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Abstract

This paper contributes to the ongoing debate about democracy’s role
in development by identifying avenues of democratic failure in a developing
country context. I argue that particular featrues of developing countries
make voters less likely to control politicians and political parties more
likely to collude with one another. Using a unique local-level dataset
from one developing democracy, Mali, I test these sources of democratic
failure and the conditions that make them more or less likely. I explore
variation in local public goods provision across localities as a proxy for
understanding the determinants of government performance. I find that
voters are better able to control politicians when parties are more numer-
ous and fragmented and when information asymmetries are reduced, but
that the effects of party competition are conditional on information. I
also find that collusion is less likely in the prescence of relatively strong
opposition parties that provide a credible threat. Matching and regression
discontinuity are some of the identification strategies used to reach these

conclusions.
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1 Introduction

It is often taken for granted that democracy has a positive impact on devel-
opment, but this relationship has proven less clear particularly in developing
countries. While some cross-country studies find that democracy has a positive
effect on public goods provision (Stasavage, |2005; Besley and Kudamatsul, |2006]),
others find either no effect in poor settings (Boix} 2001) or no significant effect
at all (Ross, [2006). This paper aims to fill a gap in the literature which is incon-
clusive about democracy’s role in development by identifying the mechanisms
by which democratic institutions influence development outcomes. It improves
upon cross-country studies, by exploiting the wealth of within-country varia-
tion created by political decentralization in one developing democracy, Mali.
Using a unique new dataset disaggregated to the local level, I examine political
determinants of variation in local public goods provision. With these commune-
level data, I can evaluate whether democracy is working as theory predicts by
identifying the mechanisms through which local elections influence public goods
provision.

In democracies, elections are the main mechanism by which politicians are
disciplined to produce policies favorable to voters. Barro’s (1973) seminal work
on control of politicians shows that without elections, the office holder will not
automatically act in the public interest. With elections, the office holder will
act in the public interest if staying in office is more valuable than corrupt or
self-interested activity. I argue that elections will only generate accountability,
or induce the office holder to act in the public interest, if two conditions are met.
First, voters must be able to exert some control over politicians. And second,
there must be an adequate level of party competition. These conditions are
not independent, but rather mutually reinforcing. Party competition is more
likely to be meaningful in a context where voters are active citizens. On the
other hand, voters are more likely to exercise control over politicians if there
are meaningful differences between parties.

I argue that particularly in developing country settings, these two conditions
can fail leading to a bad democratic equilibrium. First, low voter expectations
resulting from poor literacy, geographic isolation and a history of bad governance
impede voters from holding elected officials sufficiently accountable. Second, a
defined elite class and lack of policy-relevant cleavages make it easier for political
elites from different parties to collude rather than compete. This paper explores

these two related sources of democratic failure: when voters fail to sanction



politicians for bad behavior, and when parties collude rather than compete.
Using variation in local governance across Mali’s communes, I identify conditions
under which such democratic failure is more likely.

Mali is a germane case in which to examine how democracy is functioning in
a poor country because it is largely rural and underdeveloped with a democratic
political system nearly two decades old. The recent policy of decentralization
divided the country into 703 locally-governed “communes,” bringing democratic
governance closer to the people. Theory predicts that decentralized levels of
democratic government are more responsive because they are presumed to have
better information about the “particular preferences and circumstances of their
constituencies” and are thus able to more efficiently provide goods and services
resulting in “increases in economic welfare above that which results from the
more uniform levels of such services that are likely under national provision”
(Oates| |1999). However, Malians are twice as poor and half as literate as those
in the average sub-Saharan African country — with a literacy rate in Mali of 24
percent and GNI per capita at 500 USljﬂ Poverty and education are important
determinants of the strength of a civic community: voters who are wealthier
and more educated are better able to exert control over politicians. And civic
culture has been argued by some to explain the responsiveness and effectiveness
of democratic governance (Almond and Verba, [1963; Putnaml 1993)). In essence,
this paper is testing how some of the best democratic institutions fare in one of
the most challenging settings.

In the empirical analyses of whether local governments are being held ac-
countable, I use local public goods provision as an observable measure of elec-
toral control. I make the assumption that citizens in Mali prefer to increase
the bundle of public goods provided relative to the status quo. Politicians do
not prefer to increase public goods either because it comes at a cost to them,
or because they prefer to consume the public goods budget as private income.
With this assumption, I can infer that democratically administered localities
achieving higher local public goods provision have done so through improved
electoral control, all else equal.

To test whether voters failing to sanction elected officials is engendering
poor performance, I explore the relationship between information and public
goods provision. Through a matching strategy, I find that in otherwise similar

communes, those with a local radio station deliver relatively higher levels of

World Bank. 2009. “Mali at a Glance.” http://devdata.worldbank.org/AAG/mli_aag.pdf.
Accessed June 9, 2009.



local public goods. I then show that voter control and political competition
are interrelated. I find that local public goods provision is increasing in polit-
ical competition only in communes with a local radio station. This suggests
that political competition without voter informaiton will not generate better
accountability.

