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SIDY CISSOKHO 
 

OUTSOURCING THE STATE? PUBLIC TRANSPORT 

REFORM IN DAKAR UNDER PRESIDENT ABDOULAYE 

WADE 
 

Following the changeover of political power in Senegal in 2000, 
public transport reform was introduced in the capital. 1  Reform 
development began in the 1990s with the support of the World Bank, 
which defined the overall direction and financing mechanisms. At the 
time, the city of Dakar was heralded as a “pilot city” on the African 
continent. 2  The reform measures gave priority to “private” 
management of urban transport over the “public” management system 
in place until then. Yet an analysis solely in terms of “privatising” 
public action would not give us the full picture of the turmoil the 
reform generated in the sector. In Senegal, transport is dominated by 
so-called “informal” companies with close ties to the State, a situation 
that rules out any reform approach radically opposing the State to the 
market. In this context, liberal reform does not always imply a 
withdrawal of the State. On the contrary, it may give the State an 
opportunity to reaffirm or renegotiate the framework in which it 
intervenes. Contrary to the notion of privatisation, the notion of 
“discharge” 3  allows for mutual dependence between private and 
public actors. It points to the growing importance of private actors in 
state intervention, but suggests that these changes should be analysed 
as a restructuring of public action rather than simply as the retreat of 
the State. Hence, this article does not intend to examine the shift in the 
boundary line between public and private, but rather the nature of the 
ongoing negotiations between the two sectors in a context of reform. 

The bus stations in the Dakar region were the main sites of 
government restructuring in the area of transport. The relationship 
between the transport sector and the State originally grew out of 
management issues in these stations, so it was logical for the reforms 

                                                 
1 In 2000, Senegal experienced its first changeover of political power after a forty-year socialist reign. The 
change brought Abdoulaye Wade to power for a period of twelve years. 
2 X. Godard, “D comme Dakar, ou le bilan mitigé d’’une ville-pilote”, in X. Godard (ed.), Les Transports et la 
ville en Afrique au sud du Sahara. Le temps de la débrouille et du désordre inventif Paris, Karthala/Inrets, 
2002, pp. 57-73 
3 See the special feature under the direction of Béatrice Hibou on “L’’État en voie de privatisation”, Politique 
africaine, no. 73, March 1999; B. Hibou (ed.), La Privatisation des États, Paris, Karthala/Ceri, 1999. 
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to take place there. This relationship was forged primarily within and 
in reference to “unions” that grouped together all the drivers working 
out of the same station, which had long been responsible for station 
management in place of the municipal government. Implementing the 
reform in the stations meant “privatising” the management of these 
spaces, and thereby calling into question the role of the unions. In 
addition, the stations were where the new vehicles required by the 
reform were installed. We will therefore base our analysis on the data 
collected in two of the so-called “urban” bus stations affected by the 
reform: the Petersen station and the Colobane station. The first is close 
to the centre of the capital and serves the suburb of Dakar. Opened in 
1996, it was formed by combining three separate stations previously 
disseminated in the capital. It was the first bus station in the capital to 
have its management privatised. Furthermore, the first fleet renovation 
took place on the bus lines served by this station. The Colobane 
station also serves the Dakar suburb. It is located at the entrance to the 
city, along the National 1 highway. The privatisation of its 
management was announced later on, in 2008. Part of the fleet 
operating out of the Colobane station also underwent vehicle 
renovation. For purposes of comparison, we will include observations 
carried out at the Pompiers station, one of the main stations in Senegal 
and no doubt the oldest. It takes its name from the site where it was set 
up in 1962, near a fire station [in French: caserne de pompiers]. The 
Pompiers station serves the other cities and the lower region of 
Senegal. It is described as an “intercity” bus station. It has not yet 
been affected by the reforms, which so far have concerned only 
“urban” traffic. 
 

The data used in writing this article were gathered during a two-
month study conducted between March and April 2010.4 Analysis of 
the interviews, observations and documents produced by the various 
entities managing the bus stations reveals the logic that helped to 
shape the successive representatives of the State in the transport 
sector. After the changeover of political power, state intervention 
through the reform promoted by the country’s donors has merely 
recycled the logic inaugurated during the socialist party era. 
Accordingly, the affirmation of the State’s authority has not been the 
result of its pro-active intervention alone, but rather of a series of 
arrangements that suited its interests and those of the various actors in 

                                                 
4 S. Cissokho, La Réforme d’’un secteur informel: les transports à Dakar, Master 2 thesis in African Studies, 
Université Paris I Panthéon-Sorbonne, 2010. 
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the transport world. Transport reform has not questioned the role of 
the State but rather that of its representatives in the sector, in this case 
the drivers unions. 
 
 

The successive representatives of the State in the transport 
sector 

 
Unlike peasant organisations during the liberalisation of Senegal’s 

agricultural sector, the trade unions formed first by hauliers and then 
by drivers succeeded in becoming representatives of the State in the 
transport sector.5 The reform of the transport sector ushered in by the 
World Bank in the early 2000s was merely an updated version of 
previous reforms carried out when the socialists were in power 
during the 1970s. Transport sector reform was one of the areas in 
which a socialist “hegemonic bloc” took hold in the first decade after 
decolonisation. Initially, it was set up for the benefit of hauliers, and 
subsequently for drivers, after the peaceful handover of political 
power from Senghor to Diouf. The reforms and the converging 
interests of the government and major hauliers and later drivers 
resulted in the creation of the unions. This is the structure inherited 
from the socialist era that post-changeover reform called into 
question. 

 
Major hauliers 

 
During the first decades following decolonisation, Senegalese 

hauliers gradually ceased to be marginalised by transport initiatives 
promoted by Europeans or the equivalent. They continued to be 
marginalised by the State, however, until economic “Senegalisation” 
began in the 1970s, when hauliers obtained government recognition. 

