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Rhetoric versus reality – There is a perceived mismatch between the analysis of rural transport problems in developing countries and the implementation of solutions. 
Discuss and present innovative solutions for bridging this gap.
OVERALL WINNING ENTRY - VIROZIAN OKECH – KENYA

Poverty reduction in rural areas, especially in Third World countries, is top of the agenda for most Governments and development-minded members of society, the world over. 

Levels of poverty are affected by a number of factors, and transport is a key element in enabling other factors such as health, education and trade to play a role in improving the welfare of  members of the community. 

Efficient rural transport is, however, a milestone yet to be achieved. ‘Efficient’ in this context refers to how well the roads that are built, serve the local community in terms of their quality and the quantity of roads; Do they serve the majority of people or just a few well connected members of the community?  ‘Efficient’ also refers to the ‘means of transport’ used, for example, vehicles or animal transport such as donkeys, given that efficient transport is only complete with access to roads and a means of travel. 

Inefficiency in the provision of rural transport can, in the main, be blamed on poor governance and lack of good leadership. In rural transport provision, poor governance can manifest itself in many areas, and in many forms, such as poor decisions, poor quality work, corruption, poor management and lack of accountability.

Generally, the analysis of rural transport problems is not contentious. Most people would agree that due to the limited availability of funds, that roads should be built in areas where they benefit most people.  For example, roads leading to the most schools, health centres and markets, and also roads that link important towns or centres, depending on the overall benefit the community derives from them.  For example an area with no social amenities or commercial centre may be linked to a more established centre from where needed raw materials can be  obtained.

The means of travel used is also an important issue in the analysis of rural transport problems, and on this issue, it is also generally agreed upon that rural transport in developing countries is very often restricted to animal or human transport, with a limited use of bicycles. Motor vehicles are mostly utilised by those travelling long distances to far away places, or are reserved for official use by the Police or health centre staff, if they are fortunate enough to be provided with these by the government or donors/sponsors.  

The analysis of rural transport for development issues is therefore generally agreed upon. The problem lies instead in the solutions that are suggested to deal with these transport problems, or in some cases it is not the suggested solutions that are the problem, but rather the way that they are implemented; it is here that poor governance and lack of leadership come into play.

Firstly, lets take a look at decision-making. The decisions to be made concern funds i.e. where to source funds from, how to utilise limited resources, and also where roads are most needed and should therefore be built. As straight forward as this may seem, these decisions are often marred by political interference when, for example, those charged with the decision-making task sometimes seek political patronage by choosing to build roads on the basis of them serving a political leader’s family and friends.

Another decision to be made is the type or quality of the road to be made. Quite often those in authority build poor quality roads which cannot endure all kinds of weather, come rain or shine, due to lack of sufficient funds or corruption.  In these cases, incorrect and inappropriate decisions and actions are taken even though what would be efficient and effective is known. Decision-making may also be hampered by a long and bureaucratic process for making decisions, with no opportunity for input from people on the ground.
One of the main steps taken by most governments to ease the decision-making enigma is decentralisation of power into smaller administrative centres. This is a brilliant idea in theory but in reality it rarely has the expected results. I think that the main problem is that leaders’ understanding of what decentralisation means and how it works, is opposed to how they feel it should work. It is a problem that often leaders are not keen on the actual delegation of power and authority to others. 
For decentralisation to be effective, real delegation of power to make and implement decisions is needed. Decentralisation not only enhances accountability, it also makes it easier to identify who is responsible should anything go wrong; thus making the work of high ranking official’s easier. However, complete delegation of all power to decentralised units may not work if checks and balances are not put in place. A panel of officials that includes a professional Engineer to ensure proper procedures are followed and quality is upheld must be set up. There should also be a member of the rural community, preferably chosen by members of the community, to ensure that the projects will serve the best interests of the members of the community in the most equitable, efficient and effective way.
Governments that are not keen on delegating power, can still decentralise resources to enhance equitable distribution, ownership, responsibility and accountability for rapid road infrastructure development. For example, in Kenya, the Government decided to allocate and transfer development funds to constituencies, based on factors such as the size and degree of infrastructure required, amongst others. Development in this case is therefore carried out at the constituency level and it is the responsibility of the Member of Parliament (MP) representing that constituency to set up a Funds Management Board to determine the projects that are needed in order of priority. 
This idea is a good one, but the way the management teams are set up and the checks and balances put in place do not working effectively in some cases. In some constituencies, members of the public have complained that MPs only appoint members of their families to the Funds Management Board and quite often the funds are exhausted on ‘ghost’ projects; there have even been cases where completed projects have not cost the amount of funds stated to have been used. In other cases, MPs have returned funds to the treasury due to ‘failure to identify a viable project’ to undertake showing a lack of the necessary leadership. 
To safeguard against nepotism and corruption, the Funds Management Board that manages the Constituency Development Fund (CDF), should be made up of administrators appointed by the Government, including professionals such as road Civil Engineers, a representative chosen by the people, and the MP, whose job it should be to help identify the development projects needed by constituents, in line with the opinion of the community representative on the Board. The Government should monitor how the development funds they allocate are utilised and be ready to take legal action for mismanagement of these funds as the chief custodians of tax payers money. 
Despite these problems the Kenyan initiative described above is a step in the right direction.

