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point of view
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Are landlocked
countries condemned?
1° s:,y lhut nearly all of Africa forms part of what is
commonly called the world’s underdeveloped area, is a truism;
countless surveys, dissertations, essa-ys on all aspects of African
socioeconomic reality have amply demonstrated and even pop
ularized it. Therefore we shall not confine ourselves to repeat
ing this tired cliche. It would perhaps be more fruitful to sort
out the diflerences within the western zone of our continent.
We clearly see two groups of countries — isles of growth,
ot development, il this is not too strong a word, literally close
to the sea; and the poorest countries, whose map coincides
with that of the “ landlocked countries,” countries without
access to the coast.
Such coincidence cannot be attributed to chance. Let us
rather consider the following questions:
• Is there a correlation between a landlocked position
and underdevelopment?
• If so, what are the factors that enable us to state that
the lack of a coast is an obstacle to developmont?
• In that case, what measures have to be taken to achieve
economic take-olf?
One does not have to be an eminent economist to make
out certain handicaps which are the common lot of African
countries without access to the coast.
Economic writings have shown us that remoteness from
the sea increases import and export costs, aggravates supply
difficulties by lengthening delivery times, and consequently
raises the prices of the factors of production, putting them
beyond the reach of the peasant’s purse. For Upper Volta,
the Abidjan-Niger railroad is the only access to the coast and
therefore the only route for importing, and exporting commod
ities and goods.
The many “ stabilization funds ” operating in the inland
countries are a result of the influence of geographic position
on the prices of export commodities.
Many people regard these constraints as a justification
for the poverty of countries without access to the coast. It
is indisputable that their continental situation intensifies the
difficulties of economic take-off. But this factor alone could
not justify »economic stagnation and even regression. We have
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the Swiss example to deny it. Let us rather take a look at the
history of West Africa’s “ inland countries.”
We do not intend to paint an idyllic picture of precolonial
Africa. This can be left to certain builders of myths.
The societies of our zone were essentially agrarian, with
land and man as the principal resources of production. Many
descriptions by explorers of different origin and background
attest to the existence of a prosperous agriculture which met
the needs of autochthonous populations. Markets well sup
plied with agricultural produce and prosperous handicraft —
these are the two points that emerge from the reports.
The existence of far-flung trade, indicating relations within
and outside the region, and the surge of great empires of vary
ing duration and stability —
Ghana, Mali, Songhai and
Mossi — are the incontestable
achievement and sign of a pro
cess of internal and autonomous
#£•
evolution of the societies in our
region. On the other hand, the
existence of social <structures
§
with a leading class providing
f
centralizing political functions
and thus not directly participat
ing in production presupposed
an essentially agricultural sur
plus levied in the form of a tax
to maintain that class.
Colonization marked the
end of this period of autono
mous evolution by creating regional inequalities of develop
ment, especially between the coastal zone and certain areas of
the interior.
1 he coastal areas were developed for export agriculture
— cocoa, coffee, groundnuts, cotton — while the inland areas
were assigned the role of manpower or food products suppliers.
This specialization imposed on the two groups of countries has
greatly contributed to the present situation, which may be
termed “ underdevelopment within underdevelopment.”
Upper Volta is a glaring example. Subjected to the un
certainties of export crops on the Ivory Coast, the area was
strictly confined to the role of a supplier of manpower. Its
development was not even planned during that period, and
its very existence as an autonomous entity was doubtful. : - < k
Created in 1919, it was suppressed in 1932 and split up among
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their extreme underdevelopment
is determined less
by geography than by history
by YAYA KONATE

Ihc Ivory Coast, Mali and Niger, but was reestablished in 1947,
What are Ihe results of such ups and downs of history?
• Upper Volta was a country, with an inarticulate and
extrovert economy (to use Samir Amin’s expression) when
it gained political independence in 1958. It consists mainly
ol an agricultural sector which has almost entirely remained
in its traditional ways, with some modern pockets here and
there.
• As the agro pastoral and mining potential had never
been systematically explored, an immense task of construction
had to be undertaken in ignorance of available resources.
• Peasants represent 95 percent of the total population,
and agriculture accounts for nearly 95 percent of the gross

say that the Mali socialism of Modibo Keita’s regime and
Guinea’s socialism have the common feature of being a policy
against colonization, an attempt to get rid of the economic
structures built by the colonizers and to replace them by a
national structure attracting the support of the popular mosses.
But beyond the many orientations and experiments chosen
after independence, the fundamental problem remains the same
for all Prench-speaking countries of Africa — economic and
social development. This is a compelling consideration, above
all ideological controversies. Primum vivere, delude philosophare.
Now, the prerequisite for economic development of the
landlocked countries in West Africa is a reshaping of economic
structures to fashion their elements in line with national needs.
This is an urgent necessity. Structural distortions, the
after-effects of colonialism — for instance, decisional centres
located abroad — must be identified and tackled with the
determination of correcting them. If this is not done, inter
national aid will merely aggravate economic distortions and,
in the last analysis, help to enrich the wealthier countries even
further.
\
E le m e n ta ry tru th

the encroaching desert ”