Under colonial rule, intercity transport of goods and passengers 
was largely dominated by hauliers of Lebanese extraction. The Régie 
du transport du gouvernement general [General Government 
Transport Authority], which became the Régie des transports du Mali 
[Mali Transport Authority] in 1959, and then the Régie des transports 
du Sénégal [Senegal Transport Authority] in 1961, controlled urban 
transport. This public company was at first responsible for the 
transport of civil servants, but eventually widened its scope of action 

                                                 
5 C. Vandermotten and C. O. Ba, “Les organisations de producteurs dans les politiques agricoles”, in T. Dahou 
(ed.), Libéralisation et politique agricole au Sénégal, Paris, Crepos/Karthala/Enda Graf Diapol, 2008, pp. 25-
47. 
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to serve the entire population. In addition to public transport, there 
were also private “rapid coaches”, first in Saint-Louis and then in 
Dakar, belonging to Senegalese operators, each of whom owned a 
fleet of a dozen vehicles. Although the novelty of the new coaches and 
the obsolescence of horse-drawn carriages worked to the advantage of 
such initiatives, 6  the economic policy pursued during the 1960s 
favoured the public transport network in the capital, whereas Lebanese 
hauliers maintained their dominant position in intercity transport 
throughout the country. 

At the end of the 1960s, the regime of Léopold Sédar Senghor drew 
widespread criticism for its economic strategy of continuity with the 
colonial period. The opposition came, in particular, from Senegalese 
businessmen, among them the hauliers belonging to the Union des 
groupements économiques sénégalais [Union of Senegalese Economic 
Groupings] or UNIGES. They attacked Senghor for continuing its 
preferential treatment of French economic interests over those of 
Senegalese entrepreneurs. After promoting the creation of a more 
moderate hauliers trade union, the State finally managed to meet their 
demands.7 The “Senegalisation” of the economy thus began in the 
early 1970s. 

The State generated a new clientele for itself through financial 
institutions empowered to make loans – which were seldom repaid – 
to revitalise Senegalese business activities. Financing was made 
available in all sectors of the economy, including transport. Loans 
were granted mainly on the basis of the entrepreneurs’ degree of 
proximity to the ruling power. 8 The new policy led to the gradual 
reintroduction of rapid coaches and their owners, who received de 
facto recognition from an inter-ministerial advisory board in 1973. 
These hauliers were incorporated into institutions such as the 
Transport Management Committee, responsible for jointly defining 
transport policy.9 In 1976, they benefitted from a plan to renovate 
their fleets of vehicles. In 1980, a “masters’ operation” offered young 

                                                 
6 For further information on the transport sector in the capital during this period, see M. Coulibaly, Les 
Transports urbains au Sénégal de 1945 à 1970: le cas de Dakar, Master’s thesis in history, Université Cheikh 
Anta Diop de Dakar, 1993. 
7 J. Lombard and O. Ninot, “Impasses et défis dans le transport routier”, in M.-C. Diop (ed.), La Société 
sénégalaise entre le local et le global, Paris, Karthala, 2002, pp. 109-162. 
8 C. Boone, Merchant Capital and the Roots of State Power in Senegal, 1930-1985, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1992, pp. 182-197. 
9 Kenyan hauliers received similar recognition in the early 1970s after having been previously sidelined. See 

K. Mutongi, “Thugs or Entrepreneurs? Perceptions of Matutu Operators in Nairobi, 1970 to the Present”, 
Africa, vol. 76, no. 4, 2006, pp. 549-568; F. Grignon, “Les pierrots du bidonville. Peintres de matatu à Nairobi, 
Kenya”, Autrepart, no. 1, 1997, pp. 151-161. 
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graduates jobs in the transport field and provided an initial opportunity 
to streamline the sector.10 

Some of the major hauliers combined their dominant economic 
positions with advantageous positions in religious and political 
spheres. The success of these businessmen earned them considerable 
status in the Mouride Brotherhood, even when they had no family ties 
with the marabouts.11 On the political side, certain large hauliers such 
as Bamba Sourang and Lobatt Fall won seats in parliament. They 
became members of state bodies such as the Economic and Social 
Council. They were also awarded numerous public procurement 
contracts to transport civil servants. 
 

The community of drivers 
 

The transport world was gradually integrated into government 
networks through individuals belonging to the many “unions” and the 
community of drivers scattered throughout Senegalese territory. In 
1985, the Fédération nationale des groupements de transporteurs du 
Sénégal [National Federation of Senegalese Haulier Unions], the 
longstanding trade union of hauliers set up in 1963, was weakened by 
a split resulting in the creation of a second federation, the Fédération 
nationale des transporteurs du Sénégal [National Federation of 
Senegalese Hauliers]. In 1991, the hauliers were divided by a further 
split that produced a third trade union, the Syndicat national des 
transporteurs et chauffeurs du Sénégal [National Hauliers and Drivers 
Union of Senegal]. 12  During the same period, the drivers were 
increasingly challenging the legitimacy and ability of major hauliers 
to represent them. They decided to organise on their own within the 
country’s various bus stations. President Abdou Diouf used these 
internal divisions to achieve his own political ends: the drivers unions 
joined the urban network of the socialist party. 

 
At first, the splits between major organisations within the haulier 

confederation arose from the initial measures for sector liberalisation: 
the debate was focused on how much tax they had to pay. But the 
large hauliers were also competing within the socialist party for seats 
in parliament or various administrative bodies. Cracks gradually 

                                                 
10 For further details on these reforms, see I. Diouf, “C comme Car rapide ou les tentatives d’’intégration du 
transport artisanal”, in X. Godard (ed.), Les Transports et la ville……, op. cit., pp. 45-57. 
11 We might mention the example of hauliers such as Lobatt Fallu or Ndiaga Ndiaye whose name was given to 
the famous vehicles. Both men became secretaries of prestigious marabouts. 
12 J. Lombard and O. Ninot, “Impasses et défis……”, art. cit. 
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appeared in trade union representation of the hauliers, weakening the 
overall ties between trade unionism and the ruling party. 

