to finance these alternative visions?

Allana: The Lubowa experience inspired the Public Services Campaign because 

of the problematic narrative that the public is inefficient. Of course, we have to 

talk about power; private facilities and their associations are backed by powerful 

people. The dynamics also play out at global levels through the World Bank and 
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other strategies using the same old narratives. We’ve explored options and found 

that the public health system is the best value for money to reach many people. 

And when done well, it is underpinned by participation and accountability with 

the people claiming the right to health rather than just being passive consumers 

of services. People are increasingly able to link debt, taxation and their services 

in terms of the social contract. 

At ISER’s annual Socioeconomic and Cultural Rights Conference last 

year, the theme was financing, just and inclusive recovery and debt. Government 

officials and Members of Parliament joined market women and students. And 

market women were able to link these issues. If the debt burden is not curbed, 

our children will have no public services and will have to pay. 

Can we reshape this narrative that public means poor services and poor 

quality? Can we think about the fact that this is taxpayer money and that if we 

invest money we must see tangible results? 

While some question whether we really had public services in the first place, 

many point to better healthcare and education in the early years of Uganda’s 

independence. So, we call it “reclaiming public services”; that is to say, we’ve 

forgotten that it is in everyone’s interest to have good access and good quality 

healthcare regardless of people’s socioeconomic status. COVID-19 has shown 

how interconnected we are; we will not be safe if everyone around us cannot 

access health services. 

We met in 2021 and it was electrifying. We held a virtual memorial after 

losing so many people during COVID-19 because of the dire state of our public 

health facilities and the failure to regulate the private sector. Many were turned 

down by private facilities because they didn’t have that minimum deposit; or 

the patients (or bodies) were held hostage due to non-payment of total fees. 

We also had an oxygen crisis and people just died. We put a call on Twitter 

saying #EnoughisEnough #ReclaimPublicServices. People from all walks of life 

joined the Zoom meetings and we all agreed about the future we want for our 

children and the need to access public services. The manifesto was crafted from 

the discussions and emerging demands. We realised that a group of committed 

people joining together can shift things and demand accountability. 
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How can Uganda finance public services? Uganda has many regressive 

taxes, and the IMF pushes additional value-added taxes. During last year’s 

cost-of-living crisis, there were calls for fiscal consolidation by the IMF and the 

Government, along with pushback arguments from ISER that the social sector 

needs to be ringfenced from austerity measures because it is a form of social 

protection. If children attend school and receive a meal and parents can take their 

children to public health facilities, they can try to survive with whatever little is 

left. But when health and education are increasingly commercialised and there is 

no government social protection during financial crises, how will people survive? 

Our brief on progressive taxation presented alternatives, including curbing 

illicit financial flows (IFF), which could eliminate development assistance that 

comes with conditionalities and is sometimes used to further commercialise 

public services. We also don’t agree with tax incentives that refund select 

taxpayers and in so doing deprive the country of much-needed revenue to 

strengthen public services. The Government is resistant but has talked about 

rationalising tax incentives which is a halfway win. The IMF has also called on 

the Government to rethink some tax exemptions, arguing that the money could 

finance public services. At least last year, the Government’s amended legislation 

required the collection of beneficial ownership information which helps control 

IFFs. ISER joins broad international calls about rethinking debt architecture 

because indebtedness is a system – it’s not just a Ugandan problem.  

People have an appetite for demanding accountability. We support 

volunteer community advocates whom we first engaged with as community 

health advocates; they monitored local health services around drug supply, 

cleanliness, and service provision. They now monitor economic social rights in 

their communities. They have attended district budget meetings and worked 

with local duty bearers, supported if needed by ISER facilitation, litigation, 

and advocacy for unresolved issues. It became very apparent that monitoring 

services and budget resources was insufficient. Community advocates needed 

to link issues like service delivery with tax and public debt, so we are revising 

our community monitoring tool and building capacity around issues of tax and 

debt and their relation to public services. This will strengthen communities’ 

ability to engage in district-level discussions on budget, resource allocation 

and tax collection processes. Community engagement in financing discussions 
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is important because, during election periods, duty bearers like to turn things 

like healthcare into political favours. Informed committees can point out that 

“favours” were in fact included in existing health budgets.  

Communities also need to understand debt and its impact. During the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the IMF provided an extended credit facility following 

earlier support provided through a Rapid Credit Facility. There was public 

outcry because ISER’s report on COVID-19 funding showed that the initial 

facility wasn’t implemented as planned. People knew Uganda would have to 

repay the debt despite the misuse of funds. People can now see how our debt 

burden affects service coverage, noting gaps that could be filled if it was not for 

debt servicing payments. We are excited to see how this growing engagement 

transforms our work.

Sue: ISER’s efforts to develop evidence bases and related advocacy and to organise 

around transforming systems and strengthening the governance and accountability 

mechanisms demonstrate how seemingly intractable problems can be tackled. What 

kinds of challenges have you faced in implementing your strategies? What is the 

collective strength of civil society? And finally, what gives you hope and makes you 

optimistic about working to bring change? 

Allana: The shrinking of civic space is a challenge. Some NGOs have closed; 

some face stringent requirements and need MOUs demonstrating district 

approval of their work. The lack of accurate information is another challenge. As 

mentioned, we needed the Lubowa agreement before we could initiate litigation, 

but it was not publicly available. Delayed posting of COVID-19 expenditures on 

the Ministry of Finance and other government departments’ websites hampered 

real-time accountability. More information was made public when the IMF 

reviewed the Government for the extended credit facility, so donors had more 

authority to demand information than the people to whom the Government is 

accountable. 

The strength of civil society is that the right people read. This analytical 

strength supports great conversations around debt, tax, and alternatives, and 

can empower communities to better challenge policymakers and to engage with 
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them around alternatives. This helps us to determine how to add value to the 

conversation by coming with evidence. It’s also good when civil society endorses 

common goals around public services and brings its unique strengths around 

budget analysis, taxes, etc. to the campaign.  

The media is a strong and useful ally by simplifying material and giving 

us platforms to ensure public debate. Our report on COVID-19 money got 

much traction this way.

