CHAPTER THREE

NATIONAL ASPIRATIONS

Introduction:

Following the contextual analysis of Sierra Leone’s past and present situation, which underpins its development (chapter two), the next exercise is to identify the long-term development aspirations of the people, with the widest possible participation of civil society.  The collection of aspirations constitutes Phase I of the NLTPS process and very crucial because it helps in establishing a better understanding of the meaning and content people ascribe to development i.e. peoples’ perception of what “development” is.  It is also meant to assist the political leadership to stimulate popular participation in order to evolve a shared, long-term national vision.  Aspirations, unlike desires, must be clear, realistic and attainable.  Bearing this in mind, participants were encouraged to propose aspirations that do reflect their elusive desires for national development.  The focus of this chapter is to present these aspirations as envisaged by the people of Sierra Leone.  

A.
ECONOMIC DOMAIN

In their quest for a brighter and prosperous future, and for the attainment of the overall national goal of sustainable growth and development, the fundamental aspiration of Sierra Leoneans is “to attain a strong, self-reliant, and competitive private sector-led economy with strong indigenous participation”. The major elements constituting this over-riding aspiration include:

· Effective Economic and Financial Management 

· Strong, Stable, Competitive and Growing Economy

· Private Sector-Driven Economy

· Reduced Donor Dependent Economy

Economic and Financial Management:

Despite its enormous natural resource endowment, Sierra Leoneans have acknowledged that their country’s development has been derailed by the prolonged period of economic mismanagement and corruption, coupled with the lack of transparency and accountability in public sector management.  

Since 1968, successive governments, irrespective of whether military or civilian, have alleged and condemned each other for poor or inadequate economic management.  As a result, the country has had to grapple with a legacy of weak domestic policies, particularly in the areas of fiscal and monetary policy management.  This has been evidenced by dwindling government revenues, wastages in public expenditures, spiralling inflation, decreasing per-capita incomes, and increasing poverty.  There has also been severe loss of public confidence in the economy due to weaknesses in economic management and lack of accountability.  Sierra Leoneans, therefore, aspire for sound fiscal and monetary policies as key elements of economic management to reverse the decline in the economy and set it on the path to sustained growth.

Stable, Competitive and Growing Economy:

Sierra Leone has a small open economy, characterised by chronic structural rigidities and macroeconomic imbalances created by the vicissitudes in the global economic environment.  These factors have rendered the economy weak, unstable and uncompetitive both locally and internationally, with a concomitant decline in output and real incomes per capita. The situation has been further compounded by the deteriorating physical infrastructure that had almost attained a state of disrepair.  

Apart from the decade following independence in 1961 when the economy grew at about 4% per annum, GDP growth rate slowed down to about 1% per annum during the period 1975-80.  By 1984, after recording a marginal growth rate of about 1.8%, the economy almost collapsed during the latter part of 1980’s.  Following a contraction rate of about 4.6% per year, the economy set on the path of negative growth in the 1990s.  In 1991/92 and 1997 the worst negative growth rates of –11.4% and -19.9% were recorded respectively.

To reverse the economic downturn the government has, since 1989 embarked on a series of economic reform programmes aimed at macroeconomic stabilisation and structural adjustment for sustained growth both in the medium and longer terms.  There have, however, been mixed results from the stabilisation efforts as evidenced by the continued vulnerability of the economy to external shocks, unstable currency and exchange rates, high inflationary trends and widening of overall balance of trade and payments deficits.

In addition to the structural weaknesses and instability that characterize the economy, its performance and growth are further hindered by the high degree of uncompetitiveness both in microeconomic and macroeconomic terms. In microeconomic terms, local firms and industries have not only been inadequate, but also lack the capacity to increase profits and grow, particularly the capacity to acquire and utilize advanced technologies for production, business and management information systems.  Similarly, in macroeconomic terms the country has been suffering from both weak comparative and competitive advantages.  Thus, national industries lack the ability to produce and manufacture products that can survive international competition.  

There is a desire for dynamic competitiveness that involves principally three forms of “deepening” vis-à-vis upgrading existing technologies within local industries; venturing into new and more complex production and manufacturing activities; and increasing local linkages in production.  Sierra Leoneans, therefore, aspire for a stable strong and competitive economy to ensure long-run export growth based on a large export base of high technology products.