The first versions of the structural adjustment plans in the transport 
sector modified the relationships between hauliers and drivers, thereby 
helping to generate opposition on the part of the drivers. In 1985, the 
longstanding practice of delivering licences according to itinerary was 
eliminated. In 1986, vehicle imports were liberalised. The number of 
hauliers grew and, with them, the number of drivers. The profiles of 
investors in the transport world diversified. During the 1990s, a 
growing percentage of hauliers had no experience as chauffeurs, 
mechanics or apprentices. This “de-professionalisation” of the sector 
created turmoil in labour relations between drivers and hauliers. 
Drivers were no longer assured of fixed wages and compensation for 
travel expenses; instead they were regularly required to pay a flat fee 
to the haulier for the use of its vehicle.14 In this context, the drivers 
also accused the hauliers who represented them of thinking only about 
their own personal advantage and not “intervening” sufficiently on 
their behalf. 

Abdou Diouf sought to break up the partisan blocs established 
during the Senghor’s regime and used the drivers’ demands for this 
purpose. In exchange, the drivers seized upon the president’s ideas to 
create their own trade union representation. The alliances – religious, 
trade union and partisan – formed with the major hauliers on a 
national scale developed into local alliances within the bus stations. 

Originally, the drivers unions were dahiras, an urban version of 
daaras, rural associations of Mourides. Drivers operating from the 
same station contributed to a dahira contingency fund. Even today, 
the unions are presented as social organisations. They serve as 
channels to communicate instructions from marabouts (N’diguel).15 
The unions therefore help to perpetuate the “Senegalese social 
contract”.16 They also oversee money collection for the marabouts. 
Indeed, each dahira is required to make an annual offering to its 
marabout. The transport sector appears to have become a haven for the 
Mouride Brotherhood weakened by the agricultural crisis in the mid-
1970s. 

When the unions were first formed in the mid-1980s, they also 
functioned as “works councils”. They relayed calls to action from the 

                                                 
14 J. Lombard and O. Ninot, “Impasses et défis……”, art. cit 
15 “Instruction” in Wolof. Like the word “instruction” in English, the word n’’diguel can refer to different 
realities. Here we are talking specifically about political n’’diguel, in other words, instructions on which 
candidate(s) to vote for. 
16 D. C. O’’Brien, “Le contrat social sénégalais à l’’épreuve”, Politique africaine, no. 45, March 1992, pp. 9-21. 
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socialist party and kept the government informed about various social 
tensions. They were therefore fully involved in carrying out Abdou 
Diouf’s strategy to erode the CNTS. It was not until the 1990s that the 
unions finally returned to the CNTS. 

In their dealings with the Dakar municipality, the “works councils” 
or dahiras were called “management committees”. Despite early 
decentralising measures, the municipality remained attached to the 
central government.17 Relations with city authorities took the form of 
direct, personal relationships between the mayor and the most 
influential members of the unions. Thus the Pompiers union obtained 
new lighting as well as a paved boarding area from the mayor. 

The unions were therefore neither an idea previously overlooked by 
the State and the municipality nor a sign of their “failure” to manage 
public space. On the contrary, the unions emerged “from a functional 
collaboration that ensured the link between the State’s role in 
controlling space and social groups using potential political ploys to 
achieve their ends”.18 In the transport sector, this special arrangement 
took concrete form in the unions. These are the structures that have 
been undermined by the recent transport reform. 

 
 

Bus stations during the socialist party era 

 
Drivers unions were “transparent/opaque institutions”.19 Though 

private, they exercised state authority in the stations. They were 
incorporated into the municipal and national administrative network 
mainly through the practice of “brokering”.20 The reform has called 
into question all of these daily interactions. . To describe day-to-day  
station management by driver unions, we have primarily used the 
example of the Pompiers bus station today. As an “intercity” station, 
it has not yet been affected by the reforms described above and thus 
reflects the “discharge” methods adopted at the end of the 1980s.21 

 
 

                                                 
17 M.-C. Diop and M. Diouf, “Enjeux et contraintes politiques de la gestion municipale au Sénégal”, Canadian 
Journal of African Studies, vol. 26, no. 1, 1992, pp. 1-23. 
18 G. Salem, “Crise urbaine et contrôle social à Pikine. Bornes-fontaines et clientélisme”, Politique africaine, 
no. 45, October 1992, p. 31 
19 C. Lund, “Twilight Institution. Public Authority and Local Politics in Africa”, Development and 

Change, vol. 37, no. 4, 2006, pp. 685-705 
20  G. Blundo, “Dealing with the Local State: The Informal Privatization of Street-Level Bureaucracies in 
Senegal”, Development and Change, vol. 37, no. 4, 2006, pp. 799-819. 
21 There is a project, which has been postponed for several years, to move the station to the suburbs of 
Dakar and privatise its management. 
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The board and its “base” 
 

The unions have a pyramid organisation with ordinary drivers at 
the bottom and a “board” at the top. Board members are the only ones 
with direct links to the marabouts, the trade union confederation and 
political parties. The method of union affiliation to the CNTS clearly 
illustrates these relationships. Only a handful of board members have 
a card proving their affiliation with the CNTS. In the case of a call for 
strike, for example, the heads of the confederation telephone their 
representatives on the board, who in turn relay the instructions within 
the station. Each week, the union as a whole pays the CNTS a fee 
drawn from station operating revenue. The amount of the fee varies 
according to the number of drivers affiliated by the union with the 
CNTS. 

The board president is elected at a general assembly. The other 
board members are appointed by the president or recommended by his 
circle. These positions are coveted because they carry both prestige 
and fixed wages. Appointments to the posts are made in keeping with 
“factionalist”22 logic. The board members justify their positions on the 
basis of know-how, seniority or personal success, but this rhetoric 
partly conceals family or regional ties. At the Pompiers station, the 
secretary general of the union explains his position by his level of 
education. However, he is also the brother of a union member and had 
never worked in transport prior to occupying this post. 23  The 
distribution of posts and aid thus leaves some station players on the 
sidelines. The latter view the selective distribution system as a form of 
graft. 

