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Editorial
Good governance: a guiding
principle in EU-ACP relations  
The issue of governance has very much come to the forefront in thinking and
practice in development assistance in the past decade. One of the major
difficulties, however, has been finding a consensus on a definition of the
concept. Does it apply just to sound administration and management, or does it
also refer to the political domain and political leadership? Is it a universal principle
or does it vary according to context? This vagueness raises also the risks
associated with applying a concept which may not be rooted in the particular
socio-cultural and political environment of the country concerned.
The Cotonou Agreement is a good illustration of this growing attention to
governance. Article 9.3 clarifies the approach jointly agreed by the ACP signatory
states and the EU: “In the context of a political and institutional environment that
upholds human rights, democratic principles and the rule of law, good
governance is the transparent and accountable management of human, natural,
economic and financial resources for the purposes of equitable and sustainable
development. It entails clear decision-making procedures at the level of public
authorities, transparent and accountable institutions, the primacy of law in the
management and distribution of resources and capacity building for elaborating
and implementing measures aiming in particular at preventing and combating
corruption”. 
Contrary to the “essential elements” of the Agreement, states experiencing
governance problems will not face suspension of aid, with the notable exception
of “serious cases of corruption”. 
Various measures have been taken to put into practice the approach foreseen in
Cotonou. Governance and corruption issues have been addressed in country
strategy papers by assessing the governance situation; support is foreseen for
non-state actors and for capacity building, and indicators of progress have been
identified. 
In October, the European Commission adopted a communication on governance
and development, with the aim of identifying ways to translate its policy
approach into practice, on the basis of lessons learned from the EU and other
donors’ experiences. The document aims to identify practical ways to build
capacity for governance, ensure coherence in EU policies and instruments,
reinforce partnership on a country or regional basis in order to coordinate
donors’ and partner countries’ agendas, and to contribute to the protection of
human rights and the spread of democracy and the rule of law. The document
stresses the importance of dialogue with the countries concerned, with
parliament and institutions and also with other stakeholders. 
Good governance is above all a domestic issue, and inadequate domestic policies
in many countries, not just in developing countries, have played a role in
widening the gap between rich and poor. Achieving good governance is a
process which must come from within, and steps must be taken to support and
recognise genuine initiatives to attain it. 
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