I test the second avenue of democratic failure, the incidence of collusion
among party elites, using regression discontinuity design. In Malian communes,
councilmembers are directly elected to local government by a proportional vote
with over five political parties represented on the average council. In nearly
a third of communes, all candidate parties get at least one member on the
council. I test whether there is more collusion in these communes than in
communes where there is at least one out-party that ran but did not get any
seats on the council. I suggest that relatively strong opposition parties that
do not win seats on the council may be able to reduce the amount of collusion
within local government by posing a credible threat. Because there may be some
unobservable leading to both low public goods provision and no out-parties, I
use regression discontinuity as an identification strategy. I compare public goods
provision in communes where where one party barely lost a seat on the council
to communes where all parties that ran won seats but the weakest party won
by a small fraction. The test is confirmatory: those communes in which a party
lost by a small margin are better at providing local public goods than communes
in which all parties gained seats on the council.

The empirical findings are suggestive of democratic failure in Mali via lack
of voter control and inter-party collusion. The data shows that voter control im-
proves when there is both sufficient information among voters and higher party
competition. It also shows that collusion is less likely when there are reasonably
strong opposition parties that are not elected to the local government council.
The paper proceeds as follows. First, it reviews theories of accountability and
proposes hypotheses to be tested empirically. Second, it lays out some of the
relevant features of Mali’s social and political system, thus suggesting how we
might be able to appropriately generalize results of the paper. Third, it presents

and analyzes the data. The last section concludes.

2 Theories of accountability

While cross-country studies are helpful in uncovering patterns in the rela-



tionship between regime type and outcomes, answering questions about how
democracy is working in poor countries requires understanding the mechanisms
underlying democratic governance. Specifically, we must understand the key
characteristic that sets democracy apart from other systems of government: the
ability of citizens to hold their government accountable (Riker||1953; |Schmit-
ter and Karl|/|1991). In this paper, accountability refers to the ability of the
electorate to wield control over the politician and to bring the outcomes of his
actions closer to the preferred outcomes of the voter. As in Barro| (1973)), voters
are assumed to share preferences over public goods provision that are different
from that of the politician. I argue that this is justified in a developing country
setting because public goods are chronically underprovided, so citizens largely
prefer more public goods compared to the status quo. While this idea may be
challenged in the presence of higher income citizens who prefer fewer publicly
provided services, the following analysis is restricted to rural areas where such
individuals are rare.

First, I address some of the mechanisms through which voter control is pos-
tulated to improve accountability, and conditions that make these mechanisms
more likely. Then, I address mechanisms through which party competition
should improve accountability and where barriers to collusion are more likely.
Fearon| (1999)) suggests there are two mechanisms driving voter control of politi-
cians in democratic elections: sanctioning and selection. Voters either choose
leaders retrospectively by holding them accountable for bad performance or
prospectively by selecting good types. Where politicians are generally of low
quality, the second mechanism is less likely. And where monitoring is weak, “the
electoral sanction will not deter shirking by bad types, leaving electorates the
option of sorting them out by performance and other measures, albeit poorly.”
Ferejohn’s (1986) paper on electoral control favors the sanctioning mechanism
reasoning that if officeholders have dissimilar preferences to voters, they will
not find it in their interest to keep voter-friendly campaign promises, so voters
will learn that selection based on campaign rhetoric is incredible. Myerson’s
(2006) model of democracy, however, relies on the selection mechanism. The
commitment of keeping campaign promises is made credible by politician’s in-
terest in upholding a good reputation. The analyses in this paper will focus on
the sanctioning mechanism, in part because Mali’s democracy is young giving
politicians little time to develop reputations, and in part because sanctioning
for bad behavior is easier to observe than differences in types across candidates.

Voters are more likely to sanction officeholders when they have more infor-



mation with which they can better evaluate government performance. In an
evaluation of performance, voters judge perceived government action against
their own expectation of what government should be doing. Increasing infor-
mation to voters can influence voter behavior in one of two ways. It can either
improve voter perception of government activity, bringing perceptions closer to
actual performance. Or, information can improve voter expectations, bringing
expectations closer to government’s true capacity. In either case, information
will improve voter control by making voters more likely to sanction candidates
that do not act in their interest (or retain incumbents who do).

The positive effect of information on voter control is supported by formal
models (Ferejohn| 1986} [Fearon| [1999; Besley], [2006) and also by empirical stud-
ies. Besley and Burgess| (2002) compare how states in India respond to negative

food shocks across different levels of newspaper circulation and find that govern-

ment responsiveness is conditional on access to information. Similarly, [Ferraz

land Finan| (2008) find that positive effects of re-election incentives on corruption

in Brazilian municipalities are conditional on the presence of local media.

The distinction between types of information, i.e. information that improves
perceptions vs. expectations, has not, to my knowledge, been made in the lit-
erature. It may become important in the context of democratic failure because
only one of these types of information would be able to nudge a failing sys-
tem out of its bad equilibrium. Democratic failure can be characterized as a

bad equilibrium where voters expect little of their government officials and the

government provides little in return. Both [Fearon| (2006) and [Myerson| (2006)’s

models of democracy support such a bad equilibrium in democracies. In a
successful democracy, voters have high enough expectations to induce wealth
redistribution by elected leaders. In a failing democracy, voters expect nothing
of government, so politicians fail to act in the public interest without retribution.
An information shock to this latter system could result in a new equilibrium with
higher expectations and better government performance. This would only work,
however, if the information shock increased expectations of voters. If informa-
tion simply served to provide better information about government inactivity
without also increasing expectations, voters would not change their behavior.
Section three provides qualitative evidence of how this conception of a bad equi-
librium could characterize Mali’s democracy. If the data shows that information
indeed has positive effects on government performance, this is suggestive that
a particular kind of information is at work: information that increases voter

expectations rather than information that improves voter perceptions.



Hi: Voter ability to control politicians is increasing in availability of in-

formation.