I am hopeful about young people because they have agency as they see 

a failed promise in their lifetime and a situation that will worsen. People cannot 

stay uninvolved since resource allocation affects everyone and their ability to 

feed, educate and care for their children. I’m hopeful that the young people will 

make better decisions; we tend to see younger members of parliament being a 

bit more critical. 

Ugandans are resilient and navigated the cost-of-living and COVID-

19 crises with barely any support from the Government. The economy was 

decimated. Last year, the Government said that the best course of action was to 

wait it out. While Ugandans did everything to survive, they also began to make 

more demands. They have a very clear picture of the problem. The question is 

whether they will act, because people are scared of organising in this political 

environment. But, although feeling intimidated, they are beginning to realise 

that you have to speak up wherever possible. That gives me hope.
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The Nawi Afrifem Collective: Bringing a 
Pan-African Feminist Voice to Macro-Level 
Economic Narratives in Africa

Gertrude Dzifa Torvikey

Introduction – Nawi Challenging Neoliberal Development 
in Africa  

The African continent is a hotbed of macroeconomic policy experiments 

and changes. These shifts are not occurring by default but are linked to the con-

tinent’s experiences with colonialism, coloniality, and imperialism. The legacies 

have shaped its interaction with the West and other countries in the Global South. 

These encounters are occurring at the same time as the consolidation of global 

restructuring of economies to fit into the market narratives. If Africa has become 

the recipient of macroeconomic advisories and loan-based conditionalities, and a 

site for the implementation of neoliberal policies, it is because the past structures 

are yet to be disrupted and reconstructed. In reflecting on the power dynamics 

that undergird Africa’s position in the world, its policy choices, and the way in 

which its natural resources are extracted, pan-African feminist organisations 

are offering alternative framing and possibilities for enhancing sustainable, 

people-centred, and progressive development. In recent years, the negative 

consequences of market-oriented economic development have become more 

intense and widespread. As a result, the Nawi Afrifem Collective was formed to 

focus on feminist political economy analysis in Africa’s development and how it 

affects the continent’s position in the world. The feminist economist Stephanie 

Seguino coined the term “macro-level economic decisions” to encompass mac-

ro-level policies beyond the traditionally narrower definition of macroeconomics. 

Nawi’s concept of “macro-level” policy refers to economic development efforts 

broad enough to have important aggregate or economy-wide distributional and 

welfare implications. Its concerns centre on taxation, transfers including social 

protection, public spending, and infrastructure provisions including those for 

childcare.  
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The Nawi Collective was founded in 2020 to “collectively disrupt and 

transform existing economic models that perpetually produce crises and gross 

inequalities” (Nawi 2023, 1). The Collective is a feminist movement actively 

engaged in macro-level economic and pan-African feminist analysis of the global 

economic order and how Africa can achieve policy autonomy and secure its 

sovereignty. In summary, “Nawi is an ode to an anti-colonial and anti-neoliberal 

struggle…Nawi is a home for African feminists building new worlds” (Nawi 

2023, 1).

Nawi’s principles are rooted in the promotion of social justice, equality, 

fair distribution of resources and policies that advance the African cause. It 

pursues this cause by addressing questions about resource mobilisation and 

fair distribution.

Nawi Tackles Entrenched Development Models

The Collective is therefore seriously addressing the question of blended finance 

which comes in the form of public-private partnerships (PPPs) by showing 

the imperial origins of the financing model which are like the earlier structural 

adjustment reforms forced onto countries by the Bretton Woods Institutions (the 

World Bank and the International Monetary Fund) through coercive loan-based 

conditionalities. In the current global economic context, African States are 

forced to put structures in place to support the functioning of PPPs. Nawi’s 

position is that PPPs are extractive and shift the prioritisation of development 

goals to profitable sectors. Many citizens have been restricted from access to 

services because the high costs associated with the profit motives of PPPs result 

in either high user fees or consumption taxes imposed to enable the State cover 

its contributions to the PPPs.

The PPP model brings into sharp focus how the poor are paying for the 

services even if they are unable to access those services themselves, since PPPs 

are profit-driven and do not consider the social objectives of States. Nawi’s 

advocacy demonstrates the lack of transparency in blended finance and PPP 

mechanisms and processes and how they distance States from their citizens. 

Because States are increasingly accountable to their PPP partners, citizens are 
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left out of the conversations and discussions around the economic paths their 

countries should take. The democratic regime to which African countries have 

signed up requires States to ensure that the social contract with citizens is fulfilled 

and upheld. Nawi places prime emphasis on the social contract between States 

and citizens and critiques how it is actively undermined on the continent by the 

normalisation of the neoliberal order. Nawi, therefore, calls for the reclaiming of 

privatised social services (remunicipalisation) and the creation and expansion 

of new public services (Nawi and FEMNET 2021). 

Africa can Mobilise Resources Internally 

The Collective is aware of how colonial and imperialist conditioning of the 

African policy space perpetuates injustice and poverty on the continent. In 

questioning the debt situation of African countries, Nawi also actively casts light 

on why African countries are unable to mobilise adequate financial resources to 

develop their economies based on autonomous economic policies. Through its 

analysis of the huge problem of illicit financial flows (IFFs) on the continent, the 

Collective has exposed the dynamics of the losses of the much-needed revenue 

to the State and how these can be avoided. Nawi’s work on IFFs has questioned 

both national states, the international community, and multinationals on their role 

in the economic system which perpetuates Africa’s weak position in the world.  