national product. As no elforts were made to educate and
train the masses during the colonial era, the peasants have
carried on their traditional cropping methods: extensive agri
culture with nomadism, the outcome being deforestation. The
advance ol the desert, its immediate consequence, therefore
cannot be explained as a natural fatality. On the contrary, it
is the outcome of a dialectic contrast between nature and the
method of work.
It goes without saying that the countries which have
gained political independence now face the task of achieving
economic independence and they have not all chosen the same
road:
some chose Marxism, others liberalism or African
socialism.
The controversy on the adequacy or inadequacy of each
of these ways is by no means settled. All the same, we may

i

I he concept of economic development as a recasting
of structures makes it necessary to overcome the stage of sec
toral development and to take a global view, an absolutely
essential condition to avoid the confusion of growth with eco
nomic development.
Any concrete process of development is, above all, a
phenomenon characteristic of a given society. It is conditioned
by the human potential, social organization, culture, natural
resources, propensity to change. It follows that if one really
wishes to develop a country, the centres of decision must
be kept within the national context. This elementary truth
is very often disregarded.
The Seminar of the African Institute for Economic De
velopment and Planning, held at Bamako from 5 to 30 March
1973, examined development strategics for landlocked coun
tries in West Africa and reached the following conclusions:
in view of the particular structures of the inland countries, agri
cultural development should form the basis of national devel
opment.
This recommendation is not new as far as Upper Volta
is concerned. The crux of the problem is not so much in the
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objectives ¡mil ’lie way of attaining them as in finding ttie peoples of our continent. But wc must admit that omi is,
means for carrying them out.
above all, a moral force which does not succeed in abolishing
In Upper Volta, agricultural development is bound up regional particularisms, conflicts of interests, and exacerbated
with the solution of a series of constraints, of which the two national individualities.
main ones are low productivity which must be raised by in
It follows that true unification of the continent will prob
troducing more modern inputs, and the encroaching desert ably start with regional groupings.
which p o s e s the problem of cultivable land.
lo deal with the first, we advocate “ incentive structures ” C o r r o s i v e f a c t o r
linking sociocultural objectives with economic aims.
They
wcmid:
The Balkanization of West Africa sprang directly front
• create conditions for supplying inputs for production national independence in the 1960s. The colonial empires, as
at prices people can alford to pay;
far as French West Africa- was concerned, were shattered into
• ensure the sale of commodities on attractive terms for a multitude of small states.
the producer;
The first tendency of these states was to surround them
• educate producers, enabling them to adapt themselves selves with strong barriers behind which regimes in power
to economic hazards, to fluctuations of the national and world
proceeded to carry out a policy of personal development. This
markets;
Balkanization of West Africa exists at various levels:
• align producers with do
• Custom fragmentation
mestic consumers. The expan
• Dislocation of the mo
sion of the domestic market
netary system
must be based on national pro
• Disparity of (he price
duction.
Historical develop
system.
ments, on the contrary, have
But in recent years, un
created a domestic market for
doubtedly in the light of expe
foreign products, thus impos
rience of the past decade, a new
ing alienating patterns of con
phase has begun:
regional
sumption.
economic groupings (the LipExperience shows that the
tako-Gourma project involving
organization of sales outlets is
Upper Volta, Mali and Niger;
an important element in stimu
the former Organization of Se
lating the peasants' interest in
negal River States).
production. A case in point
This trend is a big step
is cotton production in Upper
forward. Nevertheless, we think
Volta which is wholly bought
that groupings of an economic
by the c m i ginning plant’.
nature are not enough for a
This means that in many
true regional integration.
cases industrial development
Under present conditions,
requires the setting up of pro
regional economic organizations
cessing industries, such as rice mills, oil and soap works or may come up against individualistic development policies. And
sugar refineries, which, in addition to their activities, should the only way of neutralizing this corrosive factor would be to
organize the peasants for production and sales.
proceed to a political grouping, with political unification pre
I'llc second constraint, it would seem, calls for a twofold ceding economic integration and serving as its basis.
series of measures involving:
Only then could the resources belonging to several West
• Systematic harnessing of watercourses. In these coun African states be exploited ’ in a consistent manner because
tries where large parts are declared disaster areas because of utilization would take place in a politically unified area.
endemic drought, the development of valleys and swamplands
Economic development of the landlocked West African
is the only way for agricultural development. It would make countries is a colossal and complex undertaking. It is, of
it possiNe to use land through irrigation and to settle people course, impossible to find a definitive solution in a few lines.
who have been fleeing from areas affected by the advancing But efforts must be guided by reflection and analysis; it’s the
desert.
way to avoid mistakes and find a fertile soil for new ideas.
• Systematic reforestation, whose importance need not If this reflection spurs others, our purpose will be achieved.
be emphasi/cd. But *a reforestation policy should be worked
Emerging from underdevelopment, raising the living stan
out on a regional scale, as is the case for the Mali-Upper dards of peoples, and giving Africa her rightful place in the
Volla-Nigci Maurilania-Senegal region, with the help of the concert of nations------ this is the great task that must guide
l failed Nat ions.
our thinking in the light of the experience gained so far.
■
African unity is a necessity deriving not only from the
1 Compagnie française pour le développement des fibres tex tiles.
complementary nature of resources but also from the common ~ French \Vest. Africa: a former government-general which grouped
the French colonies of Senegal. Mauritania, the Sudan (now Mali), Upper
fate imposed by the colonizers.
Niger, Guinea, the Ivory Coast and Dahomey in a federation from
The Organization for African Unity is a legitimate ex Volta,
1895 to 1958. Capital: Dakar. On independence, these territories
pression of the determination for concerted progress of all became separate states.
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