Party competition can lead to improved government accountability through sev-
eral mechanisms. First, if parties are more fractionalized and power more evenly
distributed between them, they will be less able to collude. Second, parties in
more competitive elections will seek to mobilize more voters to improve their
chances of winning. A larger voter base, can in turn make public policy more
representative. Third, competitive parties will invest more in election cam-
paigns. These campaigns often disseminate politically relevant information to
voters which HI predicts is positively related to voter control. And lastly, com-
petitive parties will often political platforms that are more in line with voter
preferences than their own preferences to try to capture as much of the vote
share as possible. |[Ferejohn| (1986) finds that not only party competitiveness,
but also number of parties matters for government performance. As the number
of parties falls, the out-of-office candidate is more likely to accede to office in the
next term and the incumbent values being in office less because his chances of
getting back into office in the future are higher. When the incumbent’s relative

valuation of office thus declines, he becomes less controllable by voters.

H2: Voter ability to control politicians is increasing in party competition

and in the number of parties competing in the election.

As suggested in the introduction, a voter’s ability to sanction politicians and the
extent of political competition are interrelated. If we introduce the possibility
of collusion, then high levels of party competition will be meaningless without
the underlying threat of sanctions. Thus, we should expect the effect of party
competition to be conditional on the voter’s ability to sanction politicians. First,
there must be some information threshold where expectations are sufficiently
high for party competition to produce an effect on voter behavior. Once that
information threshold is reached, collusion is made more difficult by higher levels
of fractionalization. If voters have poor information, on the other hand, then
collusion is strictly preferred to providing public goods and it will occur with or

without party competition.

H3: The effect of party competition on electoral control is conditional
on information. Party competition is strongly correlated with elec-
toral control in high-information contexts and weakly correlated or

uncorrelated with electoral control in low-information contexts.



The particular institutional design of local government in Mali presents another
potential mechanism through which party competition could be working. The
lowest level of territorial disaggregation in Mali for which there is a democrat-
ically elected government is the commune. Each commune is governed by a
mayor and a council that has an average of 15 seats which varies with popu-
lation size. Members of the council are democratically elected in nationwide
municipal elections that occur every 5 years and are off-cycle from the presiden-
tial election. Seats are granted to parties based on proportional representation
with an average of 5.5 parties represented. The mayor is chosen indirectly by
the councilmembers.

I argue that the institutional design of local government in Mali facilitates
collusion among parties represented on the councilﬂ In the absence of effective
means of monitoring by the population, parties that have successfully gained
seats on the local government council have an incentive to participate in a
collusive bargain to steal from the public coffers rather than use those funds
in the public interest. Support for this type of elite behavior can be found in
studies of political parties in authoritarian regimes (Bueno de Mesquita et al
2003; Haber 2006; Magaloni 2008) where incumbent parties ensure their survival
by sharing power and goods. Such elite behavior is more likely when there exist
information asymmetries between elites and voters. If all candidate parties that
run in local elections win seats on the commune council (the case in nearly a
third of all communes), then there is the greatest potential for collusion. If
parties on the council are colluding, then the ability to undermine collusive
bargains largely depends on the presence of opposition elites as they are likely
to have more information and better incentive to undermine elite collusion. A
party that gains no seats in council elections and therefore is excluded from the
collusive bargain will seek to expose corrupt behavior to put itself in a better
position for the next election. The stronger an out-of-office party, the more

successful it will be in disciplining incumbent parties.

Hj: Commune councils in which there is a strong out-of-office party will

2 Anecdotal evidence from a preliminary field visit to Mali in December 2008 suggests
collusion among councilmembers may be occurring. In one commune, there was a much
higher rate of tax recovery among villages that were of the opposition party compared to a
lower rate of recovery in villages that allied with the commune council. In a second case, I
observed evidence of the use of public funds for personal gain. Funds that had been granted
to the commune government for school renovation were not used as intended. A teacher in
the school knew nothing of the funds allocated to the project and was satisfied by the toilets
that were installed using a small fraction of the total project budget.



be better disciplined than commune councils where all candidate par-

ties are represented.

3 Local government in Mali

For local government to be an interesting unit of analysis, it has to have some
measure of autonomy, distinct responsibilities within its jurisdiction and the ca-
pacity to carry its responsibilities. De jure, Mali’s communal governments have
significant autonomy. Each is granted both the right to tax and the responsi-
bility to provide for local public goods as well as make decisions on behalf of its
people. Commune governments can decide to implement certain taxes to fund
local initiativesEI In addition, they are entitled to 60 to 100 percent of certain
state taxesﬂ which make up a considerable portion of their budget and which
they are also partly responsible for collectingﬂ Other fiscal revenue includes
operating income and user fees, revenue from land, central government trans-
fers, grants and loans. Communes legally possess the right to borrow, but none
has yet exercised this right due to a lack of fiscal infrastructure. Communes
and other subnational governments are granted autonomous administration of
their budgets, though the budget drafted by the mayor must be approved by the
state entity with supervisory responsibilities over the commune. Local govern-
ments are solely responsible for providing local public goods including health,
sanitation, public transport, primary education, and communication and trans-
portation infrastructure within the commune’s jurisdiction. Communes are also
responsible for the general management of the communal domain including the
provision of securityﬁ

While communes have significant autonomy and responsibility, the neces-
sary capacity is often lacking. Commune governments can and do tax, but tax
revenue, particularly in rural communes, is too small to finance the required out-
puts. Without formal businesses or factories, the primary source of tax revenue
in rural communes comes from the TDRL, essentially a head tax, and from taxes

3These include an exit tax on public transport vehicles leaving the commune, a boat tax,
a carriage tax, an event tax, a beverage tax, taxes on publicity, a construction tax, taxes on
goats, and a garbage collection tax.