UNCTAD and UNODC (2020) categorised four IFF types: illicit com-

mercial and tax activities; illegal markets; corruption; and exploitation-type 

activities and financing of crime and terrorism. In Africa, tax and commercial 

IFFs are the predominant forms of capital flight. Estimates by the UNCTAD 

(2020) report show that IFFs surpass investment in Africa. It is estimated that 

the continent loses US$88.6 billion annually to IFFs, constituting 3.7% of its 

gross domestic product. These losses, if recovered, will constitute half of the 

financing required to implement Sustainable Development Goals and transform 

the economies. Blocking the IFFs would enable African countries to develop 

on their own steam. 
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Many countries have initiated procedures to track IFFs and to get the 

resources to the State treasury. This includes tightening the rope on IFFs and 

on tax evasion. The result is an additional EUR1.7 billion mobilised in selected 

countries which boosted tax revenues. A key mechanism is the Africa Initiative 

launched in 2014 through which participating countries have been recovering 

lost taxes. The 2023 report of the Africa Initiative, Tax Transparency in Africa 

Report 2023, indicates a 47% increase in taxes collected through the Automatic 

Exchange of Financial Account Information (AEFAI) platform. The report also 

confirms that the total revenue gains from Exchange of Information (EOI) in 

Africa since 2009 are over EUR1.69 billion “…through offshore tax investiga-

tions including EOIR [i], voluntary disclosure programmes (VDPs) launched 

in the context of the implementation of AEOI [ii] and making effective use of 

the data received automatically” (OECD 2023, p16).

Equitable Resource Distribution and Feminist Concerns 

Nawi has also underscored the need for revenues to be equitably distributed. 

The Collective ties in its pan-African and feminist economy analysis with the 

provision of social infrastructure and economic opportunities for citizens across 

the continent. For example, UNCTAD (2020) statistics show that countries that 

have recorded high IFFs invest 25% less in their health sector and 58% less in 

the education sector. 

Nawi links the existence of these services and infrastructure to the well-be-

ing of women and other marginalised social groups.  From a feminist standpoint, 

Nawi links the intricate ways resource mobilisation connects with many other 

welfare, developmental and well-being indicators. In the following statement, 

the Collective reflects on how all sectors of the economy are interconnected. It 

ties the oppression of women on the continent to the deleterious conditions of 

social service provision across the continent. It states that,

When you’re the one who makes the food, fetches the water, births the 

babies, rears the children, cares for the sick, sows the seeds, and harvests the 

crops, you feel the effects of macroeconomic policies differently. Birthing 

babies is easier and safer with properly resourced maternity wards, girls 

are more likely to go to school regularly if there are suitable bathrooms and 
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sanitary products available to them, they are more likely to stay in school if 

school feeding programs are available to them decreasing financial burdens 

on their families, they are most likely to finish school if they don’t have to 

work or get married to support their parents and siblings, women’s time 

spent on fetching water is reduced or eliminated with water infrastructure, 

their lives are safer with paved lit roads, and on and on and on (Nawi n.a, 3).

For example, estimates by WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA, World Bank Group and 

UNDESA/Population Division show that Sub-Saharan Africa still records the 

highest maternal mortality rates in the world. The rate is estimated at 545 deaths 

per 100,000 live births. In 2020, 70% of all maternal deaths occurred in Sub-

Saharan Africa alone (World Health Organisation 2023). The statistics are a 

visible reflection of the dismal state of the health sector in many African countries.  

Through advocacy, Nawi argues that PPPs are diverting state resources to 

sectors and sub-sectors that are not addressing these kinds of immediate prior-

ities. Therefore, while some countries such as Kenya, Uganda, and Lesotho are 

using PPPs in the health sector, the model has not improved the health situation. 

Nawi members Simeoni and Kinoti (2020) demonstrate how a controversial 

health sector equipment leasing PPP signed between the Kenyan government 

and five global corporations – Shenzhen Mindray Bio-medical LTD (China), 

Esteem Industries (India), Bellco SRL (Italy), Philips Medical Systems (The 

Netherlands) and General Electric East Africa Services (USA) – are problematic 

on many fronts. The authors found that 29 of 47 sub-national counties were 

not using the equipment due to the lack of expertise or needed supporting 

infrastructure even while the state continued to pay the leasing fees and funds 

were deducted from county budgets by central government authorities. Simeoni 

and Kinoti (2020) argued that investing in large medical equipment instead of 

prioritising primary healthcare for women and children was a misuse of public 

funds.
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Conclusion 

Nawi’s work focuses on state and citizen ownership of policy objectives which 

are devoid of profit motives. The Collective has taken its advocacy into national, 

continental, and international spaces, highlighting the power dynamics that 

continue to perpetuate global inequalities and how these are also transmitted 

at the local level and between women and men. Their work provides a lens to 

analyse the developmental challenges in African countries. Nawi’s work has also 

provided alternative narratives about resource mobilisation including blocking 

IFFs and making judicious use of resources to achieve social justice, economic 

transformation, and progressive and sustainable development based on the 

principle of sovereignty and policy autonomy.

Through the weaving of all these themes from a pan-African feminist 

perspective, everything that Nawi does is intended to serve people. Nawi is 

driven by curiosity, exploration, and the courage to try. Part of this persistence 

is evident in the way Nawi works - oscillating between the technical analysis and 

the creative/cultural work. Nawi continues to ask of the world, our economic 

systems and policies, our governments, our work and our relationships: Is it 

fair? Is it just? Is it kind?
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 African Women in Digital Spaces Redefining Social 
Movements on the Continent and in the Diaspora 
by Msia Kibona Clark and Wumpini Fatima 
Mohammed. Dar es Salaam:  Mkuki na Nyota 
Publishers Ltd, 2023

Amanda Odoi

Social media activism has become a pivotal global tool in recent decades for 

pushing and extending the feminist agenda, particularly among young feminists. 

With the widespread availability of smartphones and easy access to social media 

platforms, users now have access to a plethora of information on subjects ranging 

from news and gossip to fashion and social issues. Such platforms have also 

become a hub for socialisation and timely updates on social issues. These tech-

nological advancements have provided feminists with opportunities for activism 

previously unavailable to them. With the presence of these spaces, feminists have 

a wider audience, a community for mobilisation and a reach to push an agenda 

in a shorter period than before. While young feminists largely dominate the use 

of these tools and spaces, the affordances that come with them transcend these 

demographics. Digital spaces offer a lot of room for activists, young and old, 

and (non) feminists to share, learn, offer support, and build community. It is 

well documented that activists in several countries on the continent have used 

these digital spaces to mobilise and build movements for interrogating systems 

and structures and strongly promote change on and off social media. 