And indeed the board members have resources at their disposal, 
which they distribute in the form of posts or material advantages to 
various groups that use the site. Bus stations comprise several sectors 
of activity. There are, of course, boarding platforms, divided up 
according to the types of vehicles present in the market, and areas set 
aside for mechanics, hawkers and cheap restaurants. Others are 
reserved for vendors with fixed locations. The clientele of the union 
and its board is made up of all these sectors, each one operating in a 
well-defined territory of the station. 

                                                 
22 The notion of factionalism seems more appropriate than the notion of patronage to describe the internal 
operation of the unions. See T. Dahou, “Entre engagement et allégeance. Historicisation du politique au 

Sénégal”, Cahier d’’études africaines, no. 167, 2002, pp. 499-520. 
23 The secretary general of the Pompiers union had previously worked at a market. In his view, “the same 
language” applies to markets and bus stations. This assertion and the ease with which the secretary general 
assumed his role suggest that a logic similar to the one existing in bus stations is at work in the organisation 
of markets. Source: interview with the general secretary of the Pompiers union, Dakar, March 2010 
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The board takes part in appointing the personnel in charge of 
passenger boarding. The station areas assigned to boarding are divided 
into “lines”. Each line corresponds to a destination and a type of 
vehicle. There is a “line chief” at the head of each line, along with his 
team of “coaxers” responsible for drumming up customers.24 The line 
chiefs and the coaxers are usually former drivers who previously 
worked on the destination they head up today. Coaxers are hired at the 
discretion of the line chief or of board members, depending on the 
charisma of the line chief. The line chiefs, on the other hand, are 
elected. Only the coaxers and drivers working on the line are allowed 
to vote. Elections are widely overseen by the union and its secretary 
general. 

The personnel in charge of boarding pay a percentage of their daily 
income to the union. The customer pays the coaxer the price of the 
ride. The line chief centralises the money before the bus leaves the 
station and pays out a specified portion to the driver and the other 
coaxers. The amounts vary from one line to the next. By the end of the 
day, each line has taken in a considerable amount of revenue, a 
percentage of which goes directly to the union. The union members 
present the contribution process as a system of sharing the risks 
assumed by the drivers and coaxers. The payment must be sufficient 
to cover expenses arising from unforeseeable events such as death, 
illness or birth. This “withholding” tax is the union’s chief source of 
revenue, which accounts for their fear of internal dissension or 
“tendencies”. Allowing the lines and their personnel too much 
autonomy would limit union revenue. Union rules therefore stipulate: 
“Any member who seeks to divide the order and unity of the union 
shall be excluded”.25 

In addition to posts, the board assigns spaces inside the station. 
Though the situation is seldom acknowledged, it appears to be 
impossible to engage peacefully in commercial activity in the bus 
station without union authorisation. Any business activity undertaken 
without prior approval from the union runs the risk of having its 
storefront obstructed by vehicles. This applies not only to mechanics 
and fixed vendors and hawkers, but also to business activities without 
any connection to transport that simply have their premises located 
inside the station. To obtain a parking place at the Pompiers station, a 
manager of an insurance agency had to pay a tax to the union as well 
as to the coaxers working in the vicinity of the parking place. In 

                                                 
24 . S. M. Seck, “Transport et territoires: les ““coxeurs”” de Dakar, du bénévolat à la prestation de service”, 
Bulletin de la Société géographique de Liège, no. 48, 2006, pp. 7-17. 
25 Internal Union Rules, Dakar, 2010 
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addition, the agency occasionally lends its more spacious premises to 
the union for its meetings. 
 

The board and the administration 
 

Everyday corruption, informal practices and privatised public 
services are different types of “arrangement” worked out between the 
board and the authorities. The daily management of the bus stations is 
based on such “arrangements”. These interactions concern exclusively 
the board members, state representatives and municipal authorities. 

The union and its board appear first of all to act as an interface 
between the police, the gendarmes and site users. At Pompiers, the 
police occupy the same premises as the board members, where they 
share the telephone and their archives. The location and sharing of 
offices belonging to the union is the corollary of the inadequate 
resources available to civil servants in the police force  present on the 
site and corresponds to an evergetist practice. It enables the police to 
have premises inside the bus station and is a corruptive investment for 
board members. The union premises are divided into two parts 
separated by a half-closed curtain, which shows the police agent’s 
desk but hides the bench on which drivers with violations are kept 
waiting.26 Police officers and board members spend their time in the 
same space and hence develop privileged relationships. They eat at the 
same place and joke together. The same policemen seem to work at 
the station for years. The proximity and longevity of these 
relationships lead to a sort of symbiosis between police and board 
members. Behind this daily routine and harmony – whether sincere or 
feigned – administrative relationships become personalised and a 
series of corruptive investments are made, resulting in the informal 
privatisation of public services.27 This proximity takes concrete form 
particularly in the repression of traffic code violations. 