4These include taxes on local business, licensing fees, local development tax, taxes on cattle
and firearms, vehicle taxes and taxes on timber cut from government forests.

51’Assemblé Nationale du Mali. Loi N°00-044 du 07 JUILLET 2000. Déterminant les
ressources fiscales des communes, des cercles et des régions.

61’ Assemblée nationale du Mali. Loi No. 95-034/AN-RM du 12 avril 1995. Code des
collectivités territoriales.



on small market vendors. Not only is this revenue small compared to financing
needs, but less than half of the taxable income is ever recovered. However, a
para-statal agency called the ANICT (Agence Nationale d’Investissements dans
les Collectivités Territoriales) was established in 2001 to alleviate capacity prob-
lems in the communes. It is responsible for transferring funds specifically for
annual development projects to each commune. The amount of the transfer is
determined by a specified formula that is contingent on observable factors such
as the commune’s poverty level and its distance to major cities. Each com-
mune is eligible to receive a pre-designated amount of project funds every year,
but must make a feasible project proposal to acquire these funds. Importantly,
only 10 percent of ANICT is funded through the national Malian government
while the remaining 90 percent of funds come from external sources. In 2006,
ANICT funds made up more than half of the average commune government
budget whereas locally-generated funds comprised only 15 percent, according
to a UN-administered commune-level survey. While local government capacity
remains a problem, the support of ANICT provides commune governments with
resources to provide significant public goods—enough to induce variation across
communes that can be attributed, in part, to local government performance.

The theoretical predictions in the previous section suggest that the effects
of information on democratic performance are contingent on underlying expec-
tations of voters: information should have greater effects where expectations
are particularly low. Qualitative evidence suggests that voters in Mali have
low expectations of local democratic governance. According to the 2003 Afro-
barometer survey, 72 percent of people said they would contact a customary
or religious local leader for help in resolving a problem while only 26 percent
of people said they would contact an elected member of the commune council.
Another indication of low expectations among rural or uneducated populations
is the satisfaction with government performance among different groups. Two-
thirds of uneducated people say they are satisfied with the government while
two-thirds of highly educated people say they are dissatisfied with government
performance. It is unlikely that this is a result of preferential treatment of
uneducated populations by the government and more likely a result of higher
expectations among the educated. Moehler| (2008)) finds a similar phenomenon
in Uganda where democratic citizens become more distrusting of government
the more they learn about and participate in the political system.

One explanation of low voter expectations is the failure of rural populations

to update their expectations of government after decades of coercive rule. In
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peripheral areas, there are few observable differences between former regimes
and the current one, in part, because the state has limited capacity to extend
its reach. During the colonial era, local chiefs were appointed to extract taxes
from rural farmers, fishermen, and pastoralists. Rural populations received little
in return for their taxes, but they paid to avoid violent retribution. The post-
independence authoritarian governments continued the practice of tax extrac-
tion with little change in the process at the local level: government-appointed
prefects in the arrondissements, the local territorial unit predating the commune,
collaborated with the same chiefs to garner taxes. Today, the democratically-
elected commune councils continue to tax in much the same way, perhaps using
less force, but relying upon the same institutionalized process. The village chief
collects household taxes from members of the village and then hands them over
to a higher authority—in this case the mayor rather than the prefect. Prior to
decentralization, the chief had no expectation that some of those taxes would
return to his village in the form of public goods. Among 12 village chiefs from
three different regions interviewed during a field study in December 2008, none
said that they expected their taxes to be returned to their village in the form
of goods and services. Furthermore, there was no evidence of willingness on the
part of the village chief to withhold votes for a certain candidate or to withhold
taxes if local politicians failed to deliver critical public services or keep campaign
promises. Some chiefs even failed to perceive a difference between the current
locally elected mayor and the state-appointed sub-prefects of the past.

If democratic leaders gave voters a reason to update expectations, perhaps
they would. However, survey evidence calls into question whether voters per-
ceive positive changes since the onset of democracy. The 2003 Afrobarometer
surveys found that Malians, on average, prefer their traditional leaders to the
elected government government. While about 26 percent of the representative
sample of respondents said they would go to the commune council to solve a
problem, 72 percent said they would go to their customary or religious local
leader instead. Figure 1 shows there are a surprising number of respondents
who would prefer different governance alternatives to the current democracy.
Local democracy did not fare better than federal democracy. In rural areas,
just as many people said they would prefer communes to be governed by the
central authority than for communes to be self-governing.

When voters have low expectations of elected officials, then what explains
voter behavior? Those voters who do not expect governments to act in the

public interest will not vote based on perceived government performance. There
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Figure 1: Low expectations of democratic government

Do you agree with these alternatives to governing a country?
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0.3
0.2
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Chiefs and elders make all  Return to military rule Return to single-party Abolish elections and
the decisions politics parliament in favor of a
sovereign executive
Source: Afrobarometer, Mali (2003)

is anecdotal evidence that voters are making decisions based on other dimensions
than performance. In interviews with village chiefs and other villagers, answers
to how individuals chose their preferred candidate consisted of the following: I
randomly selected, I voted based on who my family voted for, I voted for the
person that seemed nicest, and I voted based on who gave me the most money
on the day of the election. Indeed, vote-buying is an important phenomenon
in Mali as it is in many developing democracies. Afrobarometer reports that
80 percent of Malian voters said politicians often or always engaged in vote-
buying during elections. Further research with more representative sampling is
necessary to determine the generalizability of the other responses.