As a nascent field of activism and research exploration globally, however, 

questions are still raised about the sufficiency and effectiveness of using these 

spaces for feminist activism, especially on the continent. This review does not, 

therefore, seek to extend this debate or critique the book on the grounds of 

its utility, but rather to highlight its importance to the existing conversations 

around digital space feminist activism in Africa. Various sections of this book 

iterate the utility criticisms against digital space media activism. Yet there is also 

evidence from previous works mentioned in the book, and from contributors’ own 

research, on the usefulness of digital space activism for mobilising to confront 
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systemic discrimination in general and for extending the work of feminists in 

particular. I believe, therefore, that what is imperative now is for feminists to 

extend the debate by looking at how we can enhance these spaces and harness 

the opportunities therein. This book offers us the space to begin such conversa-

tions from a wider scope - exploring a connection between experiences on the 

continent and others elsewhere.

While there is some literature on digital space activism on the continent 

and in the diaspora, the unique feature of this book is that it connects the 

continent with the diaspora, teasing out the similarities and nuanced experiences 

and the unique communities Africans are building among themselves to challenge 

the status quo, create safe spaces, and sustain their identities. It thus offers 

readers and feminists a broader perspective on the issues and room to draw 

lessons from digital spaces activism for the feminist community and agenda. 

The book brings together authors from diverse backgrounds to explore the 

“intersectional experiences of African women”(1) and how African women 

and activists use social media platforms to build communities and mobilize 

to  interrogate injustices,  highlight and gain recognition on various issues of 

interest to feminists. This grounding of the book in the deep and rich perspectives 

and experiences of African women makes it an invaluable and contextually 

relevant contribution to the ongoing discussions across the continent. At the 

same time, the authors draw connections between their work and transnational 

digital resistance to oppressive social structures. They acknowledge the impact of 

international and regional hashtag movements such as #metoo, #Balancetonporc, 

and #menaretrash on building effective communities around issues in the digital 

spaces. Hashtags have become the fastest means to make a topic of interest 

visible in social media engagement. They allow users to connect and group 

conversations around specific issues, making the problems brief and concise for 

an audience to locate and articulate. Given the sensationalism of hashtags, they 

offer feminist digital activists a lot of leverage. This book and the work done by 

the various contributors and activists, their successes and failures, offer readers 

who are new to digital activities the resources to engage in online activities and 

ways to navigate such spaces effectively. It opens new doors to conversations 

while offering the tools for enhancing the utility of social media activism. 
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The chapters employ diverse online and offline feminist-centred theoretical 

and methodological approaches (and data sources)— poems, personal essays, 

digital archives/netnography, and interviews— to document and share their 

observations and experiences of how African women within and outside of the 

continent challenge and mobilise for social change. An intriguing feature of this 

text is that the authors are themselves either active users in the various spaces 

they used as data collection sites or are actual participants in the movements 

they documented. These digital spaces they engaged also served as the points of 

recruitment and engagement of authors and reviewers by the editors as well as 

respondents by authors, thereby making the shared experiences on the successes 

and failures in using digital spaces for feminist activism relevant for building on 

the lessons learned and theories developed around feminist digital activism on 

the continent. Their experiences and how they navigate these spaces as feminists 

and activists are also important for other activists working and writing about such 

spaces. A concentration on the use of African feminist theories also addresses a 

critical concern in feminist literature on the continent. 

The book’s content is categorised under three broad themes: (1) identity: 

race, gender, sexuality, religion; (2) African feminist voices in protest; and (3) 

cyberfeminism through African feminist and black feminist lenses. The texts 

presented under these main ideas are further categorised along the lines of issues 

reflecting the themes and methodologies employed by the authors. 

Identity: race, gender, sexuality and religion (33-81). This theme sets the tone 

for the book and highlights the unique but connected experiences of four young 

African women who confront and deal with the challenges of race, religion 

and the colonial legacies of belonging, as well as the appropriate presentation 

and performance of sexualities and beauty standards. The authors share their 

exploratory journey of challenging systemic racism and oppression, sexual 

norms and hair standards, and finding community through them. These texts 

show how social media has become a mobilising, learning, unlearning, and 

sharing space where people deepen their knowledge of issues they struggle 

with, build a community around the issues, understand the struggles of others, 

and, in turn, build homes and offer support in activist circles. The texts show 

that social media is a promising space for challenging the lingering effect of 

the deep-seated colonial body and sexuality standards and for continuous 
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reflection on our histories, challenging such norms and generating new areas 

of knowledge. For example, readers may find the text “Navigating the Desire 

for Cultural Belonging Using Digital Queer African Communities’ Addresses” 

useful in the current dispensation of pushback against LGBTQ+ persons on 

the African continent. Knowing alternative ways in which queer persons can 

build community amid legalisations against them would be useful for LGBTQ+ 

persons and allies. This resource can be very helpful for minority groups, 

activists, and advocates who have not yet considered creating their own safe 

spaces. It is worth exploring the opportunities available to them and tapping 

into existing spaces to build communities, create safe spaces, and advance their 

work. The section on African Feminist: Voices in Protest (85-215) documents 

empirical research on digital space gender-based violence (GBV) protests. 

African feminists have always employed diverse tools and spaces, including 

media, to protest, build community, and sensitise the public on women’s plight. 

