
IDRC recently analyzed why and 

how it has worked in countries in

transition during the past three

decades — in transition from

dictatorship to democratic rule, from

communism to market economies,

from war to peace. The goal was to

better understand how IDRC gathers

and shares pertinent information to

inform programming and decision-

making. How was the Centre 

alerted to impending transition? 

How did it investigate the situation? 

How did it respond?

Case studies were prepared on

Algeria, Burma, Cambodia, Kenya,

South Africa, the Southern Cone,

Vietnam, and the West Bank and

Gaza. Together, with an introductory

brief, these eight cases show that

IDRC has long been prepared to work 

in high-risk contexts before and in 

early transition periods, has played 

a distinct role in supporting research

and policy-making for development,

and has usually succeeded in

adapting its programming to 

the fluid context.

S O U T H  A F R I C A
Ruled for decades by the systematic, violent injustice of apartheid, South Africa by the

mid-1980s was subjected to international sanctions and near-universal condemnation. 

It was in this period — long before transition seemed likely — that IDRC opened its own

new assessment of its approach to South Africa. An intensive, highly structured campaign

of fact-finding and analysis, championed by IDRC executives and staff, was launched in

late 1985. It would result, some three years later, in a program of development research

support designed expressly to prepare South Africans for a non-racial democracy. The

program certainly had influence: When the first freely elected majority government took

office in 1994, more than half the members in the new South African cabinet had earlier

participated in IDRC projects.

IDRC’s searching review of its South Africa policy (a posture of complete avoidance) was

prompted in part by the growth of the anti-apartheid movement. By 1985, the African

National Congress (ANC) and the Mass Democratic Movement more generally were

showing a new degree of organizational capacity and power in South Africa and among

South African exiles. At the same time, some governments in Africa and abroad were

starting to consider new options for coupling aid to the South African majority with

existing sanctions against the minority regime. In this setting, the president of IDRC

directed the Centre’s reassessment — and advocated its progress throughout.

The review proved to be a many-sided and practically continuous process of information

gathering, analysis, and deliberation. It included early and frequent contacts with ANC
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leaders living in the frontline states; a stocktaking of evolving Canadian govern-

ment policy toward South Africa; a survey of other donors’ activities in South

Africa; some discreet visits into South Africa by IDRC staffers; and consultations

in Europe and the United States. Many of the findings pointed to IDRC engage-

ment: ANC activists encouraged IDRC to support capacity building both in the

exile community and inside South Africa; other donors, including a few govern-

mental aid agencies, were already in South Africa; and Canadian government

policy was largely positive — so long as engagement did not breach sanctions.

Still, the issue remained controversial within IDRC. Some worried that any sup-

port for South Africans would jeopardize anti-apartheid solidarity internationally.

Others cautioned against extending support that would inevitably amount to

aid for political ends, as opposed to strictly development objectives (though

some thought this posed a false distinction between “technical” and political

processes).

By early 1988, however, the IDRC president was satisfied enough to present a

policy proposal to IDRC’s Board of Governors. And in the fall of 1988 the Board

approved defining guidelines for a South Africa program. The Board agreed (in

the record of their meeting) that the Centre “should support research projects

and related activities that have the potential to inform the debate on the

process of change and assist in the development of policies, strategies, and

programs laying the ground for a future non-racial, democratic and unitary

society which is consistent with IDRC’s goals of sustainable growth, equity, and

participation.”

It was a noteworthy undertaking, in more ways than one. First, it was an overtly

political program meant to facilitate radical transformation in South Africa (even

though transition itself had still not emerged as imminent). Second, this was

much more about building policy-making capacity and confidence in the ANC,

university faculties, and other oppositional civil society groups than about science

and research: in the main, IDRC’s South African partners were already educated

and sophisticated scholar-researchers. Nevertheless, IDRC’s selected course

reflected the methodical and lengthy investigation and analysis that informed

the decision. It also anticipated events: Nelson Mandela was released from

prison in 1990; secret talks between the ANC and the South African govern-

ment became public negotiations; and apartheid ended with the election of

1994. Transition was under way within two years of the IDRC policy change.

The earliest IDRC-supported research projects focused on health, urban issues,

and economic and industrial policy. The annual program started small (CA$10

620 in 1989) and grew to exceed CA$1 million by 1991. In the first three years

of programming, 8 of 11 projects involved partnerships with universities. And

while projects closely followed conclusions reached in IDRC’s assessment of

South African needs, they also reflected IDRC’s own experience and network of



competent partners. Early projects supported both process and substance — meetings

of Mass Democratic Movement researchers and activists; university-based research

on urban migration, local government, HIV/AIDS, and labour; and strengthening

research in local health systems.