The qualitative evidence of low voter expectations in Mali motivates the pre-
diction that information will have an important effect on public goods provision.
When expectations are low, information about government capacity and respon-
sibility can lead voters to evaluate their elected leaders differently. With more
information, voters are more likely to exert control over politicians, sanctioning
them for failing to meet expectations. In contexts where voters have more ap-
propriate expectations of elected officials, increasing access to information will

not necessarily have the same predicted effects.
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4 Data

The primary dataset providing commune-level observations in Mali is from a
survey funded by the United Nation’s Observatoire du Développement Humain
Durable (ODHD) and carried out in conjunction with the Malian Ministry of
Social Development. Completed in 2006, the purpose of the survey was to
develop a poverty index to compare social and economic development across
local decentralized units or communes following the decentralization policy of
1996. With these data, I construct a dependent variable that proxies for electoral
control: local public goods provision. If we assume that voters want more
local public goods than politicians, either because politicians prefer to privately
consume the budget for public goods or because they do not want to incur
the costs of providing public goods, then marginal increases in public goods
provision reflect improved voter control over local politicians.

I restrict observations to rural communes because the political and social
dynamics in urban communes are different, not only in degree but in nature,
than those dynamics in rural communes. Because 95 percent of Mali’s com-
munes are rural, little explanatory value is lost by restricting our observations
in this way. Whether a commune is considered rural or urban is based on an
administrative decision during the implementation of decentralization in 1996
and stated in Law N°96-059 on the creation of communes. It is unclear what
exact criteria were used to distinguish rural from urban communes, but urban
communes are on average more populous, wealthier, more highly educated and
have better infrastructure than rural communes. And importantly for this anal-
ysis, there is far more political competition and information dissemination in
urban communes than rural ones.

Local public goods are measured using a composite indicator of health and
education. With the implementation of decentralization, local governments be-
came responsible for providing primary schooling and primary health care while
higher levels of government continued to fund secondary schools and hospitals.
Among the ANICT-funded development projects in communes, more than half
are in the area of health and education. Another commonly-funded project cat-
egory, local government infrastructure, is not included in the measure because
such projects are not as clearly serving the public interest. The measure of local
public goods provision is constructed by adding the number of primary schools

per commune to the total number of primary health care staff in the commune
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Figure 2: Distribution of dependent variable: logged local public goods per
capita

T T T T T
-9 -8 -f -6 -2
Log public goods per capita
kernel = epanechnikov, bandwidth = 0.1191

including doctors, midwives, nurses and health assistantsﬂ Measuring health
care provision in this way attempts to overcome some of the weaknesses in data
collection. The types of primary health care facilities are labeled differently
across communes, i.e. maternities vs. clinics vs. dispensaries, so summing over
primary health care staff diminishes some of the anticipated measurement error
from using any one type of health care facility. The mean number of primary
schools per commune is 9 and the mean number of total health staff is 6, though
there is considerable variation across communes with standard deviations of 8
and 6, respectively. Total public goods are divided by commune population to
provide a measure of local public goods per capita. Because the distribution
of public goods per capita is positively skewed, I log the data to create a more
normally distributed dependent variable (see Figure 2) with a mean of -6.9 and
a standard deviation of 0.51.

The independent variables of interest, information and political competi-
tion, are measured using data from the 2006 ODHD survey and from the 2004
municipal elections obtained from the Ministry of Territorial Administration in

Bamako. Access to information is measured by the existence of a local radio

"The indicators for health staff and primary schools are positively and significantly corre-
lated at 0.61. All the cross-commune results hold if each individual indicator is used as the
dependent variable rather than the composite indicator.
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station in the commune. Having a local radio station is a more appropriate
measure than radio coverage for the purposes of this study. While radio cover-
age implies access to information, the existence of a local radio station implies
that listeners will have access to information particular to their own commune.
Information about government and politics will be more salient to voter be-
havior in municipal affairs if broadcast via local rather than national radio.
National radio may help educate voters more broadly about the national decen-
tralization effort, but this is less likely to change the expectations of voters or
behavior of local candidates. A study by USAID of a non-representative sample
of local stations in Mali reports that content can be quite relevant to political
behavior. Not only do stations report on local government activity, but some
provide opportunities for local administrators to discuss development programs
while others provide a forum for listeners to voice community concerns. In a
few cases, these radio programs resulted in improved financial contributions to
public goods by citizens and improved management of public goods provision
by local governments.

Radio is clearly the most important channel of information dissemination in
rural Mali, eclipsing television and newspapers. According to the 2006 Demo-
graphic and Health Survey in Mali, 70 percent of rural households say they have
a radio. Seventy-five percent of men and 60 percent of women in households
interviewed say they listen to radio at least once a week while only 26 percent of
these women say they watch television and only 2 percent say they read news-
papers at least once a week. Figure 3 shows the geographic distribution of local
radio stations across Mali’s communes. The independent variable measuring
access to information is simply a binary indicator of whether there is a local
radio station in the commune. Twenty-three percent of rural communes report
having local radio stations.