Roadside interaction between drivers and the police or gendarmes 
can lead to one of two types of monetary penalty. The police agent 
may impose a direct monetary penalty on the driver by making him 
pay a fine immediately. On the other hand, the police agent may 
impose an indirect monetary penalty on the driver by confiscating his 
driving permit, which he can recover only by paying a fine at the 
police premises. The transactions linked to direct monetary penalties 

                                                 
26 These offices were razed in 2011. The board members and police forces now cohabit in another space 
organised in a more rudimentary fashion. 
27  J.-P. Olivier de Sardan and G. Blundo, “La corruption quotidienne en Afrique de l’’Ouest”, Politique 
africaine, no. 83, October 2001, pp. 8-37. 
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take place on the road and often allow some leeway for traditional 
bribery practices. They do not require the intervention of the union. In 
the case of indirect penalties, the board, like its counterparts in Benin 
or Nigeria, plays a central role.28 Only one or two board members – 
the representatives of the CNTS within the union – are authorised to 
deal with the police. Their membership in the confederation allows 
them to brandish the threat of a strike or the support of high-placed 
connections, putting them on equal footing in their dealings. The trade 
union representatives recover all the driving permits seized by the 
police from drivers working out of the bus station. The drivers 
involved then file past the desk of the union secretary general to 
recover their permits in exchange for financial compensation, which is 
intended to remunerate both the union’s brokering and the police 
officers. This auxiliary function comes into play only on such 
occasions. It may also pertain to other types of attestations such as 
“off-road” permits required to transports passengers on unpaved roads 
or extensions of certification in the event of temporary licence 
withdrawal. The unions are thus seamlessly inserted in “the chain of 
transport corruption”.29 

The partnership goes so far as to designate targets and point out 
violations to the policeman on duty in the station. The garage manager 
can “take disciplinary action against coaxers and their table 
representatives30 who owe him obedience”;31 he must also “ensure the 
smooth operation of the union”.32 Within the scope of his attributions, 
he therefore presents coaxers lacking union accreditation to the police 
for punishment. The secretary general of the union and the policeman 
assigned to station surveillance conduct joint rounds. Together, they 
settle parking and traffic problems around the station and combat 
”poaching”, defined as boarding or disembarking customers outside 
the station walls. Poaching represents not only a financial loss for the 
union but it is interpreted first and foremost as an act of secession. The 
fight against poaching is therefore a union priority. The board assigns 
one of its members to work on this task full time. “Customer 
poaching” is subject to a fine that can vary from 6,000 CFA francs to 
12,000 CFA francs for automobiles and 24 000 CFA francs to 50,000 

                                                 
28 N. Bako-Arifari, “ ‘Ce n’’est pas les papiers qu’on mange!’ La corruption dans les transports, la douane et 
les corps de contrôle”, in J.-P. Olivier de Sardan and G. Blundo (eds.), État et corruption en Afrique. Une 
anthropologie comparative des relations entre fonctionnaires et usagers (Bénin, Niger, Sénégal), Paris, 
Apad/Karthala, 2007, pp. 179-225 
29 Ibid., p. 195. 
30 A “table” specifies the type of vehicle for each destination of a departing line. Ce que je veux dire c’est 
qu’un” tableau” est l’équivalent d’une “ligne”.  
31 Internal Union Rules, Dakar, 2010. 
32 Ibid. 
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CFA francs for buses. 33  The amount of the fine depends on the 
driver’s attitude towards the union in the past and at the time he is 
commits his offence. A portion of the fine is systematically given to 
the police officer. On the other hand, the board member in charge of 
combating poaching may sometimes keep some of the amount for 
himself. In the eyes of some bus station workers, the police are so 
completely subordinated to the union that, although civil servants, 
they are perceived as full-fledged employees of the union. 
 

Taxation and rubbish disposal in the stations 
 

Collecting taxes and site cleaning offer further opportunities for the 
union to “make deals” – not with the police but with various 
municipal departments. 

The collection of municipal taxes on entering vehicles seems to 
depend largely on the goodwill of the union, to such an extent that 
when both entities have tax collection systems on the same site, the 
union system takes precedence. Queries made to the municipal tax 
collector concerning station management are first referred to the union 
board, by the way. In the municipal tax collector’s view, the union is 
the real manager of the station. Municipal tax collectors are located at 
the entrance to the station. Each vehicle pays 100 CFA francs (about 
0.15 Euro) to the municipality in exchange for a ticket. The municipal 
tax collector’s post is not easily identifiable as such: it takes the form 
of a curtain hung at the bus station exit. The person collecting the tax 
is usually surrounded by two or three other people. The “auxiliaries”34 
are there to ensure the safety of the tax collector, who is at the mercy 
of all sorts of aggressors. The outward appearance of the municipal 
tax collection post contrasts sharply with that of the union office, a 
permanent construction in the centre of the station where the union 
collects its own taxes. Upon arrival, each driver has to go to the union 
office and pay 50 CFA francs (about 0.07 Euro) to the secretary 
general. Contrary to cities like Abidjan, Ibadan, Lagos or Accra, in 
Dakar municipal tax collection is not entirely delegated to the union. 
The two collection systems operate side by side on the same site. 

In addition to the authorisation to collect taxes on bus station 
premises in the strict sense, taxes may also be collected outside the 
station walls. Many unofficial bus stations have sprung up throughout 
Dakar. These stations are set up by drivers and hauliers who object to 

                                                 
33 6,000 CFA francs correspond to slightly more than 9 Euros; 50,000 CFA francs to more than 75 Euros. 
34 J.-P. Olivier de Sardan and G. Blundo, “La corruption quotidienne……”, art. cit., p. 22 
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the organisation of departures at the station and seek to circumvent the 
unions’ management systems. Buses are indeed forced to await their 
turn – sometimes for several days – before they are allowed to leave. 
To avoid waiting, drivers take passengers on board at other sites. 
These stations are not recognised as such by the State, but their 
activities are nevertheless taxed by the union. Board members travel 
around Dakar and take a percentage of the revenue generated by these 
initiatives. The union even has a vehicle for this purpose. To enforce 
the tax, board members sometimes call upon wrestlers. 

The union is also an indispensable contact in station cleaning 
operations. Although municipal authorities, particularly the Urban 
Development Department, send contract employees to collect rubbish, 
any large-scale action apparently involves the union. Station sites are 
regularly criticised for their squalor. Lack of space and cluttered 
conditions might lead drivers to avoid certain bus stations, resulting in 
revenue losses for the union. The union therefore negotiates with the 
municipality. It prevents municipal agents from collecting taxes if 
rubbish has not been collected, thereby depriving the municipal 
authorities of a steady source of income. To continue collecting taxes, 
the municipality is thus forced to undertake cleaning. The work is 
carried out by intermediaries of the union, which is paid a certain sum 
of money by the municipality. The union also has its own cleaning 
staff, who sweep the litter to the exit, where it is picked up by the 
rubbish collection company. When the rubbish concerns retail spaces 
inside the station, the delegation of authority may take yet another 
form, in which the union once again plays a central role. The union 
members remunerate cheap restaurants for cleaning own their sites; 
the restaurants may in turn delegate the task to a young talibé [child 
beggar]. 