While these have always made an impact and garnered a laudable reach and 

response, the discussions in these chapters highlight an additional benefit: the 

ability to easily send messages across different geographical locations and gain 

support for their agenda in a short period of time. This flexibility has proven to 

be a valuable asset in advancing their cause. The literature shows the mobilising 

strength of social media platforms and the effectiveness of hashtag campaigns 

in raising awareness and achieving social justice. The chapter entitled “Stoking 

the Fires: Black Feminist Activism in the 21st Century and the #MuteRKelly 

Movement” documents how Tasha K, through her YouTube platforms, shifted 

the discourse on R. Kelly’s sexual abuses and sustained public scrutiny of him 

and possibly contributed to his incarceration. The “Not Your Colour, Not Your 

Size, Not Your Spec: Marching Against Market Harassment and Molestation 

in Nigeria” shows how, through the #MarketMarch2018, women in Nigeria 

mobilised to raise awareness on sexual harassment suffered by market women 

in the country. The images shared garnered support beyond the country. This 

section will resonate with those struggling against GBV in every country across 

the continent. It is also a great resource on how those in the field of GBV on 

the continent can sustain conversations on the issue and work to secure justice. 
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Cyberfeminism: From African Feminist and Black Feminist lenses (219- 352) 

takes up the debate on the utility of digital space activism for feminists. The text 

examines the social and physical status of rural and queer women, as well as the 

feminist work undertaken online. It explores the opportunities and challenges of 

connecting digital and grassroots feminist activism. The literature reveals how 

these two spaces connect to shape activism and achieve social justice by showing 

their interdependence and its usefulness for successful feminist advocacy. For 

successful activism, feminists and activists in the stories shared how they employ 

multiple methodologies, including building allyship online and on the ground. 

The discussion on “Digital Activism: Centering Marginalised Voices in Activist 

Work” and “Um Sabe Kem Mi Eh I Know Who I am Transnational Kriolas” 

shows how feminist understanding of power and cultural capital was important 

in online feminist work. The chapters also show the “cultural influence on digital” 

activism. For example, the discussions highlight nuanced ways in which misogyny 

and patriarchy transcend the physical space into digital activism spaces, exposing 

women and LGBTQ+ persons to oppression and discrimination in such spaces. 

Finally, the contributors acknowledge that social media activism has its limitations 

and should not be solely relied on for bringing about change. The section is 

useful for feminists, activists, academics, and researchers who wish to effectively 

navigate social media spaces for activism and for research.

Overall, this rich and insightful book is an excellent reference point for 

feminist activists on the ground and is well-placed to contribute to debates about 

African feminism and social media. A focus on the campaigns on the ground 

makes this relevant to activists across the continent. It is a useful resource for 

enhancing and expanding feminist activism and research. The themes explored 

and gaps identified offer researchers, activists and advocates a view into the shifts 

occurring in the activism ecosystem and new spaces requiring attention. The 

shift to social media for community building and learning requires advocates 

and service providers to shift their knowledge creation and capacity-building 

activities to such spaces for a wider reach. 
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Surfacing: On Being Black and Feminist in South 
Africa, edited by Desiree Lewis and Gabeba 
Baderoon. Johannesburg: Wits University 
Press, 2021. 

Mardiya Siba Yahaya

Writing the Self, Re-telling and Positioning 

Surfacing is an anthology that unravels, expands and rebuilds feminist practices 

as we know them. The book highlights the realities and thoughts of South African 

feminists and actively makes use of “writing the self” (Baderoon 2015) as a 

literary tool, but is not limited to it. Surfacing challenges its readers to consider 

ways their own distinctive and intersecting identifications may hold multiple 

contradictions, and how they shape our lives, experiences and environment. 

The compilation also explores shifting power structures and ways feminists in 

South Africa resist and diagnose normative capitalist and patriarchal dominance.

According to Desiree Lewis and Gabeba Baderoon (2021), the book is 

motivated by a need to address omissions and fractures in knowledge, especially 

within the feminist literature of black South African women. This collection 

gives feminists the space to “recover” narratives of iconic women figures while 

identifying themselves within a “range of possibilities of blackness” (Lewis and 

Baderoon 2021, 3). The book begins with Sisonke Msimang’s (2021, 15-27) 

essay on “Winnie Mandela’s Archive”, explaining the patriarchal hijacking 

of Winnie’s story and Msimang’s mission to redeem her history through the 

biography. Msimang’s piece focuses on what women lose when sexist narratives 

strangle our real-life stories and categorise us as monolithic instead of complex 

beings. Hence, embarking on the journey to redeem Winnie Mandela’s narrative 

is her way of recovering history.

Following Msimang’s essay is a re-telling of the story of Sara Baartman,1 in 
a conversation between Zoe Wicomb and Desiree Lewis (2021, 28-46). Wicomb 
addresses the contested representations of Baartman amongst different groups. 
The conversation centres around the 2018 University of Cape Town  protest 



· 180  ·   Feminist Africa 4 (2)

against the disrobing of a statue of Baartman by a librarian after a group of black 
women students had clothed her with a kanga and head wrap during public 
ceremonies in 2015 and 2016 (BAC Womxn’s Collective 2019). In the dialogue, 
Wicomb remarks that it is disingenuous to say Baartman, the abused and poor 
woman, represented the collective pride and shame of privileged 21st-century 
women (Wicomb 2021). Wicomb expounds the complexities of “pride and 
shame” concerning the interpretation of Baartman’s sculpture and her disrobing. 
She points out that people who are comfortable with their identities have no 
reason to invoke “pride” or the flip side of it, that is “shame” (Wicomb 2021, 32).  
Regarding the narratives on Baartman, Wicomb explains that the sculptor’s use 
of metal scraps was not intended to represent “human flesh”; thus, the sculpture 
is not Sara Baartman, but an artistic representation that invites us to reflect on 
her history as an abused woman.  The conversation between Wicomb and Lewis 
leaves us with critical views on the idea of shame and pride regarding enrobing 
and disrobing. On the one hand, the black caucus believed in reclaiming the 
humiliation of Baartman by enrobing her. Yet, Wicomb’s critique forces us to 
consider why her naked body is considered a “shame” in the first place. 

The first part of the book introduces concepts that prepare us for an 
in-depth examination of structural violence and oppression explored through 
photography, personal essays, and experiences. 