Political competition is measured first by Number of parties that ran candi-
dates in the 2004 municipal election. An average of over 5 parties present lists
for candidates on the commune council, though the variable ranges from 1 to 19.
About 88 percent of parties that present candidates succeed in obtaining at least
one seat on the council. A second measure, Party competition, serves as an ad-
ditional indicator of electoral competitiveness, but also reflects internal council
dynamics. Because the mayor is elected indirectly by the commune councilors,
party competition refers to councilmember elections rather than mayoral elec-
tions. However, the party with the largest share of votes has important influence

in mayoral selection. Data shows that mayors do not always belong to the party
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Figure 3: Geographic distribution of local radio stations in Mali
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with the largest seat share on the council, but this is explained by the fact that
strong parties often ally with weak ones to ensure that mayoral seats do not fall
into the hands of strong opposition parties. Party competition is constructed
using a Herfindahl index that sums the squares of council seats shares won by
each party in the commune council. Traditionally used to measure competi-
tiveness among firms in the market, a higher value of the index indicates lower
competitiveness. A higher index can also be interpreted as higher concentration
or lower competition among parties on the council as it implies fewer parties
with larger seat shares as opposed to more numerous parties with smaller seat
shares. Party competition is measured by 1 — Her findahlindex such that a
higher value of the indicator reflects more competitiveness.

While theory predicts that information and competition should explain some
variation in local public goods provision across communes, other commune fea-
tures may influence both levels of the independent and dependent variables
that, if not accounted for, could generate omitted variable bias. In particular,
the level of economic development in a commune could reasonably correlate
with the existence of a radio station and levels of party competition as well as
have a positive impact on public goods provision. Communes that are wealthier
have higher tax revenue and communes that are more developed have a higher
capacity to supply public goods. I will control for various indicators of com-
mune development that could contribute to omitted variable bias. Roads should
correlate positively with party competition, as they provide parties easier ac-
cess to the commune, and radio, as NGOs are partly responsible for developing
local radio stations and prefer more accessible communes. More public goods
should also be provided in places with better roads which facilitate mobility of
health staff, teachers, and materials. Markets should also improve public goods
provision through higher tax revenue and access to goods and services. Parties
will prefer to compete in communes with markets because they generate more
benefits to holding office and they can make campaigning easier. Access to elec-
tricity and telecommunication should also correlate with radio and competition
as well as facilitate public goods provision.

The control variables in the following estimations are thus four indicators
of commune development and population size. Population size is important to
control for because public goods are supplied at the unit of the commune and
not on a per person basis. Therefore, smaller communes will tend to have more
goods per person than larger communes which would create an artificial bias

if not taken into account. Commune population ranges from 2,000 to 63,000
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with a mean of 13,000. The variable, Population, logs the data. FElectricity is a
categorical variable that takes the value of the number of different sources of elec-
tricity found in the commune. These sources include state-provided electricity,
privately-supplied generators, solar panels, and multifunctional platforms (diesel
motors). The measure ranges from 0 to 3 with about a third of communes having
no source of electricity. The variable for Roads is a binary indicator of whether
there are dirt roads in the commune. So few communes have paved roads that
there is not enough interesting variation to exploit. However, about 56 percent
of rural communes report having some dirt roads. Road density would be mis-
leading as communes vary greatly in size and many vast communes are sparsely
populated, so low road density could either be an indicator of few roads or pop-
ulation in concentrated in only a few areas. Phones is a categorical variable
that takes the value of the number of major phone networks providing coverage
to the commune. It also ranges from 0 to 3, and about half of communes have
no phone coverage. The measure for markets is the number of localities in the
commune with weekly outdoor markets. The variable Markets ranges from 0 to

9 with a mode of 1. Only 101 communes have no weekly market.

5 Determinants of voter control of politicians

5.1 Radio, number of parties and party competition

First, I examine the direction of the relationships between the independent
variables of interest, information and party competition and local public goods
provision. A simple linear regression estimates the correlation between radio r
and number of parties n in commune 7 and public goods provision pg;, holding
population size p;, electricity e;, dirt roads d;, phone h; and market m; constant.

Model 1 includes regional fixed effects a; for the 8 non-urban regions:

pgi = Po + Piri + Bani + Bapi + Padi + Bshi + Bemi + o + &5

Models 3 and 4 substitute party competition for number of parties. Models
2 and 4 include fixed effects at the cercle level instead of the region. Cercles
are an administrative division between the region and the commune, similar to
counties. There are a total of 50 cercles. For all models, the dependent variable

is the logged measure of local public goods per capita. The results are presented
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in Table 1.

Table 1: Effect of radio and party competition on public goods per capita

Variable Coefficient
(Standard Error)
M1 M2 M3 M4
Local radio 0.16%** (. 15%F* (. 17%%* 0.17%**
(0.036)  (0.037)  (0.037) (0.037)
Number of parties 0.05%**  (.04***
(0.007)  (0.008)
Party competition 0.317%%* 0.19%
(0.100) (0.102)
Population (logged) — -0.38*** -0.40*%** -0.36%** -0.37***
(0.031)  (0.031)  (0.032) (0.031)
Electricity 0.06** 0.05** 0.06*** 0.05**
(0.024)  (0.025)  (0.024) (0.025)
Roads 0.08** 0.05 0.08%* 0.06
(0.035)  (0.035)  (0.036) (0.036)
Phone coverage 0.08*%**  (.09%**  (.10%** 0.11%**
(0.019)  (0.019)  (0.019) (0.020)
Markets 0.06***  0.05**%*  (0.06*** 0.05%**
(0.010)  (0.010)  (0.010) (0.010)
Intercept -3 8THFK ZETHRRE 4 7KK -3.86%**
(0.267)  (0.267)  (0.272) (0.271)
Regional fixed effects Y N Y N
Cercle fixed effects N Y N Y
N 661 661 661 661
R? 0.23 0.25 0.19 0.21

