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A Case Study on the Political Economy of Pro-Poor Policies 
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A. Background—The Education Sector in Tanzania 
 
1. The Great Steps Forward of the 1970s 
 
One of the key objectives of President Nyerere’s development strategy for Tanzania, as 
reflected in the 1967 Arusha Declaration, was ensuring that basic social services were 
available equitably to all members of society. In the education sector, this goal was 
translated into the 1974 Universal Primary Education Movement, whose goal was to 
make primary education universally available, compulsory, and provided free of cost to 
users to ensure it reached the poorest.  
 
As the strategy was implemented, large-scale increases in the numbers of primary schools 
and teachers were brought about through campaign-style programs with the help of donor 
financing. By the beginning of the 1980s, each village in Tanzania had a primary school 
and gross primary school enrollment reached nearly 100 percent, although the quality of 
education provided was not very high. 
 
2. The Crisis of the 1980s 
 
In the 1980s, however, the Tanzanian government encountered serious difficulties in 
financing the social services it had deployed in the 1970s. As the country’s terms of trade 
declined precipitously, economic growth and tax revenues declined accordingly. 
Moreover, whereas donors had been willing to finance much of the capital costs in the 
social sectors, the recurrent costs of running the resulting infrastructure fell on the 
government, which, in turn, depended on a declining tax base. Finally, a 3 percent annual 
population growth during the 1980s led to increased demand for education, placing an 
additional strain on the sector.  
 
As a result of all these tensions, the quality of most social services declined significantly. 
In the education sector, government resources were barely enough to pay teachers’ 
wages, textbooks and other teaching material were scarce and school buildings and other 
education infrastructure decayed. As a result, educational outcomes deteriorated. By 
1993, gross enrollment in primary education had declined from the 100 percent of 1980 
to 82 percent while, between 1986 and 1992, illiteracy increased from 10 to 16 percent. 
 
3. The Introduction, Impact and Perception of User Fees 
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Contributions by local communities to the running of schools were gradually introduced 
due to declining resources, the national ethos of self-reliance, and the push by 
international financial institutions towards “cost-sharing.” The number and amount of the 
contributions increased progressively throughout the 1980s and, in 1995, a primary 
school enrollment fee was formally introduced. Simultaneously, throughout the 1980s 
and 1990s, school enrollment declined due to a combination of rising costs with declining 
quality of schooling and, possibly, declining returns to education.  
 
Although the fee never amounted to more than TS 2,000 and it only constituted a 
relatively small percentage of the total cost of education to households–with its 
opportunity cost and the cost of uniforms being much more significant--, it was strongly 
resented by parents. It was particularly resented because the fee was treated as a general 
sales tax on primary education. Namely, although in principle the fee was supposed to go 
from the district level back to schools in the form of school materials, it rarely did. 
Instead, hard-pressed district administrations used the fees as general taxation to cover 
general expenditures. As a result, and unlike in the case of other fees, such as the fee for 
uniforms, parents never saw a direct result from their fee payment. Hence, the often-
argued role of fees in encouraging a sense of ownership among parents of their children’s 
schools was not at work. Therefore, the primary education fee had all the drawbacks of 
fees and none of their benefits. 
 
Moreover, fees were regressive and particularly onerous for the poor, as poor households 
tend to have more children as well as more limited resources to pay for them. Although, 
officially, children could not be turned away from school for not paying the fee, de facto, 
they were and no action was taken against this practice. As a result, fees did work to 
effectively keep children and, particularly poor children, from attending school. 
 
Although a variety of fees were introduced on primary and secondary education,  
university education remained free of charge. The resulting structure of government 
educational expenditure was thus highly regressive, with the highest income quintile 
receiving more than twice the share of overall public expenditure on education received 
by the lowest quintile. 
 
Finally, while the social cost of the fees was very high, the total amount of resources 
collected through them was quite small, only amounting to roughly one percent of 
government recurrent expenditure.  
 
B. The Process Leading to the Elimination of the Enrollment Fee 
 
The process leading to the elimination of user fees on primary education in Tanzania was 
the result of, as one interviewee put it, “the coming together of many streams to form a 
river.” These streams were increasing social discontent, the PRSP process, civil society 
organizations’ activism in Tanzania as well as in the North, and the turn-around of the 
Tanzanian government and the donor community in support of the measure.  
 