Subsequently, Surfacing reconstructs gender in religion by depicting ways 
in which masculinity, through religious practices and beliefs, justifies patriarchal 
violence. Fatima Seedat (2021,90-99) and Sa’diyya Shaikh (2021, 119-129) both 
theorise and challenge the masculine definition of Allah2 and identify the harm 
caused by such patriarchal theologisation of religion. While Seedat expresses 
the links between gender-based violence and masculine divinity and proposes a 
gender-fluid re-theologising of Allah, Shaikh furthers this proposal by rereading 
Islamic texts beyond ideas of God as a “father” or the Arabic connotation 
of Huwa (He). Shaikh’s point of entry into feminist religious analysis is her 
experience of a female-led prayer, a practice that Seedat considered not enough 
in our attempts to deconstruct patriarchal religious practices. 

On the other hand, they both highlight the point that while Islam does 

not explicitly present God as “father”, it still utilises gendered and patriarchal 

language and interpretations. Shaikh further analyses her experience with Islam 

as a non-gendered practice and explains that the religion is gender-fluid. In this 
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way, Seedat and Shaikh attempt to break down our normative construction of 

religion and work towards a non-gendered understanding of Allah and religious 

practices. 

Existing anti-queer rhetoric has relied on similar justifications of a mas-

culine God to criminalise people’s right to exist. In Seedat’s and Shaikh’s view, 

religion is an essential subject of feminist critique, analysis and theorisation 

because gender, sexuality and religion exist at a locus of power, where they 

intersect and influence each other. Seedat remarks that feminist work finds it 

easier to ignore or simply dismiss religion, preferring a secular orientation (2021, 

pp. 90-99). She explains that broader feminist movements have found ways to 

ignore religion, resulting in an uncritical acceptance of male divinity. For example, 

Seedat (2021, 91) observes that a phrase such as “God the Father” has found 

its way into women’s/feminist marches like #TotalShutdown. Organisers of such 

protests are not able to manage the masculine representation of the divine for 

their women-identifying and non-binary crowds (Seedat 2021).  She uses this 

point to examine the contradictory practice of prayer to a male God at a protest 

that challenges patriarchal violence. 

Seedat’s critique of gender and religion helps us understand that the idea or 

belief in “God” as male is associated with patriarchal authorities and often linked 

to violence.  When Allah and all religious divinity are strictly categorised as male, 

it leaves us with the question of how people who are not cisgender heterosexual 

men come to relate to the sacred. By equating masculinity to a Divine Being 

through patriarchal language, we also witness how men remain the gatekeepers 

of the soul and desires (Salami 2021). Hence, when men gatekeep a part of us 

that reflects our deepest desires for meaning, that is, the soul, their definition of 

who we are becomes essential in our daily lives and experiences (Salami 2021). 

Seedat expresses similar sentiments through a reading of the story of Qabila, the 

protagonist of the novel Called to Song, who regained her connection to divinity 

once Allah “became” Feminine.

While the women’s march was unable to consider an inclusive identity of 

God, Seedat also explains that they omitted the existence of African religions 

and maintained colonial binaries of Islam and Christianity. Seedat and the other 

contributors to Surfacing help us understand that gender-based violence is 

disciplinary power that is validated through patriarchal religion. She challenges 
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feminists to imagine a Divine Being beyond masculinised and patriarchal ideas, as 

a way to break down patriarchal power. Sa’adiyya Shaikh (2021,119 -129) adopts 

an alternative approach to the subject by delving into rereading scriptures in the 

Qur’an against gendered language where she refers to Allah as They and moves 

between He and She at various points in her essay. She argues that language 

crafts narratives and informs belief and one challenge is how the Arabic language 

is deeply gendered. Nouns and pronouns are either masculine or feminine and 

the gender-neutral it does not exist.

Shaikh and Sadeet’s essays in Surfacing argue very controversial and 

often ignored topics regarding religion. They challenge our notions of what is 

normal, hence inciting discomfort among many. The theme of religion, gender 

and feminism “unmake” by venturing and questioning the “untouchable” idea 

of God and religion within the African context. 

It remarkably draws out practical and theoretical contestations in feminist 

conversations moving between religion, feminism, gender, sexuality and power. 

For instance, Gertrude Fester-Wicomb’s (2021,73-89) essay, “Querying 

the Queer”, examines the lives of prominent figures like Richard Rive, Sally 

Gross, and herself as people who resisted and challenged heteronormativity to 

trace how queer struggles under apartheid were embedded in their intersectional 

experiences. While Fester-Wicomb speaks to the traumatic experiences of living 

a queer life in an inherently oppressive and violent state, I am more interested 

in the role of Richard Rive’s story in understanding the complexities, fluidity of 

power, oppression, internalised homophobia and vulnerability of being a queer 

person in apartheid South Africa. 

fester-wicomb (2021) describes Rive as an Oxford University-educated 

teacher and a writer. He never publicly identified as gay, was a colourist despite 

being dark-skinned and had internal struggles with his sexuality due to his 

investment in patriarchy and misogyny. She (Fester-Wicomb) recalls Rive as a 

boisterous and rowdy individual who undermined the work of his colleagues. 

After a few encounters with Rive, fester-wicomb observes that he eventually 

became a more subdued personality. However, tragically, he was murdered at 

58, an incident that was attributed to his pattern of “picking” young men. 
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Rive’s life depicted a certain paradox and shifting power that is important 

to understanding one of the book’s central themes: assemblages. Throughout his 

life, he had access to patriarchal and masculine power and privileges that he relied 

on. Simultaneously, he was an object to the apartheid system that was racist and 

homophobic. Rive internalised homophobia and leveraged his access to mascu-

line power to assert himself in places where he perceived power. Meanwhile, this 

power did not shield him from being a victim of violent homophobia, eventually 

leading to his death. On the other hand, fester-wicomb described Rive as a 

personality that is occasionally conscious and subdued, with deep pain and 

loneliness.  Rive was also invested in social justice and anti-apartheid causes. 

