Mr. Ousmane Sy (Mali),

Winner of the King Baudouin International Development Prize 2004-2005

“for the strength of his vision and the courage of his convictions on the subject of governance in Africa, and for the originality of his campaigns in Mali by which, through a participatory process of decentralization and the organization of transparent elections, he has succeeded in creating an environment conducive to a better public administration and increased stability, two conditions that are crucial for development.”

Ousmane Sy, born in Mali in 1949, is the key figure in decentralisation and reform of governance in his country. He also plays an important role in the sub-region of West Africa, where he strives to allow reforms implemented at local and national level to go hand in hand with reforms at regional level.

Ousmane Sy holds a diploma in agricultural economics and agricultural development, and a doctorate in social and economic development. He was in charge of the programmes developed by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in Mali from 1987 to 1993. From 1993 to 2000, he ran the ‘Mission for decentralisation and institutional reforms’ which was to conduct this process at the request of the new democratic administration. In the year 2000, he joined the government as Minister of Territorial Administration and Local Communities, which allowed him to convert technical work into political actions. He also organized the presidential elections of 2002.

A local anchorage; a return to diversity

When the decentralisation operation began, Mali had 19 urban communes. In 1998, 703 communes had been created through a process that involved close consultation with the local populations. Today, about ten parties take part in public administration and have responsibilities at different levels: political diversity has been installed by decentralisation.

Ousmane Sy sums up what is at stake: Decentralisation certainly allows consolidation of the democratic process by widening its base. It secures the process at local level by submitting democratisation to the test of reality on a local scale. It also constitutes a lever to make the local economy more dynamic by moving the political decision-making level closer to local agents. (…) The decision-makers are now the people on the ground, local people, and not those appointed by central government. Local authorities may also be challenged in regional languages : decentralisation has acted as a synonym for the recognition of linguistic and cultural diversity.   

The decentralisation project was used as a basis for negotiations with rebel Tuareg movements in the North. It satisfied the demands of these movements regarding the acknowledgement of their existence. Decentralisation indeed provides a response to some of the questions posed by diversity. It allows the diversity to express itself much better. We must, of course, not forget that Mali has its roots in old empires, which were created during the 8th and 9th centuries in the vast regional spaces from the Atlantic to Niger, from the edge of the desert to Liberia: the empire of Ghana, Mali, the Songhai empire… Decentralisation has allowed communities to rediscover ancient identities.

An exportable model?

Together with other Africans, Ousmane Sy created the ‘Governance in Africa’ network, currently covering 14 nations in western and central Africa. He has chaired the West Africa Rural Foundation (FRAO) since 1992. He also established his own expertise and advice centre, the CEPIA (Centre for Political and Institutional Expertise in Africa).

A common denominator of many African countries is the seizure of decision-making and administrative powers by a minority. They all experience the same crisis, which has been produced by the centralisation inherited from colonial government. Decentralisation can provide an answer to this. It can, however, automatically open up a basic debate, for example, on the role and place of traditional authorities. It is Africa’s turn to find answers to this question, which has created deadlock for so long.

I am now involved with an experiment in Chad and another in Togo. But I am not providing any recipes. The most important concept is to put forward a process, an approach. The first principle that we can explain to others is that we took decentralisation on board as political reform, and not simply as administrative reform. The second principle is that we agreed to open up reform to all levels of the population, and, to this end, we focused most strongly on communication. The third principle is that we must agree to level out all issues, while obviously ensuring that this does not tear the country apart.

The « Governance in Africa » network shares experiences gathered at the local level in different West African countries, some of which are older than the decentralisation achieved in Mali. Its protagonists very quickly realised that the issue of governance not only concerned states, but should also be regarded in terms of regional integration: our states are too distant from the people to allow them to act in relation to change, and decentralisation is therefore imposed on them, but they are also too small to take on the international stakes of change by themselves.

Change is possible in Africa

Ousmane Sy’s message is clear, and his conviction profound: Change is possible in Africa, in spite of negative images and headlines which all too often induce Afro-pessimism. All my writings and my work are designed to demonstrate that changes can be made, under certain conditions, among which decentralisation, regional integration and better governance inspired by the experiences of Africans are at the top of the list.
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