Embedded in the IDRC strategy were measures to mitigate risk. There was close

monitoring, at every level of IDRC, to ensure adherence to guidelines. All projects

required approval by either the president of IDRC or its Board. Work on each project

was phased, so it could be assessed and modified early. Other donors, and Canadian

universities experienced in South Africa and the region, were consulted often. And

South African research partners were introduced to networks addressing the same

problems or themes. To coordinate and reinforce transition programming, IDRC

opened its own office in Johannesburg in 1992 (two years before apartheid’s end);

the office closed in 2001.

For all its recognized risks, moreover, the South Africa program enjoyed advantages

of its own. Its research community was strong compared to that of many develop-

ing countries. And many South African researchers were extraordinarily well

connected to the political struggle and to the post-apartheid policy community. 

The gap between research and policy — a common challenge elsewhere — was a

smaller problem in South Africa (particularly when IDRC partners advanced to

positions in government).

Nowhere was the link between research and policy plainer than in the realm of eco-

nomic policy. An IDRC-supported meeting in 1989, in Switzerland, brought together

(for the first time) exiled ANC economists, “progressive” economists based in South

Africa, economists employed in the apartheid government, and private-sector econ-

omists — all to discuss future policy for South Africa. It was the first of several such

assemblies that led to stronger capacity for economic policy analysis within South

Africa itself. When Mandela, visiting Canada in 1990, formally asked the Canadian

government to support further economic policy-making in South Africa, he credited

IDRC’s groundbreaking help. For its part, the Canadian government asked IDRC to

carry out Mandela’s request. Among IDRC endeavours: a multi-year program on

governance, managed by IDRC and financed by CIDA, answering the need to

prepare and strengthen the country’s post-apartheid public administration.

The IDRC program in South Africa was never effortless. In 1990, in fact, the

apartheid government declared IDRC unwelcome and denied it access to the

country. That move made visits more difficult for a time, but not impossible.

Impeded but never stopped, the program flourished — and has continued as South

Africans pursue their own democratic development. Altogether, IDRC has supported

more than 100 projects involving South Africa since 1989, representing allocations

of more than CA$53 million.

In sum, IDRC’s experience in South Africa’s transition displayed an interaction of

strategic choices — long, wide-ranging and informed analysis; an exploitation of
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network capacity nationally, regionally, and globally; energetic and consistent

leadership by senior management; responsiveness to opportunity; flexibility;

readiness to take measured risks for important results; and above all, patience.

IDRC’s South Africa program began before transition, as an explicit commitment

to a new democracy. To some modest extent, the program helped to prepare

the transition to that better future.

This case study is part of a longer report prepared by Nancy Smyth and

Maggie Gorman, Policy and Planning Group, IDRC. 

D
ev

el
o

p
m

en
t 

R
es

ea
rc

h
 i

n
 C

o
u

n
tr

ie
s 

in
 T

ra
n

si
ti

o
n

 —
 S

o
u

th
 A

fr
ic

a

4> > > > > > >

Canada’s International Development Research Centre (IDRC) is one of the world’s

leading institutions in the generation and application of new knowledge to meet

the challenges of international development. For more than 35 years, IDRC has

worked in close collaboration with researchers from the developing world in their

search for the means to build healthier, more equitable, and more prosperous

societies.

International Development Research Centre

PO Box 8500, Ottawa, ON, Canada K1G 3H9

Tel.: 613-236-6163

Fax: 613-238-7230

Email: info@idrc.ca



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


