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The impl icat ions of  the growing c lout of  emerging powers

African civil society in a new era of 

international trade relations

Herbert Moseki

This article seeks to explore the ability of civil society to influence one 
particular policy area: trade policy. African countries are facing the chal-
lenge of how to reasonably utilise the forces of NGOs in solving their 
practical problems with, for example, good governance and economic 
development. They also face the challenge of preventing these organisa-
tions from becoming the tools of foreign donors, trying to realise their 
own goals. The article tries to analyse this relationship in the context of 
the prevailing international development discourse, and the subsequent 
emergence of the BRICS onto the global stage. It is argued that one 
important role of civil society could be to ensure that trade relations 
guarantee a sustainable development of the African economies, thereby 
assuring the creation of jobs for poor people and access to basic services.

Trade and development: Is there space for the civil society?

Organisations such as United Nations Conference on Trade and Develop-
ment (UNCTAD), the World Bank and the International Trade Centre 
(ITC) have linked trade and development in the past. Until recently, 
however, the link was not prominent in broader development circles. The 
tone began to change when world leaders announced the Millennium 
Development Goals in 2000, and gained momentum when the World 
Trade Organisation (WTO) launched a new round of talks in 2001. 
The Doha Development Agenda promised to put developing countries’ 
concerns at the heart of trade negotiations. Belonging to the world’s largest 
trading club is important, but being a member is not enough. Part of the 
answer lies in Aid for Trade. The fact is that many developing countries 
have been unable to benefit from the market opening that the WTO 
has achieved, because they lack the necessary trade-related capacity and 
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infrastructure. Various issues shape the Aid for Trade debate, relating 
to both the quantity and quality of aid. One important influence is the 
Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness. The Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) is examining how to measure 
and evaluate the impact of Aid for Trade. Lessons learned indicate a need 
for more predictable financing, “demand driven” programs to ensure 
ownership and coordination among donors, and a stronger poverty 
reduction focus. The ITC is contributing to ongoing initiatives.

The Doha trade talks may have stalled in July 2006, but there was 
consensus on one issue: the importance of Aid for Trade. At the Hong 
Kong ministerial meeting, Japan announced trade-related development 
assistance spending of 10 billion USD over three years; the United States 
announced Aid for Trade grants of 2.7 billion USD a year by 2010; and 
the European Union and its member states announced trade-related 
development assistance spending of 2 billion Euros per year by 2010. 
A WTO task force on the subject released recommendations at the end 
of July. “There was a clear consensus on the Task Force that Aid for 
Trade is important in its own right, and that it should move forward 
expeditiously, despite the current difficulties in the Round,” said Mia 
Horn af Rantzien, at the time Ambassador of Sweden to the WTO and 
Chair of the Task Force.

Africa as an emergent power in the twenty-first century

The twenty-first century might very well see Africa emerging as a promin-
ent contestant on the global playing field. Many opinion leaders in Africa 
and elsewhere fully realise that the continent, with its wealth of people 
and resources, is too valuable a potential player to remain idle on the 
sidelines. However, it is common to find commentators that simply write 
Africa off on the basis of its track record. To grasp the positive dynamics 
that give rise to an optimistic outlook, one should instead take cognisance 
of how out of form for international competition the continent was ten 
or more years ago. The World Bank published the book “Can Africa 
Claim the 21st Century?” in 2000. Giving a comprehensive account of 
the status of Africa at the time, the authors dealt frankly with issues that 
had afflicted the continent in the preceding decades and brought it to 
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the brink of collapse. Among the contributing factors they exposed were 
bad national policies, shortcomings in leadership and weak governance, 
as well as some unwise policies and practices on the part of international 
institutions such as World Bank and the IMF. The 1980s were singled 
out as a particularly bad period in Africa’s history, plagued by instances 
of corruption, military rule, violations of human rights, large numbers 
of refugees and aborted elections in many countries.