The union is an indispensable entity in the areas of security, 
rubbish disposal and tax collection. Through its board, it operates as a 
real brokers’ association. By introducing new institutions, transport 
reform and its first visible effects called into question the role of 
institutional creation during the socialist era. What the reform 
questioned was more than a mere institution; it was a whole set of 
daily interactions that have helped to shape the standards for public 
action in the transport sector. 
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Bus station reforms during the PDS era 

 
At the turn of the 21st century, the reform of transport in the 

Senegalese capital was more intense than any other reform 
implemented under sector adjustment programmes launched by 
Abdou Diouf starting in the early 1990s. President Aboulaye Wade 
clearly took possession of transport reform, making it the symbol of 
his policy of change. He explicitly declared his intention on the front 
page of the pro-government newspaper Le Soleil: “I want to 
revolutionise urban transport”.35 The new president announced: “We 
are going to buy back rapid coaches to house fish and shrimp”. 36 
Though the measures were designed and financed by the World 
Blank, they were taken over by the Senegalese State and various 
economic actors in the transport sector. The reform was introduced at 
the expense of the unions, despite their support for the Parti 
démocratique sénégalais or PDS [Senegalese Democratic Party]. The 
contracts awarded at the time of bus station privatisation and vehicle 
fleet renovation gave the post-changeover government an opportunity 
to build itself a new network in the transport sector. The reform allows 
a kind of “spoil system 37 ” or in other word the change of the 
“discharge” contractor. Pro-active intervention by the State was 
possible only because it coincided with “circumstantial 
opportunities”38 for a series of economic players. The reform served 
the interests of a composite group that had been previously kept out of 
the management of passenger boarding sites. In the various bus 
stations studied that underwent reform, union opposition to a change 
in “discharge” contractors led to the coexistence of two modes of bus 
station management: a new mode, resulting from liberalisation, 
headed by hauliers through EIGs (economic interest groups) and the 
old mode, an outgrowth of the socialist era, embodied by union 
management of driver representatives. 
 

Bus station privatisation 
 

Bus station privatisation was carried out independently of a new 
traffic plan for Dakar backed by the World Bank. The Ministry of 

                                                 
35 I. K. Ndiaye, “Le Président Wade veut révolutionner le transport”, Le Soleil, 6 September 2005. 
36 Ibid. 
37 F. Dreyfus, L’invention de la bureaucratie, Paris, La Découverte, 2000, p. 188-189 Au Etats Unis, dans 

la seconde moitié du 19ème, pour s’assurer de la fidélité de leur administration, les nouveau gouvernements 

remplaçait systématiquement les membres de l’administration par des fidèles de leur parti. Ce mode de 
fonctionnement était appelé le « spoil system ».  
38 B. Hibou, Anatomie politique de la domination, Paris, La Découverte, 2011, p. 207. 
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Finance decided to award car park management to private operators. 
Reassigning the sites was seen as a possible solution to traffic 
congestion in the centre of the capital in the late 1990s. Through an 
opaque bidding process, newcomers succeeded in rising to positions 
of bus station leadership. Those who played the role of experts in 
preparing the call for tenders won the contracts.39 

The municipality of Dakar issued the call for tenders. The high 
rates charged for parking in Dakar-Plateau went hand in hand with the 
installation of a parking area for vehicles at the entrance to the city 
and a shuttle service to the city centre. A private company known as 
Société africaine de gestion des espaces de stationnement or SAGES 
[African parking space management company], which already 
managed parking in Dakar-Plateau, took charge of the Petersen bus 
station. At the time, the company was made up of former members of 
the inner circle of the ruling socialist party, who had remained in 
government after the changeover. Some of them had also worked as 
consultants in preparing the call for tenders. 

The Petersen station established a precedent for extending 
privatisation to other stations like Colobane. In the latter case, 
management was awarded to a private operator through a far less 
sophisticated false public procurement process. A simple “mutual 
agreement” between the municipality and the beneficiary allowed the 
latter to claim the authority to manage the bus station. The governor, 
as the direct representative of the government, played the role of 
arbiter in settling conflicts between various claimants. He decided 
against the union. 

The drivers unions at both sites systematically opposed privatising 
the bus stations; they mobilised station workers, claiming to act on 
their behalf, and succeeded in forcing the takeover entities to 
withdraw. In the case of the Petersen station, the entity was SAGES, 
whereas in the case of Colobane, the prospective buyer was an 
individual entrepreneur. In the Petersen case, the union circumvented 
SAGES authority. Tensions between the union and the new manager 
surfaced in everyday situations such as the payment of rent or 
collecting taxes on vehicles that frequented the station. The union 
refused to allow a SAGES employee to collect taxes directly from 
drivers, so a union employee performed the task. The SAGES 
employee in charge of collecting taxes from drivers arriving and 
leaving the station could only do so indirectly through the union. This 

                                                 
39  See S. Bredeloup, S. Bertoncello and J. Lombard (eds.), Abidjan, Dakar: des villes à vendre? La 
privatisation ““made in Africa““ des services urbains, Paris, L’’Harmattan, 2008, p. 69 
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system allowed the union to combine the tax collected in the name of 
SAGES with several other taxes intended for the CNTS, to which it 
was linked, and for itself. The union collected the taxes and 
distributed locations to retail outlets operating outside the buildings 
that followed station renovation. A henchman was mandated by the 
union to collect a tax from hawkers. To sell wares inside the station, 
the vendors had to buy a ticket with the words “Bus Station 
Management Committee” printed on it. The presence of these words 
created confusion in the minds of many vendors who thought they 
were paying a tax to the municipality. SAGES was thus caught 
between the union and city hall. Indeed the mayor, too, challenged the 
legitimacy of the new management company, accusing it of failing to 
meet the specifications of the lease contract, notably with regard to 
site upkeep. The municipal employees normally in charge of upkeep 
sometimes seemed to be adrift in the station. Some were reduced to 
begging from the shopkeepers, while others combined their official 
job with informal hawking inside the station. SAGES appeared to be 
focused on its most remunerative activity – managing parking metres 
in the city centre – instead of investing in the bus station. 
Consequently, the company and its employees lacked the necessary 
legitimacy in the eyes of the municipality and users to collect taxes 
inside the station without going through the union. 