I. Background Elements 
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A. Social Discontent 
 
One of the first issues mentioned by the majority of our interviewees about the fee was 
how deeply it was resented. CSOs both in Tanzania as well as in the United States related 
how primary education fees was one of the main complaints of people at the grass-roots 
level. “If you can only do one thing for us, get rid of the primary education user fee” one 
Northern NGO representative recounted as having heard repeatedly in Tanzania. 
Although this social discontent did not result in any rioting or organized collective action 
by community-based organizations, it did have a significant impact through its influence 
on other actors, particularly, NGOs.  
 

B. The PRSP Process 
 
All of the interviewees asked, considered that the PRSP process played an important role 
in providing the environment enabling the elimination of the user fees for primary 
education in Tanzania. First, because by placing poverty-reduction at the center stage of 
the policy debate, there was rising pressure for policies to be pro-poor. Secondly, because 
since the PRSP process had as a central goal trying to ensure that debt relief from the 
HIPC Initiative was used in the interest of poverty-reduction, the social sectors received 
increasing attention.  
 
Third, the participatory process at the core of the PRSP approach provided added impetus 
to the issue both directly as well as indirectly. Directly, the zonal workshops for the 
elaboration of the PRSP allowed the Tanzanian population a channel to express the 
importance they placed on education –which came out as the top priority—as well as 
specifically mentioning the fact that primary education user fees were a significant 
burden. Indirectly, the PRSP-induced increased focus on the participatory nature of 
decision-making placed rising pressure on governments and donors alike to listen to their 
populations as well as to organized civil society. Finally, the debt-relief resources 
attached to the elaboration of a PRSP provided some of the financing necessary for the 
increased public expenditure needs resulting from the elimination of user fees. 
 
II. Role of Key Actors 
 
A. The Role of Civil Society 
 
CSOs had an important role in the process leading to the elimination of user fees in 
Tanzania. They played this role through carrying out research on the impact of user fees, 
through active publicization of the results of their research, and through their lobbying of 
the Tanzanian government and the donor community.  
 
CSOs in the South  
 
The Aga Khan Foundation carried out a school improvement study including an 
assessment of the impact of socio-cultural factors, household costs of primary education, 
the possible impact of the removal of user fees and other levies on school quality and 
enrollment and a detailed calculation of unit costs.  
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In 1999, OXFAM, which had long been carrying out research and activism in this area, 
decided to fund a small Tanzanian NGO,  Maarifa ni Ufunguo, to elaborate a study on the 
impact of primary education user fees in Tanzania. The study was carried out in 
Kilimanjaro, one of the richest areas of Tanzania, to ensure that the results would, a 
fortiori, be applicable to other parts of the country. The study focused on life histories in 
individual households, analyzing what the impact of user fees on households budgets 
was, the trade-offs that it forced on household expenditure choices, and the perceived 
quality and expected returns of the education bought with the fees.  While the Aga Khan 
study analyzed the objective impact of the fees, the Maarifa study highlighted its cost at a 
human interest level.  
 
The results of Maarifa’s study were publicized with the direct help of other local NGOs 
as well as through the education secretariat of TEN/MET a Tanzanian national network 
of roughly 200 NGOs. Publicity was carried out through two main channels –videos and 
meetings. In January-February 2000, two video-taped versions of the study were made, 
one aimed at local communities and a second one intended for district education offices 
and staff at the Ministry of Education. According to Kate Dyer, the author of the study, 
the main impact of the video was “to have issues that were talked about in the street be 
talked about in the ministry.”  
 
A meeting of local NGOs took place in Dar es Salaam to publicize the study of Maarifa 
as well as a similar study carried out in a different part of the country by another 
Tanzanian NGO. Finally, the results of the study were presented at a March 2000 meeting 
of representatives from the Tanzanian government, donors, and NGOs on the use of debt 
relief from the HIPC initiative. This meeting was important in making the results of the 
study known to the donor community and getting the support of some donors. 
 