The BRICS–Africa relationship in perspective 

The development of the BRICS provides many lessons in terms of how 
reforms can lift the poor out of poverty. Since China adopted an open 
door policy in the late 1970’s, according to the World Bank, it has redu-
ced the number of people classified as living in poverty by 600 million, a 
very respectable 46 percent of its population. Fuelled by Brazil, between 
2002 and 2008, Latin America removed 40 million out of its 580 million 
population from poverty. The point is clear; as the GDP growth rates 
of the so-called emerging nations continue their frenetic pace, the levels 
of poverty fall. This is true for China, India, and Brazil and it is starting 
to be so for Sub-Saharan Africa. So, what is the game-changing and 
exciting meaning behind the phenomenal growth rates seen in China, 
India and Brazil?

South Africa’s membership in the BRICS bolsters its position as a 
world champion; this will raise its clout on the world stage. In order to 
recognise the channels through which civil society may influence Africa’s 
trade policy within this unfolding scenario, it is necessary to first analyse 
the legal framework of the bi- and multilateral relations South Africa 
already has, such as the Southern African Customs Union (SACU), the 
Southern African Development Community (SADC), and TIDCA, the 
SACU-USA Trade, Investment and Development Cooperation Agree-
ment. South Africa accounts for a third of the GDP in Sub-Saharan 
Africa and will offer BRICS members improved access to one billion 
consumers on the continent, as well as mineral resources including oil 
and plutonium.  Many analysts claim that geo-politics drove China 
to invite South Africa to the club. South Africa’s part in African post-
conflict reconstruction and its leading influence in the African continent 
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is evidently important. Other analysts are inclined to believe that China’s 
BRICS membership invitation is a strategically-timed diplomatic master 
stroke. China is moving expeditiously to make sure it has political capital 
in Africa, when it comes to taking tactical decisions that affect Africa’s 
domestic and international affairs.

It is evident that communication between China and Africa is moving 
beyond the traditional areas, such as politics, business and trade. One 
example would be the China and Africa NGO Seminar that took place in 
Beijing in October 2010 under the theme “Enhance China-Africa Friend-
ship, Seek Common Development.” The seminar was co-organised by the 
China NGO Network for International Exchanges and Chinese-African 
People’s Friendship Association, and it provided a platform for Chinese 
and African representatives to share their experience of NGO practices.

New policies at the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) 
have also helped trade volume. At FOCAC’s Fourth Ministerial Conferen-
ce held in Egypt in November 2009, eight new measures were launched. 
Apart from continuing and increasing support in various areas – such as 
debt relief, expanding investment and aid to Africa – the new policies 
also put forward measures on environmental protection, clean energy, 
science and technology cooperation, as well as more support to African 
small and medium-sized enterprises. These policies are conducive to 
the expansion of Chinese and African market capacity and to updating 
trade structures, and the projects signal a new period of development for 
China-Africa trade and relations.

The fact that South Africa offers a gateway into the SADC market 
furthers China’s corporate interests. The going-out strategy of Chinese 
companies will get a boost by joining South Africa’s corporations in their 
exploring and exploiting of market and other opportunities in African 
economies. There are certain caveats to this theory, though; South 
Africa’s ability to represent the African voice in multilateral fora and to 
be a gateway for the BRICS countries into Africa is questionable, and 
it is not clear whether the African bloc sees South Africa this way. This 
attempt by South Africa to be lead agency of the African agenda could 
be interpreted as a sub-imperial agenda across Africa (Moran 2011).
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As South Africa contemplates its role and duties, it will be critical to 
evaluate how it interjects this with its interests in the region and on the 
continent as a whole. Not only does it need to demonstrate to its BRICS 
partners the confidence it has shown in its membership; it must also 
illustrate to the African people the efficacy of being part of the BRICS. It 
should not only be about multilateralism. Also needed are direct links to 
overcoming domestic, regional and continental challenges and aspirations, 
like unemployment and social development. The greatest challenge for 
South Africa is to start making BRICS work for it, while at the same time 
reconciling the expectations its BRICS partners may have.