All experiences in Rive’s story challenge our idea of stagnant power, or 

the lack thereof, especially when it comes to queer identities. It shows how a 

person’s position in a space, place or time provides them with power. As a gay 

man, Rive accessed masculine power, and people like him understand how to 

use such access at the expense of others. In this way, fester-wicomb’s “Querying 

the Queer” serves as a thorough diagnosis of power, which distinctly connects 

with Panashe Chigumadzi’s (2021, 226-237) “Hearing the Silence”. In her work, 

Chigumadzi (2021) helps us understand that what is not said is as important as 

what is said. She (Chigumadzi) uses a specific form of resistance and explains 

that silences also come from forced situations. Rive might have been silent about 

his homosexuality, because of internalised homophobia, fear of violence, or 

both. Still, the questions Chigumadzi invites us to ask are: “What can we learn 

from queer and black people’s silences?” “How do our histories of violence 

and power come into play in what we choose to share or not share explicitly?” 

“What stays unsaid by force of resistance?” and “What stays unheard by force 

of repression?” (Chigumadzi 2021, 235).

Concerning the idea of queerness, patriarchal violence, and power as a 

theme central to this anthology, it is worth citing Gabeeba Baderoon’s piece,  “‘I 

Compose Myself ’: Lesbian Muslim Autobiographies and Self-Crafting in South 

Africa” (Baderoon 2015), which criticises the universalisation of “coming out” 

without considering the context of black people in South Africa, specifically 

Muslim lesbians. 
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What fester-wicomb, Chigumadzi and Baderoon argue is that silences 

are complex, sometimes coming as resistance, and often, for people like Rive, 

representing internalised homophobia, or unwillingness to give up their power 

or force of repression. 

Remaking and Decoloniality

Surfacing concludes with narratives on eco-feminist practice by Yvette Abrahams 

and Patricia Mcfadden.  In her essay, “Bringing Water to Krotoa’s Garden: 

Decolonization and Direct Action”, Abrahams (2021, 274-283) argues that most 

people are complicit in retaining environmentally harmful practices. Abrahams 

takes direct action to “restore one hectare of land to its decolonial state” by 

practising indigenous farming techniques through the “labour of her hands and 

brains” (Abrahams 2021, 276). By tending to the hectare of land, she hopes to 

rejuvenate it from exploitation and over-ploughing. Abrahams’ “bringing water to 

Krotoa’s Garden” is as literal as it is metaphoric: she has actively restored the land 

and resisted capitalist practices, but she also uses the phrase as a way to connect 

structural oppression to that which happens to our lands and people. Abrahams 

states, “Even if we lock up every single individual who commits violent acts today, 

the system will continue to produce violent individuals who will take out their 

impotent rage on those closest to them and the most vulnerable in society” (2021, 

279). Patricia Mcfadden (2021, 284-301) follows similar steps in interrogating 

the systems that make patriarchal and capitalist violence possible. Throughout 

her essay, “Living a Radical African Feminist Life: A Journey to Sufficiency 

through Contemporality”, Mcfadden (2021) also moves from complicity within 

a capitalist and consumerist system to living self-sufficiently. She tends for 

herself on a hill while practising feminist love-politics and community with her 

neighbour, a woman from a lower economic status. 
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Abrahams, Mcfadden, and all other contributors to Surfacing do well in 

depicting how feminists move from “unmaking”, where we interrogate, learn 

and unravel systems, norms and practices that produce pain and violence, to 

“positioning” our selves, thoughts, imaginations and discomforts as resistance, 

and finally, “remaking” our spaces and world through practices of joy, collective 

care for people and land, and community building.

Surfacing is crafted as a continuation, re-telling and critique of existing 

feminist work, theories, life and practices. It uniquely draws from various literary 

expressions, such as reflections, critiques, storytelling, art and photography, 

which also makes it somewhat difficult to follow. However, as a continuation 

and interrogation of feminism, it would be most useful for knowledgeable and 

expert readers who have extensive experience in studying and engaging with 

feminist work. 

As a reader, Surfacing has become for me a reference and reflective 

resource on how feminists have grappled and reconciled with similar issues 

on religion, sexuality and gender, and the difficulties in navigating the life we 

desire within a capitalist and patriarchal society. In some parts, it is sobering; 

in others, it is validating and challenging; but collectively, it provides one with a 

clear pathway towards shaping one’s African feminist life.
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Endnotes

1.	 South African Khoikhoi woman exhibited in “freak shows” in Europe.

2.	 In this section, I use God and Allah interchangeably.
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Tribute to Professor Ama Ata Aidoo

From 

Takyiwaa Manuh

Dear Ama,

It has not been easy trying to compose a goodbye message to you. Kinna had 

called, I had visited you in hospital and knew that you were gravely ill. And then 

she called again early that morning, and my heart sank as I answered the phone. 

Where do I begin? From 1971 when I set out one Saturday morning from 

Wey Gey Hey with my friend Abena Oteng for the UCC Bookshop, to buy the 

‘Anthology from Ghana’ in which you had a short story, or later from around 

1972 when you would come to visit me at Sarbah Hall? Or much later, when I 

also became a ‘grown’ woman? -I remember the scolding I received from you 

in 1984 when you asked me where my infant daughter was, and I told you she 

was in the vehicle at the car park. 

In the ensuing 50+ years, we have shared many friends- still living or 

gone to their rest; visits, meals, conversations in person or over the phone; some 

moments of joy and exhilaration (never enough); and continuing anguish over 

the state of our nation and continent, and especially of its women and girls. There 

has been little or ‘no sweetness here,’ to quote you, as ‘those for whom things 

did not change’ have continued to multiply. The ‘black-eyed squint’ captured 

all this and more in her prodigious outpourings as she shouldered the defiance 

and loneliness of often being the lone sister among the brethren. 

But things would get better as an expanding circle of women who were not 

afraid to identify as feminists emerged, and sisterhoods developed and expanded 

with the birth of NETRIGHT, MBAAS3M, and The African Feminist Forum, 

among others. Kinna became more of our friend and one of us, and less of a 

daughter. 

Age was never a barrier with you-you were always Ama, aunt, sister, 

friend, fellow-traveler. You were open-hearted, simple, and generous, with few 

pretences, although you had travelled the world and rubbed shoulders with the 

high and mighty, as well as with the wananchi and mmobrowas, and you could 
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speak with which ever accent you chose. But throughout you remained yourself, 

principled and not afraid to speak your truth, to choose your friends and the 

side you were on and bear the consequences. 