CSOs in the North 
 
The role of Northern NGOs was also important. Starting in 1999, a loose amalgam of 
networks decided to engage in a campaign against user fees. Legislative language was 
prepared by a group of civil society organizations including Jubilee 2000, Results, the 
AFL-CIO and others.  In October 2000, an amendment was introduced to the US foreign 
operations appropriations bill stating that the Secretary of the Treasury would instruct the 
US executive director in all international financial institutions “to oppose any loan of 
these institutions that would require user fees or service charges on poor people for 
primary education or primary healthcare.” 
 
In late 2000, a international coalition of NGOs including organizations from the US, 
Tanzania, and Ghana, organized a campaign to have the elimination of user fees for 
primary education included in the text of Tanzania’s PRSP. They put together a manifest 
including information on the role of user fees in education and its impact on the poor, 
together with more general criticism on structural adjustment and what they saw as a 
limited participatory process leading to the elaboration of the PRSP. Finally, the 
manifesto asked readers to complain to the US executive directors at the World Bank and 
the IMF, the IDA Deputy at the US Treasury Department, and members of the US 
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Congress appropriations committees, arguing that the maintenance of user fees in primary 
education in Tanzania contradicted the recently-enacted US legislation. A large number 
of e-mails, calls and faxes were received and the Treasury Department was strongly 
questioned by members of Congress.  
 
B. The Role of the Government 
 
In 1995, the GoT’s “Education and Training Policy” document stated that “it increasingly 
became apparent that the government did not have enough resources to continue 
financing free education, hence the re-introduction of school fees and direct costs in 
primary and secondary schools…This situation calls for a more effective financing plan 
in which emphasis is re-directed more at cost sharing and cost recovery measures with 
NGOs, private organizations, individuals and communities.” Initially, therefore, the 
government of Tanzania strongly supported the maintenance of user fees. This support 
came from the belief that the fees encouraged a spirit of self-reliance among communities 
as well as from a sense that it was a requirement for continued international assistance 
and, perhaps most importantly, out of sheer fiscal necessity. Some members of 
government and Parliament felt the elimination of user fees should not be undertaken 
even if donor funding were available, as it would perpetuate Tanzania’s aid-dependency.  
 
However, as the quality of education, enrollment and literacy rates were declining, and 
popular discontent mounted, the Tanzanian government became increasingly aware of the 
dire need for education sector reform. Despite the widely-acknowledged need for reform, 
though, there was stagnation in the planning process during the second half of the 1990s. 
Not all parts of government were interested in changing the status quo and individuals 
and constituencies that would have lost from change –particularly those benefiting from 
salary top-ups related to projects-- attempted to block it. Government-produced plans 
over the second half of the 1990s were repeatedly turned down by donors as not 
providing a sufficiently good basis for sectoral reform. On the other hand, some donor-
driven technical studies on education sector reform were carried out in isolation from the 
government mainstream and were never implemented. Finally, local government did not 
have an interest in the elimination of user fees since they were using them as general tax 
revenue. 
 
Finally, in the late 1990s, the GoT produced an Education Country Status Report, which 
provided the basis for an Education Sector Development Program (ESDP). The report 
found the education sector in a dismal situation, with over 3 million eligible children out 
of school, low and declining enrollment rates and literacy rates, and high out-of-pocket 
education costs for parents. Under the ESDP (August 2000), the government decided to 
follow a sector-wide approach to education reform while focusing its efforts on primary 
education. The August 2000 draft of the ESDP, however, still considered cost-sharing an 
essential component of primary education expansion.  
 
It was not until it became clear that a significant part of the donor community supported 
the elimination of user fees for primary education and that they would provide the 
necessary funds for the implementation of this reform that the GoT changed its position. 
A cabinet decision was made and, in the context of the 2000 elections, President Mpaka 
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announced that, if he was elected, he would eliminate user fees for primary education, a 
highly popular measure. To many observers, the announcement came as a surprise since 
the official government position had for a long time been that maintenance of user fees 
was essential to the operation of the education and health sectors.  
 
C. The Role of the Donor Community 
 
Roughly 40 percent of the Tanzanian government’s budget and the almost totality of the 
development budget is donor-financed. As a result, the influence of the donor community 
is significant. Moreover, relations are close both among donors, as well as between the 
donor community and the government. During the 1960s-1980s, the international donor 
community was deeply involved in providing assistance to the socialist government of 
Julius Nyerere. In the late 1980s and the 1990s, however, the donor community went 
from over-enthusiasm to over-pessimism about the situation and future prospects of 
Tanzania. They also provided little and declining funding to the education sector, with 
donor financing  accounting for only 5 percent of total government expenditure on 
education. In addition, only 41 percent of foreign-funded education expenditure was 
devoted to primary education. As a result, the regressive nature of government spending 
on education was aggravated. 
 