Usually, resources are scarce, but it is possible to utilise these resources in such a way that optimal benefits are derived from them, and are felt by all those who should be benefitting from them. For example, labour in rural areas is cheap and in many places volunteered for free if members of the community feel that a project will benefit each one of them greatly. In most rural areas in Kenya, for example, when one member of the community needs help in the form of labour, for example, for harvesting their crops, they call other villagers to assist and in return for the villager’s labour cook them a meal, as opposed to paying them money. This works well because in rural areas food is more readily available than cash and is still a readily acceptable method of payment. In a similar vein, if funds for a particular type or quality of road are limited, members of the community can be enlisted to help with the building of the road project instead of producing something that is sub-standard.

It is necessary to gauge the importance of the road project to the development and livelihood of the people, and launch a campaign to sensitise the community to these issues and how the project will be durable and effective. It is very likely that villagers will be willing to help in any way that they can if it does not involve cash flow. The men will probably offer to move, carry or fetch heavy loads and place them where required while the women may fetch water and even offer to cook for those involved in the project. If the right information and sensitisation occurs in order to get the community on board, the food they may have to donate will be seen as a small price to pay for an all-weather road that leads to the market, where they will be able to deliver their goods for sale, the health centre or to school. 

In Kenya, the Government or the Constituency Development Fund management team may also want to reconsider their current stand and build quality roads one section at a time, which although will take longer to complete will serve communities for longer, and would be better than the alternative of building less important and cheaper roads.
Corruption can also be addressed through decentralisation, coupled with the real delegation of power to an administrative or management team who are properly selected with well defined roles and the power to plan, design and fulfil these roles. This will make these leaders fully responsible and accountable for their own actions and should make it unlikely for members of the team to collude with one another in a detrimental way as each individual will be answerable for their own actions. 

In addition, if the Government appoints a Watchdog to monitor the use of funds, the team will not be able to collude as a whole and squander or mismanage funds as the Government will hold them accountable.  In order to set up an effective Watchdog, the Government could set up a Commission or panel which is comprised of independent, neutral, uncompromised individuals including members of the international community. This Commission should draw up a list of the projects that most urgently need developing and devise suitable criteria and accepted quality standards for the implementation of projects, eg. where and how they are implemented.  The Government could also draw up performance contracts which have to be met or adhered to by all management teams (CDF management teams in the case of Kenya).

The Media could also play a significant role in increasing accountability and reducing impunity with regard to corruption that takes place in the implementation or road development projects. For example, in Kenya, television stations often hold referendums on stories that they are running on important projects, and how these are being handled by the Government and political leaders. A key question is put to the general public who send messages or texts to the station to give their views and sometimes they are also able to vote ‘for’ or ‘against’ a statement. This is done every night during the evening news when most people are likely to participate and the views are likely to be representative of all classes of people. 
Sometimes, television stations host talk shows or ‘show-downs’ between professionals, members of Civil Society and those individuals responsible for projects/activities, who then have to defend their actions. Whether these individuals keep their appointments to be interviewed on television, or instead necessitate the Press pursuing them for their comments, if they are corrupt or have been negligent in their duties this can be a very embarrassing and humbling situation for them.  These activities help pressurise leaders into acting responsibly, lest the Media pursue them and threaten their credibility.
Another important factor in rural transport is the ‘mode of travel’ used, and this is largely determined by funds available to purchase vehicles or animals such as donkeys (beasts of burden).  Animal transport is most common as it is the most affordable and can be used to access remote hinterlands; It is also the mode of transport that is most practical in the majority of rural areas where paths are more common than roads, and where the use of cars is therefore not suitable.  In these situations, even if loans could be made readily available for the purchase of  commercial vehicles (from funds such as Constituency Development Fund, Kenya), without the existence of suitable roads to drive them on this would be a pointless exercise. For example, people could be engaged in earning money by delivering water to people living remotely from waterholes, but it there is no road access to the waterhole and only a path, it would not be successful. When there are not adequate roads to use commercial vehicles, animal transport such as the use of donkeys, which can be challenging to work with, is the only option. This example is from rural Western Kenya.
A final solution to the problem of rural transport development could be that when resources are very limited, different areas, communities or constituencies that neighbour each other, could come together to pool and utilise their allocated funds to focus on a specific developmental project that will benefit the whole region. The pooled resources could be allocated to build roads that link these areas or market centres and the whole region would hence be likely to grow through interdependence.
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