We would have wished that voice to remain with us a little longer. But it 

was not our choice. You have exited in glory as the tributes that have poured in 

from across Africa and the globe testify.

We will continue to walk with Kinna and keep her and the grandchildren close. 

Dear sister, friend, old girl, aunt, sleep on and rise in power- we will see 

you on the other side. And give a warm hug and that laugh to all our friends 

who have passed on.

Aunt, Nantsew yie! Onyankopon onfa wo nsie! 
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Ama Ata Aidoo: The Pioneering Writer from Ghana Left 
Behind a String of Feminist Classics

 

Rose A. Sackeyfio

Note: This tribute was originally published in “The Conversation” on June 7th, 2023. 

Prolific author and former Ghanaian education minister Ama Ata Aidoo passed 

away on 31 May 2023 at the age of 81. News of her death reverberated around 

the world, proof of her towering influence in literary, feminist and political spaces.

Aidoo was Ghana’s foremost woman writer and her distinguished 

career spanned several decades. Her literary contribution places her among 

the first generation of African women writers of the post-independence era. 

After  independence in Ghana in 1957 she became a leading feminist voice 

within postcolonial writing.

For over 20 years, my research, scholarship and teaching has explored 

the literature of African women writers, including Aidoo. My work celebrates 

their remarkable contributions to women’s and gender studies through literary 

expression.

Through a feminist lens, Aidoo’s writing conveys great insight into the 

complexities and challenges of African women’s lives in colonial and postcolonial 

societies. She writes about women who must navigate local norms and expec-

tations, customs and traditions – including race, class and gender inequalities.

Get your news from people who know what they’re talking 
about.

Get newsletter

A consummate storyteller, Aidoo captures in her body of writing the dynamism 

of Ghanaian and African women’s lives. Strong women characters exhibit intel-

ligence and agency in the search for happiness and success.

As a writer and an outspoken thinker, Aidoo was a pioneering global figure.
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Who was Ama Ata Aidoo?

Aidoo was born on 23 March 1942 in southern Ghana to a royal family of 

the Fante ethnic community. Encouraged by her father to pursue western 

education, she began writing at 15. After completing school in Cape Coast, 

she attended the University of Ghana, where she majored in English literature.

At university she participated in the Ghana Drama Studio and published 

her first play, Dilemma of a Ghost, in 1965. This was the first play to be published 

in English by an African woman.

Her teaching career began in 1970 and lasted for over a decade at the 

University of Cape Coast. But the unfavourable political climate in the country 

failed to nurture her creative talent. In 1982 she was appointed Minister of 

Education by head of state Jerry J. Rawlings. She resigned from her position in 

less than two years because of political repression and migrated to Zimbabwe, 

where she resumed writing and teaching.

She subsequently taught in the US until her retire-

ment in 2012. Her many literary works have been met with 

critical acclaim, documentaries and robust scholarly engagement.

Her writing

Aidoo repositioned women’s writing within a male-dominated canon in African 

literature during the mid-1960s. Dilemma of a Ghost was followed by her second 

play, Anowa, in 1970.

Her novels Our Sister Killjoy: or Reflections of a Black-Eyed Squint (1977) 

and Changes: A Love Story (1991) disrupted the stereotypical portrayals of women 

that were common in male-authored African texts. In both, Aidoo crafted strong, 

intelligent and outspoken female protagonists – a form of “writing back” to 

reclaim African women’s voices from the literary margins.

Important themes in Aidoo’s works include postcolonial perspectives, 

feminist expression and the interplay of tradition and modernity. She also 

explored the relationship between Ghana and its diaspora in the rest of the world.
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Aside from her novels and drama, Aidoo produced multiple works across 

genres of poetry, short fiction, essays and literary criticism. Her literary style 

draws heavily upon African oral traditions and a combination of prose and 

poetry.

Key works

I’m fortunate to have experienced a rewarding friendship with Aidoo that began 

in 2012, at the African Literature Association conference. I cherish the memory 

of her warmth and hospitality and her insightful perspectives on contempo-

rary women’s issues. Her fiction inspired my early scholarly engagement with 

victimhood and agency in the work of African women writers and influenced 

my approach to feminist-inspired African texts.

Feminist Press at the City University of New York

Of particular interest to me have been her novel Changes: A Love Story, the 

short story collection No Sweetness Here and the play Anowa. In these works Aidoo 
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presents mixed outcomes for women characters as they respond to patriarchy, 

urbanisation and conflicting demands of modernity in Ghana.

Changes skilfully examines the complexities of Ghanaian women’s difficult 

choices and their responsibility for their destiny in life. Aidoo interrogates the 

extent to which a woman who follows her own path ends up better off than the 

woman who obeys conventional social norms.

No Sweetness Here portrays Ghanaian women faced with choices that 

challenge these norms and expectations and who must deal with the realities of 

the modern world of social flux and changing identity.

Feminist Press at the City University of New York

Anowa is set in the 1800s in colonial Ghana, where feminist themes emerge 

through the actions of the female protagonist. Anowa rebels against her parents’ 

authority and traditional roles for women by marrying a man her family has 

rejected. The outcome for her is tragic.
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As an outspoken voice for women, Aidoo articulated the impact of social, 

economic and political forces on the lives of African women. She asserts:

On the whole, African traditional societies seem to have been at odds with themselves 

as to what exactly to do with women.

This dilemma lies at the crux of the feminist perspectives found in her 

writing. They underscore the pressing need for social transformation and equality 

for women.

Legacy

Aidoo’s legacy may be seen in the outpouring of African literature in the 21st 

century by women authors who now dominate the field. A new generation of 

leading women writers from Africa owe their inspiration to Ama Ata Aidoo 

and other pioneers like Flora Nwapa and Buchi Emecheta from Nigeria and 

Senegal’s Mariama Ba. They all broke barriers for women as literary godmothers 

of feminist expression and through innovative ways of telling the African story.

Ghana and the world may have lost a commanding presence on the 

literary stage but her works will remain as cherished classics in African and 

world literature.
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