In the case of the Colobane station, the union president relied on 
his networks in the administration and the Mouride Brotherhood to 
cancel the public procurement procedure, which took place in 2008. 
After losing an initial call for tenders, the union was ejected from the 
installations built during the station renovation. The union members 
therefore built their own installations next to the new ones, which 
were kept under lock and key. Subsequently, the president of the 
union denounced the terms of the call for tenders to the public 
contracts commission. Faced with what he saw as a “political plot”, 
the union president appealed in particular to a former socialist party 
minister of transport who was a member of the commission. He also 
called upon a marabout in the Mouride Brotherhood to advocate on 
his behalf. A second call for tenders was issued and this time union 
won, and thus became the official manager of the bus station. Like the 
transport trade unions in Nigeria, the Colobane union played on its 
political and party relationships to maintain its control over the bus 
station.40 

                                                 
40 See I. O. Albert, “Between the State and Transporter Unions: NURTW and the Politics of Managing Public 
Motor Parks in Ibadan and Lagos, Nigeria”, in L. Fourchard (ed.), Gouverner les villes d’’Afrique. État, 
gouvernement local et acteurs privés Paris, Karthala, 2007, pp. 125-139 
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Renewal of the vehicle fleet 

 
Fleet renewal fostered the arrival of new actors; some had already 

been involved in the transport sector in the mid-1980s when the 
unions took control of the bus stations, others had worked in other 
sectors until then. The renewal came in response to one of the main 
criticisms of transport in the capital: the obsolescence of the old 
Mercedes buses that in some cases had been in use for more than 
thirty years. The State did not immediately find a partner to finance 
the reform in 1999, but in 2002, the World Bank approved a loan of 
11 billion CFA francs (about 16.7 million Euros) to renovate the 
automobile fleet.41 The financing was coupled with a requirement to 
“professionalise” 42  the sector. Indeed, the authorities intended to 
support the renewal by “formalising” the operation of transport 
vehicles 

The selection of the first hauliers to benefit from fleet renewal 
played a decisive role in the exclusion of the unions. To benefit from 
the hire-purchase financing mechanism and receive new vehicles, the 
hauliers had to group together. After rejecting the idea of a single 
federation of hauliers, they agreed to join together in a financing 
association, which was supposed to manage the drafts. The 
Association de financement des transports urbains (AFTU) [Urban 
transport financing association] acted as an intermediary between the 
owners and the State in the loan repayment process. The Association 
was a federation of fourteen EIGs comprising the various beneficiaries 
of the renewal. The AFTU president was once a haulier himself and a 
Lebou like the Minister of Transport at the time. 43  This shared 
experience made him a privileged contact person. One of the main 
managers of reform implementation was the neighbour of the 
president of one of the EIGs in the AFTU, also a former haulier. They 
played football together on weekends. More surprisingly, some 
members of the EIGs included in the AFTU were in the professions or 
civil servants. In these cases, fleet renewal was involved: the operation 
enabled individuals outside the transport world to invest in it. One of 
the first beneficiaries was the trade union leader of the CNTS-FC 
(Confédération nationale des travailleurs sénégalais-Force 
changement) [National confederation of Senegalese workers – Force 

                                                 
41 “Renouvellement du parc des cars rapides, un crédit de 11 milliards de FCFA de la Banque mondiale”, 
L’’Info, 11 March 2002. 
42 “CETUD rationalise l’’exploitation des cars rapides”, L’’Info, 22 January 2002. 
43 The Lebou people are historically the largest ethnic group in the Dakar region. 
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for change]. This confederation was the principal opponent of the 
CNTS, the longstanding ally of the socialist party prior to the 
changeover of political power. The creation of the CNTS-FC was 
openly supported by the presidential party.44 Its creation in 2002 led to 
violent clashes with the unions, which had generally remained loyal to 
the CNTS. These confrontations took place in and around the bus 
stations and at the labour exchange where the two opposing trade 
unions were forced to cohabit. 45 The cause of the clashes was not 
directly political, since after the changeover the CNTS-affiliated 
unions also gave their support to the new ruling party. Their primary 
concern was control over the bus stations and the money generated by 
their management.46 

The changes brought about by the arrival of the new vehicle 
models allowed loan beneficiaries to impose their own personnel in 
the stations, at the expense of drivers union workers. Fearing violence 
would break out when the new buses arrived, the authorities reserved 
a special area for this personnel in the centre of the stations. The buses 
departed at fixed times instead of waiting until they were full. They no 
longer called upon coaxers to determine the order of arrivals and 
departures. Most coaxers were former drivers who were either retired 
or did not have a vehicle in proper operating condition. They saw 
themselves replaced by a “track chief” hired by the leaders of the 
EIGs. Changes in the structure of the new buses also affected the 
boarding process. For example, new vehicles no longer had a running 
board. Apprentices, who usually belonged to the driver’s entourage, 
would perch on the running boards of the old vehicles. In the 
“modernised” transport operations, drivers were required to comply 
with stops and therefore no longer needed apprentices to harangue 
potential passengers along the way or signal to the driver when he 
should stop. The apprentices were thus replaced by “ticket agents”, 
recruited from outside the world of transport, or employees of the 
EIGs. The ticket agents sold tickets to passengers when they boarded 
the bus and henceforth operated aboard the vehicle, where a special 
seat was reserved for them. 