Significance levels: * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01

These results are consistent with the theoretical expectations, though a
causal effect cannot be rigorously identified. Radio is positively and significantly
correlated with public goods provision holding constant a number of indicators
of commune development. This finding is robust to adding regional and cercle
fixed effects and the coefficient can be interpreted as the existence of a local
radio station being associated with about a 20 percent increase in local public
goods provision. Fixed effects help diminish the problem of omitted variable
bias by ruling out unobserved heterogeneity in the data that is constant across
regions or cercles. However, we cannot rule out heterogeneity that varies across
regions.

Number of parties is positively and significantly correlated with public goods

provision in both models and can be interpreted as the addition of one party
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running candidates in a municipal election is associated with a 4 to 5 percent
increase in public goods provision in the commune. Party competition is also
positive and significant with a 0.1 increase associated with a 2 to 3 percent
increase in public goods provision. Unsurprisingly, all development measures are
positively and significantly correlated with public goods provision, though roads
loses significance when cercle fixed effects are included. As expected, population
size is negatively correlated with public goods. This can be explained by the
fact that public goods are provided on a per district rather than per person
basis, so larger communes should provide fewer public goods per capita than

smaller ones.

5.2 Robustness check on information effects: nearest neigh-

bor matching

In this section, I use matching estimation to provide another estimate of the
relationship between radio and public goods provision. Because radio is a bi-
nary variable, it can be considered as a treatment condition. I match communes
on observable indicators of development and check whether local public goods
provision in two otherwise similar communes is higher in the one with the treat-
ment, a local radio station. Using nearest neighbor matching, I estimate the
average treatment effect of radio on public goods provision. The five control
variables used in the previous regression are used here as the matching vari-
ables. Because they are alike in ways that are observable but dissimilar in that
they did not receive the treatment, communes without radio provide a counter-
factual outcome to the effect of radio on public goods provision.

In the matching estimation, I pair observations in communes with radio
stations to the closest matches in the subset of communes without radio. Table
2 reports the results. Irrespective of how many matches I choose (1 to 3), the
resulting average treatment effect is large and significant at <0.01. Though the
magnitude of the sample average treatment effect increases with the number of
matches used, there is a tradeoff. More matches used in the estimation yield a
greater the distance between each obesrvation and its matched counterfactual
observations and the worse balance on the covariates as shown below.

Because I match on population size, I use the simple measure of local public
goods provision rather than public goods per capita as the dependent variable.
The magnitude of the sample average treatment effect ranges from 3.5 to 4.1

depending on the number of matches used. The mean value of local public
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goods across all communes is 15 with a standard deviation of 13. Using nearest
neighbor matching, the treatment effect of radio on public goods is one-fourth to
one-third of one standard deviation — a sizable effect. This finding is comparable
to the OLS regression results in Table 1. In that estimation, the coefficient on
the indicator variable for radio is about 0.17, exactly one-third of one standard
deviation of the dependent variable, logged public goods per capita.

Table 2 also reports the balance on the covariates in each of the estimations.
We see that there is no significant difference between the matching variables
in the first estimation and population is the only variable that is significantly
different when matching with two or three observations. While the treatment
effect increases in magnitude the more matches are used, the effect remains
very significant with only one matched observation. Finally, Table 2 reports a
measure of distance between the primary observations and their matches. As
expected, distance increases with the addition of more matches.

It is not surprising that we get similar results using linear regression and
matching because they are doing much the same thing. One advantage of match-
ing is that it does not assume linearity in the relationship between variables.
But while matching can sometimes help overcome some of the bias that re-
gression analysis is subject to, it still does not strictly identify causal effects.
Reverse causality is a concern in this case because it is reasonable to believe
that communes with more primary schools and better health care would be
more likely to set up local radio stations. One claim helps rule out this possibil-
ity, though not entirely. Because of the expense of setting up and maintaining a
radio station, outside NGOs are often involved in the development of local radio
stations. There is no reason to believe that NGOs would choose communes with
better health and education to do this, in fact, they would most likely target
the opposite—poorer and more underdeveloped communes.

5.3 Conditional effects of party competition

One reason that party competition is predicted to have a positive effect on
local public goods provision is because, like number of parties, it is a determinant
of voter control over politicians. Higher party competition means that each
party is more uncertain of its chances for reelction and thus value their current
position more highly. Higher valuation of the position makes politicians more
easily controlled, and voter preferences for higher public goods provision will

more likely manifest.