Private Sector Driven Economy:

The development of the private sector has been recognised as an important strategy for stimulating economic recovery and growth. However, the economic trends have continued to show a severe downturn in performance over the years.  Efforts at propelling the private sector as the engine of economic growth have been forestalled by government’s continued and extensive dominance over economic activities.  This notwithstanding, government and its functionaries are now fully aware that with a vibrant private sector operating in an environment of good governance and political stability, a number of initiatives have been undertaken for the development of the sector.  These initiatives received further impetus when private sector development occupied centre stage in the economic recovery programme.  

Some efforts at revitalising and strengthening the private sector include: reviewing the legal and regulatory framework; strengthening the capacity of law enforcement institutions to ensure that rules and regulations are enforced in a fair and transparent manner; repeal of the 1983 Industrial Development Act, which was developed along the belief that government takes the lead in promoting investment and economic growth while the private sector follows.  Furthermore, government is making strides to reduce its role as owner and operator of public enterprises by undertaking a comprehensive divestiture and public enterprise reform programme.

The main characteristic of the country’s private sector is that it is dominated by a substantial and growing informal sub-sector, which also serves as an impediment to the growth of the sector.  There is limited capacity for the development of medium and large-scale enterprises by the private sector due to weakening domestic savings mobilisation and the absence of a vibrant venture capital market.  In the same vein, household savings mobilisation is also very weak, which limits the capacity of indigenes to effectively participate in investment activities and their potential to create national wealth.  

Sierra Leoneans, therefore, generally perceive these developments in the domestic economic environment to be hostile or rather unfavourable to enable them contribute meaningfully to economic development.   It is therefore not surprising that Sierra Leoneans see themselves as “second class citizens” in their own country due to their marginal ownership and control over national resources and assets.

There is, however, an increasing potential for foreign direct investment in all productive sectors of the economy.  In recognition of the role of foreign direct investment, a new Investment Code is being developed to dismantle taxation irregularities and define the guarantees and other incentives to be offered to investors.  But foreign direct investment inflows have also been very marginal, with a cumulative total for the ten-year period (1990-99) amounting to US$ 82.0 million; with annual averages of US$ 4.0 million and US$ 15.0 million for the periods 1990-95 and 1996-99 respectively.  Despite these appalling statistics, private sector development has been focused on strengthening the institutional environment for indigenous small and medium scale enterprises on the grounds that they have the potential to become a key source of economic growth, employment and wealth creation.  

Given the enormous scope and opportunities for private sector development in the economy, Sierra Leoneans aspire for economic empowerment through their effective participation in investment activities and favourable partnerships with potential foreign investors in the private sector.

Reduced Donor Dependent Economy:

The continued state of economic crises, which have their origin in the developments of the decades of the 1980s and 1990s, have weakened the economic sovereignty of Sierra Leone as a nation.  For this reason, the country’s economy has been aptly described in a number of official documents as “donor-driven” due to the over-reliance on external donor funding and support The huge annual budget deficits have largely been financed by external donor inflows in the form of project and programme loans and grants.  The heavy reliance on these means of sustaining the economy has continually exposed it to total collapse in the event of donor fatigue, withdrawal or suspension of requisite financing.  Even more alarming is the heavy reliance on donor support for financing the annual development budget, which indicate that 90% of funding is obtained from foreign sources, while the remaining 10% is supported under government counterpart funding.

Sierra Leoneans are, however, fully cognizant of the fact that their country is greatly endowed with diverse natural resources to warrant the extent of over dependence on external financial support.  It is generally believed that with the effective exploitation and utilisation of the nation’s resources, the country will become self-reliant with a high prospect for growth, while at the same time restoring its dignity among the comity of nations.   While Sierra Leoneans fully appreciate that the attainment of total economic independence remains an elusive dream, yet they aspire for an increased and appreciable level of economic self-reliance in order to minimize the dominance of foreign donors over economic and other critical decisions. 

B.
SOCIAL DOMAIN

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 

A nation’s real wealth is its human resources.  The quality of these human resources, however, can have significant effects on rapid economic development.  Improving on the quality of human resources, through the provision of educational and health opportunities can impact positively on the quality of life, labour productivity, incomes, innovativeness, competitiveness and poverty reduction.  

Sierra Leone’s human resource is currently among the poorest in the world.  Aware of this fact and desirous of developing “a healthy, and well-educated society with a high quality of life”, Sierra Leoneans aspire for the following by the year 2025:

Quality Education For All

Quality education that is free and/or affordable, accessible and compulsory. The quality of education so desired must be self-reliant and capable of equipping Sierra Leoneans with the skills and knowledge necessary to enable them to live a productive life. This educational system should also give top priority to adult and non-formal education as a complement to formal education. In this way a literate, enlightened and self-reliant society can evolve.