The role of civil society: Way forward 

In such a complex world, with such seemingly intractable challenges, the 
ideal model would be one where the state (public services), the private 
sector (wealth creation) and civil society (social empowerment), each on 
its own platform, work together to meet developmental needs respon-
sibly. In partnerships, all may profit. Non-profit organisations should 
display the same sense of urgency, efficiency, and drive for quality and 
performance that many state and finanical organisations show. Likewise, it 
would be ideal if business displayed the same sense of passion, virtue and 
willingness to serve and to do good that characterises so many NGOs. A 
growing number of non-profit organisations do not depend on donations 
alone, but are taking pro-active steps to diversify funding sources and 
focus on sustainability.

To call upon civil society to participate in development and gover-
nance will require a radical shift in orientation, this in its turn calling for 
strategic planning and training on resource mobilisation techniques and 
organisational development techniques already alluded to. It will require 
a review of capacities, activities and services to enhance the capacity of 
not only civil society , but also of governments, in Africa to truly alleviate 
poverty. This has a direct bearing on the kind of technical assistance each 
will seek from the donors. In this context, the focus should be on how to 
improve coordination in the areas of capacity building and strengthening 
of civil society for development; the establishment of appropriate legal 
frameworks; the instalment of systems that ensure both economically and 
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financially accountable systems; a consensus on a common definition; 
and a priority agenda and practical modalities for popular participation 
in governance. The main weakness identifiable in civil society movements 
in Africa is that most of the time government programs are underutilised, 
often reflecting design flaws in terms of relevance. The programs often do 
not correspond to the needs of a community, because there is no involve-
ment of the intended beneficiaries in the design and implementation of 
the programs. Participatory methodologies for planning, implementation 
and monitoring are the way to improved national capacities. 

What are the basic modalities that should be adapted to ensure that 
the economic policies and strategies at the regional, national and inter-
national levels are supportive of sustained growth and poverty reduction 
in developing countries? I would suggest a three tier approach, the first 
being consensus building in the areas of interdependence, globalisation, and 
development strategies for better informed policy making, via a high level 
intergovernmental dialogue among the affected parties. Among the issues 
examined here would be issues related to policy coherence, and concrete 
proposals on how to achieve greater coherence. The second would be 
(policy-oriented) research and analysis  of the modalities of integration 
of civil society groups. The analytical work will provide the basis for 
deliberations on the interdependence and global economic issues from a 
trade and development perspective on economic development in Africa. 
The third tier would be technical assistance, its basis being resource and 
financial management, as well as social entrepreneurship to help them 
sustain themselves in the long run as opposed to relying on donor funding.  

The idea of having civil society lobby groups on board in deciding 
the trade agenda is a move towards achieving trade justice. The idea of 
trade justice or “fair trade” is a relatively new concept, which has been 
integrated into the discourse of sustainable development. Its definition, 
according to FINE – an international fair trade umbrella organisation – 
is of an alternative approach to conventional trade, a trade partnership 
which aims for the sustainable development of disadvantaged producers 
(Krier 2001). Fair trade is not merely about the process of trade itself, 
but also about development among Southern producers and Northern 
consumers. The challenge is that producers sometimes are too small to 
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live up to quality and quantity thresholds required for export. They may 
build the critical mass through joint production arrangements to achieve 
higher economies of scale. Overheads can be spread on efficiency enhanc-
ing equipment, technical personnel, and marketing. 

It is obvious that globalisation is putting to test the cohesive forces of 
the nation state; in fact, it has made the state porous. In addition to that, 
mechanisms of international governance cause human rights violations 
and social injustices that are not under the control of the nation state. 
This compels civil society organisations to organise themselves to deal with 
this new centre of power, as many features indicate that economic integ-
ration of the globe has left social and ecological considerations behind. 
In response to this, a much more integrated and globally responsive civil 
society movement is the answer. 
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