Almost without exception, the donor community strongly supported the cost-sharing 
approach to education progressively introduced in the 1980s and 1990s by the GoT, 
believing that it enhanced parent ownership of their children’s education and that it was 
the only financially-viable alternative. Prior to the late 1990s, only UNICEF openly 
opposed and campaigned against user fees in primary education and primary health care. 
It also produced various studies on the sector, one of them focusing on the deleterious 
impact of user fees on primary education.  
 
Toward the late 1990s, however, other donors started to change their position regarding 
the desirability of user fees. The goal of achieving universal primary education 
articulated in the Education for All proposal of the World Conferences on Education of 
Jomtien (1990) and Dakar (2000) put pressure on the donor community to tackle all 
obstacles to the achievement of their stated goal. This objective, combined with the 
increased focus on pro-poor policies and poverty-reduction, placed user fees on primary 
education and primary health care under increasing scrutiny.  
 
In the case of Tanzania, donor positions were also evolving. In the fall of 2000, as the 
GoT was considering the elimination of user fees for primary education in the context of 
the PRSP process, the donor community was approached as to whether they would 
support and help finance such a decision, which would be accompanied by a sector-wide 
approach to education reform. Strong allies were found both within the World Bank as 
well as among bilateral donors. Inside the World Bank, both the country director and the 
education sector specialist for Tanzania favored the elimination of user fees for primary 
education. The favorable position of the country director was strongly influenced by the 
Uganda experience, where the elimination of user fees had resulted in a rapid rise in 
enrollment rates. The education sector specialist was convinced that an elimination of 
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user fees on primary education coupled with increased financing and sectoral reform 
would have a strongly positive impact on the access to and quality of primary education.  
 
Some bilateral donors were also strongly supportive of the elimination of fees and 
believed that it was the right catalyst to bring about much-needed sector reform. Other 
bilateral donors, however, as well as some staff within the World Bank, continued to feel 
that the elimination of user fees was not the right medicine for Tanzania’s education 
sector problems and was fiscally unsustainable in the medium-run. They also worried that 
their elimination would undermine parents’ participation and involvement in the running 
of schools.   
 
Ultimately, the elimination of user fees was included as a prior action for the HIPC 
completion point and as part of the final PRSP document. This measure was only 
financially-feasible with donor support. Once the GoT found that it had ready allies in the 
donor community, it worked with the World Bank, other donors, and the NGO 
community toward the preparation of a Primary Education Development Program, which 
was to be supported by a $150 million World Bank project loan. The PEDP also included 
the commitment by a number of bilateral donors to integrate their individual projects into 
the PEDP. The Primary Education Development Program calculates that, over the next 
three years, the financing gap created by the sector reform, including the additional 
enrollment resulting from the elimination of user fees, amounts to $450 million. As 
envisaged in the program, the number of students enrolled in primary education on 
2001/2002 has doubled, reflecting great expectations on the side of parents about the 
availability and quality of the education to be provided. In addition to the $150 million 
provided by the World Bank loan, the GoT has established a system of pooled funding 
through which it has raised the additional funds from bilateral donors.  
 
Working groups.  
 

a) Number of working groups—three: 
Group 1. The role of civil society 
Group 2. The role of government 
Group 3. The role of the donor community 

b) Key questions.  
a. What was the role of the group analyzed in bringing about the elimination 

of the primary education enrollment fee?  
b. Which of its actions was most crucial? 
c. What lessons can be taken from this case study:   

i. Regarding future actions of this group to form pro-poor coalitions 
and bring about pro-poor policies? 

ii. How can the donor community encourage the formation of pro-
poor coalitions? 

c) Output. A short 5-7 minute presentation on conclusions regarding the key 
questions outlined in section b above, with an emphasis on point c. 

d) Organization. Each group would be led by a resource person and a volunteer 
from the group would act as a rapporteur to the plenary. 
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