Well-Developed Middle Level Manpower

With a long history of an academic-oriented type of educational system aimed largely at “white-collared jobs” to the detriment of practical skills and “blue-collared jobs”, Sierra Leoneans aspire for a well-developed middle level manpower. This aspiration entails the provision of adequate and well-equipped technical and vocational institutions that meet the demographic and regional requirements of the country.

Quality Health Care and Medical Services

A healthy nation is a wealthy nation.  Aware of this and coupled with the poor health status of the population, Sierra Leoneans aspire for high quality health care and medical services that are affordable and easily accessible.

Safe and Clean Drinking Water and Improved Sanitation

Safe and clean drinking water and improved sanitation are basic necessities for good health.  Availability of and accessibility to safe and clean drinking water and improved sanitation are therefore the aspirations of Sierra Leoneans.  This will greatly reduce illnesses due to unsafe drinking water and poor sanitation.

Abundant, Lucrative and Secured Jobs with Equal Opportunities For All

The people of Sierra Leone aspire for abundant and lucrative jobs with equal job opportunities for all in order to live a decent life.  The security of these jobs must be guaranteed through enhanced workers’ right, freedom and industrial relations.

Developed and Efficient Social Security and Welfare Systems

What Sierra Leoneans aspire for is a developed and efficient social security and welfare system for the aged, pensioners, disabled, unemployed, students, orphans and street children.  

Access to Affordable/Low Cost Housing and Building Materials.

Good housing is essential for quality life.  Sierra Leoneans therefore aspire for improved low cost/affordable housing and building materials nationwide.

Developed Games, Sports and Recreational Facilities, and Infrastructures.

This aspiration is premised on the adages “All work and no play make Jill a lazy girl” and “Satan has work for idle minds”.  Well-developed and decentralised sports, games and recreational facilities are therefore the aspirations of Sierra Leoneans so that they can grow fit both physically and mentally.

Efficient, Disciplined and Highly Motivated Public Servants.

This aspiration reflects the desire of Sierra Leoneans for efficient, well-trained and highly motivated public servants, without which development efforts cannot be sustained. 

Crime, Drug, Arms, HIV/AIDS, Prostitution and Gender-Violent Free Society.

A society free from crimes, drugs, and arms is what Sierra Leoneans aspire for.  This aspiration is concerned more so with personal security which crimes, drugs and arms can endanger society and inhibit productivity.  Other equally important aspirations are to have a society free from HIV/AIDS, prostitution and gender violence- vices that especially affect women’s socio-economic, psychological and cultural development.

Food Secured/Self-Sufficient Nation.

This aspiration is to ensure that Sierra Leoneans have access at all times to the food needed for active and healthy life, in order to reduce the degree of human suffering arising from food insecurity and inadequate nutrition and its consequences of low productivity, high infant and maternal malnutrition and mortality.  It is also aimed at reducing the high food importation, particularly of the country’s staple food, rice.

Gender Equality and Empowerment.

A future society in which women and men are given equal opportunities to participate in national decision-making and development, have equal access to, control over and benefit from productive and development resources; and at same time enjoy full legal protection in a culturally sensitive environment is what Sierra Leoneans aspire for.  This aspiration singles out women because of the subordinate position they occupy in society, which hitherto affected their personal growth and empowerment. 

Good Child-Care Practices and Responsible Parenthood

This aspiration is to ensure that parents adopt good child-care practices and responsible parenthood in order to promote a disciplined society free from street children, teenage pregnancies, drug abuse and prostitution.

Productive and Empowered Youths

Constituting about 45% of the population and predominantly unemployed and unproductive, Sierra Leoneans aspire for productive and empowered youths that can contribute meaningfully to national development.

Empowered, Respected and Well Cared for Disabled Persons.

Realising that “Disability is not inability”, therefore, a society that empowers, respects and cares for its disabled is the aspiration of Sierra Leoneans.  This aspiration entails valuing the important contributions the disabled could make to society, giving them equal opportunities to participate in national decision-making and providing them with the necessary skills, through training and other support. 

C.
POLITICAL DOMAIN

Democratic Good Governance

Having been subjected to more than three decades of bad governance and a decade-long devastating war, Sierra Leoneans aspire for “democratic values and good governance” to ensure political stability, sustainable peace and economic progress.  It is the general consensus that democratic good governance will offer genuine opportunities for the successful development of national policies, and the promotion of the ongoing democratisation process by encouraging socio-economic development.  It is also believed that it will gradually introduce practices that will enhance the legitimacy of authority, public responsiveness and public accountability of government.  