The presence of these various employees at the bus station enabled 
certain EIGs to set up operations at the boarding sites. Their 

                                                 
44 M. A. Yalli, “Congrès constitutif de la CNTS FC, le PDS dispose de sa centrale syndicale”, L’’Info, 14 January 
2002. 
45 O. Diouf, “Incident à la Bourse du Travail: le feu couvait depuis deux ans à la CNTS FC”, Le Soleil, 22 
March 2002 
46 The clashes were more explicitly political in nature in the cities of Ibadan and Lagos. See L. Fourchard, 
“Lagos, Koolhaas and Partisan Politics in Nigeria”, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, vol. 
35, no. 1, 2011, pp. 40-56 
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employees took breaks in EIG premises. The EIG issued its own 
operating rules as well as those governing the bus station. Drivers, the 
rank and file of the unions and their main source of legitimacy, were 
no longer allowed to join trade unions made up of union members 
with links to the CNTS if they were employed by one of the EIGs of 
AFTU. The latter required their drivers to pay a tax at each departure 
and “intervene” on their behalf with the police in the event of a 
problem related to “brokering” practices. The changes applied only in 
the areas reserved for new vehicles; the unions continued to control 
the rest of the stations. 

 
Unions: opposition to attempts at integration 

 
The unions denounced “unfair operating conditions and 

discrimination, which they claim have accompanied the project from 
the start”.47 After initially opposing the creation of the AFTU, the 
unions tried to join the financing association: they, too, wanted to 
benefit from fleet renewal. They ran into opposition from the original 
members who had de facto control over the AFTU and its various 
EIGs. The reversal of the union’s position can be explained by the 
high profits to be derived from the project and the State’s involvement 
in it. 

The “new” vehicles of the “new” hauliers were far more profitable 
because they controlled every aspect of the operation. The 
introduction of tickets made it possible to check the exact amount of 
revenue generated by the vehicles. Each haulier had to go in person to 
the AFTU offices to buy his tickets and each batch of tickets was 
numbered. The haulier therefore knew the number of tickets sold and 
consequently the amount due from the receiver. A different system 
was used in operating the old Mercedes vehicles. The apprentice 
controlled receipts during the journey and counted them up at the end 
together with the driver. The driver had to pay an average of 15,000 
CFA francs (about 23 Euros) per day to the haulier, which a vehicle 
operating in the greater Dakar area could make in one return trip. The 
rest went to the driver and the apprentice. The new contractual 
relationship between drivers and hauliers, as well as between ticket 
sellers and hauliers, was equivalent to fixed wages. Haulier employees 
could no longer benefit from extra revenues. Driver and receivers no 
longer had anything to gain by overloading the vehicle or making 
erratic stops along the way to pick up every last passenger. 

                                                 
47 D. Mané, “Les nouveaux minibus en service dès lundi”, L’’Info, 25 November 2005 
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Mechanical issues, sometimes a point of contention between drivers 
and hauliers, were no longer a problem either, as Tata vehicles were 
repaired at a directly affiliated garage (Senebus, the company that 
assembles buses in Senegal). Drivers and mechanics could no longer 
work out a deal to siphon off a margin on the repairs to haulier 
vehicles. 

The most influential hauliers in the AFTU also promoted parallel 
initiatives. They founded a new mutual fund and a new savings 
institution. Every AFTU employee was required to contribute to these 
initiatives, which made it a profitable business. As a result, some 
AFTU hauliers were able to join with members of the government to 
invest in a taxi service. Given the multiplication of yellow taxis 
bearing the name of their company, it is safe to assume that the 
initiative has been highly profitable. 

State support and the involvement of certain government members 
also seem to have motivated project participants. “To have greater 
control, one should always be close to the manager. One should 
always be close to the President”, says one of the beneficiaries of fleet 
renewal. This idea has been reinforced by the fact that the police 
check old vehicles more often than new ones. Similar reasoning has 
prompted the unions and their leaders to draw closer to the ruling 
party48.  

 
 
This article does not claim to explain every aspect of transport 

reform. We have not discussed, for example, the creation of the  
CETUD 49  (Comité exécutif des transports urbains dakarois) 
[Executive committee of Dakar urban transport], which is also an 
important aspect of the reform in the region. Our aim has been first 
and foremost to illustrate the ongoing process through which 
relationships between the public and private sectors are formed, using 
the example of the implementation of two reform measures. 

So far, bus station privatisation and vehicle fleet renewal has left 
out the drivers unions. The reform has called into question a whole 
series of daily interactions between the members of the “board”, 
which exists for and through bus station management and the agents 
of the State and the municipality working at the boarding sites. It is 

                                                 
48 The transport branch of the CNTS, for example, was introduced under the PDS label at the time of local 
elections in 2009 in Djender, in the Thiès department. 
49 The Cetud coordinates transport policy for the Dakar region. Set up at the end of the 1990s, it was first 
marginalised after the political changeover before becoming one of the core elements of transport policy in 
the Dakar region. 
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not so much the State that has been called into question by the reform 
financed by the World Bank, but rather the role of union board 
members in the local and national administrative system. The 
Senegalese State has circumscribed their power by introducing new 
institutions. 

An analysis in terms of “discharge” offers a more detailed 
explanation of the renegotiations at work when the reform was 
introduced, revealing the bridges between the public and private 
sectors. It also emphasises the reform’s logic of “diverting” and 
“cornering” revenues. Both the Senegalese State and the transport 
actors have invested and used the measures demanded by donors in 
accordance with their own reasoning. The success of the reform and 
the State’s ability to keep representatives in the transport sector is the 
result of a combination of state determination and the successive 
interests of certain sector players. 
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