Democratic good governance is characterized by democratic participation, transparency, responsibility, efficiency and equity.  In other words, it ensures the equitable distribution of national resources and effective public sector management through the active participation of the state, the private sector, and civil organizations.  It is in this light that Sierra Leoneans have expressed the following specific aspirations for their nation’s political development and stability:

· Committed, Transparent and Accountable Political Leadership

· Effective Political Participation

· Independent, Impartial and Effective Judicial System

· Strong, Representative and Responsible Parliament

· Decentralized Administration and Strong Local Government Institutions

· Respect for rule of law and human rights

· Periodic free and fair elections

· Broad-based political system

· Few and strong nationally based political parties

· Disciplined, motivated and loyal security forces

· Corrupt-Free Society

Committed, Transparent and Accountable Leadership

For the past thirty years, the idea of corrupt, inept, unpatriotic and ineffective political leadership has had an enduring place in the political history of Sierra Leone.  In fact, incompetence and misguided strategies have led to the collapse of the country’s administrative machinery and moral standards. All of these have in turn led to catastrophic consequences on the economy and the ten years of a brutal rebel war.  Some of the reasons that explain the absence of effective political leadership include the following:

· Unverified citizenship and track record of political aspirants;

· Lack of a strong sense of nationalism, patriotism and commitment to the material interests of the people, their security, physical and social quality of life;

· Inability on the part of the political leadership to translate good intentions into practical programmes.  In other words, political leadership has not been pragmatic and effective to serve as an instrument of change and development;

· Aspirants for political leadership have not commanded widespread national support with the necessary force of character and political will;

· Election of political leaders along tribal and/or regional lines. 

It is against this background that Sierra Leoneans aspire for committed, transparent and accountable political leadership as an embodiment of the desire for democratic good governance.  

Effective Political Participation

For nearly forty years, the notion of political participation in Sierra Leone was either to express support for government, marching in parades, or voting in ceremonial election.  Everything that had to do with the public good was dictated by a small group of individuals who floated back and forth the commanding heights of government, exercising power over the political destiny of the state.  The wealth and power of this self-perpetuating political class ensured that access to the levers of government was generally denied to most citizens.  

Sierra Leoneans believe that, effective participation in the public affairs of their country will potentially contribute to a sense of national cohesiveness.  In other words, if people are offered genuine opportunities for participation, not only are probabilities increased that they take their responsibilities seriously, but also become better informed about issues with which they are dealing.  

Effective political participation ought in turn to offer increased chances of developing policies, which are both responsive to people’s needs and likely to be successful.  The absence of such fundamental democratic values and principles as political equality, freedom of association, speech and press, respect for the rule of law have all inhibited the effective participation of Sierra Leoneans in politics. It was against this background that the national aspiration for effective political participation was born.

Independent, Impartial and Effective Judicial System

Sierra Leone inherited a vibrant judiciary at independence, which constituted men and women of integrity, with soundness of mind, character and virtue.  However, bad governance over the years has greatly eroded the integrity of the judicial system through, among other things, the politicisation of the institution, poor conditions of service, inadequate facilities and funding.

The aspiration for an independent, impartial and effective judicial system, reflects the yearning of the people of Sierra Leone for a truly democratic system of justice that places accent on the independence and impartiality of the judiciary in the dispensation of justice without delay, fear, favour or sentiment.  

Strong, Representative and Responsible Parliament

Parliamentarians as representatives of the people have constitutional powers of approval over policies and laws proposed by the executive.  It should comprise of individuals capable of providing a peaceful and predictable environment for the maintenance of the rule of law, as well as seeking the interests and concerns of the people they represent.  The prolonged period of authoritarian rule in Sierra Leone, interspersed by military regimes has rendered parliament unrepresentative and ineffective in carrying out its avowed constitutional role.  As a result of the above, Sierra Leoneans aspire for a strong, representative, and responsible parliament credible enough to hold the government in check and accountable.  It also reflects the desire for an effective parliament capable of enacting legislation to support democratic good governance.

Decentralized Administration and Strong Local Government Institutions

Sierra Leoneans aspire for a decentralised government and strong local government institutions.  This urge stems from their increasing conviction that the devolution of authority to lower levels would greatly strengthen democracy and bring governance closer to the people.  They are also convinced that greater involvement of the people in the design and implementation of public policies would positively enhance the effectiveness and success of such policies.