21



Table 2: Effect of radio on public goods with nearest neighbor matching

# SATE Distance Balance (treatment - control)
Pop. Elec. Roads Phone Market
1 3.522%%* 0.387 0.032  -0.005 0.003  -0.002 -0.071
(0.921)  (0.024)  (0.035) (0.041) (0.027) (0.050)  (0.100)
2 3.980*** 0.540 0.042*  -0.007 0.003 -0.007 -0.035
(0.856)  (0.020)  (0.025) (0.029) (0.019) (0.035)  (0.070)
3 4.092%** 0.676 0.039* -0.012  0.002 0.003 -0.042

(0.826) (0.018)  (0.020) (0.023) (0.016) (0.028)  (0.057)

Dependent variable: Public goods in commune (health staff + primary schools)
Treatment condition: Existence of local radio
Matching variables: Population size, Electricity, Roads, Phone, Markets

Significance levels: * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01; standard errors in parentheses

However, another reason party competition may have a positive effect on
public goods provision is its potential role in reducing collusion. Consider the
indicator of party competition as instead describing intra-council dynamics. If
parties on the council are more evenly matched, it will be more difficult for
them to strike a collusive bargain in which they consume political revenue at
the expense of the local voters. In the absence of information, voter expectations
will be low and parties on the council can more easily steal from the public coffers
or simply fail to provide public goods without fear of voter sacntions. However,
access to information allows parties that are unhappy with their share of the
pie to threaten each other with voter sanctioning. So in order to engage in
corrupt activities without sanctions from the public, the parties on the council
must cooperate. This logic suggests that the accountability mechanism of intra-
council party competition should only work in places with a certain level of
access to information.

To test whether this might be the case, I evaluate the impact of party com-
petition first in communes without local radio stations and then in communes
with a local radio station. Results are presented in Table 3. In the first two
models, T include regional fixed effects while in the second two models, cercle
fixed effects are used. Models 1 and 3 run the regression in communes without
radio and models 2 and 4 with radio.

The results show that the marginal impact of party competition on public
goods provision is indeed conditional on access to information. In both fixed
effects models, the coefficient on party competition is small and insignificant
when the analysis is run in the 439 communes without local radio stations. The

coefficient becomes large and very significant when the model is run in the 222
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Table 3: Effect of competition conditional on radio

Variable Coefficient
(Standard Error)
M1 M2 M3 M4
Party competition 0.15 0.61*** 0.06 0.58%*

(0.118)  (0.188)  (0.119)  (0.232)
Population (logged) — -0.38%**  -0.31%** -0.39*%** -0.34***
(0.038)  (0.058)  (0.038)  (0.066)

Electricity 0.07** 0.01 0.05 0.01
(0.030) (0.042) (0.031) (0.052)
Roads 0.07* 0.07 0.05 0.01
(0.042) (0.066) (0.043) (0.073)
Phone coverage 0.06***  0.15%**  Q.07***  (.14%**
(0.023) (0.034) (0.024) (0.040)
Markets 0.07*** 0.04** 0.05*** 0.02
(0.013) (0.018) (0.012) (0.023)
Intercept -3.80%FF 4 45¥FK G HTRRE 4 06FHF
(0.332) (0.500) (0.330) (0.561)
Local radio station? No Yes No Yes
Regional fixed effects Y Y N N
Cercle fixed effects N N Y Y
N 439 222 439 222
R?2 0.20 0.18 0.23 0.16

Significance levels: * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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communes with a local radio station. The magnitude of the impact is more than

twice as big as before when the analysis was carried out in all communes.
5.4 Robustness check on conditional effects: interactions

with covariates

To test whether the finding that party competition is conditional on radio cov-
erage is correctly interpreted as an information effect rather than a broader
modernization effect, I run models with interaction terms between party com-
petition and other covariates. Table 2 shows that party competition only has
a significant positive effect on public goods outcomes in places where there is
a local radio station. The hypothesized explanation is that radio facilitates
the spread of information, raising voter expectations and making competition
between parties salient. However, an alternative explanation is that radio is
proxying for modernization of the commune, and we should instead interpret
the finding to mean that party competition is conditional on social or economic
development more broadly. This is plausible if we think that parties in a more
developed commune will engage in more meaningful competition. To help adju-
dicate between these two potential interpretations, I interact the party competi-
tion variable with each independent variable, including radio. The findings are
presented in the five models in Table 4, all of which include region-level fixed
effects.

The findings from Table 4 suggest that the conditional relationship between
party competition and radio coverage is produced by an information effect rather
than a modernization effect. The coefficients on the interaction terms with ra-
dio, roads, and phone coverage are positive and significant while the coefficients
on the interaction terms with electricity and markets are small and insignifi-
cant. Of the five variables, radio, roads and phones are better indicators of the
capacity to spread information. While radio is the variable most closely related
to the production of information, roads and phones are means of communicat-
ing information over sparsely populated or disconnected territory. Conversely,
electricity and markets are better proxies for economic development than for

information transmission.
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Table 4: Effect of competition conditional on covariates

Variable Coefficient
(Standard Error)
M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

Party competition 0.20%* 0.09 0.21% 0.28%* 0.32%*

(0.117)  (0.141)  (0.117)  (0.153)  (0.145)
Population (logged) -0.36%**  -0.36***  -0.36*** -0.36*** -0.36***

(0.032)  (0.032)  (0.032)  (0.032)  (0.032)
Local radio -0.04 O.17%%% Q. 17**¥% Q. 17*¥*¥*  (Q.17***

(0.119)  (0.037)  (0.037)  (0.037)  (0.037)
Roads 0.08** -0.16 0.08** 0.08** 0.08**

(0.036) (0.115) (0.035) (0.036) (0.036)
Phone coverage 0.09%**  (.10*** -0.02 0.10%**  0.10%**

(0.019)  (0.019)  (0.071)  (0.019)  (0.019)
Markets 0.06%**  0.06%**  0.06*%**  0.06%** 0.06

(0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.040)
Intercept -3.96%FF  _3.92%FFk 3 QTHHR 4 04FFFk 4 QTHHFE

(0.277) (0.279) (0.277) (0.283) (0.281)
Competition x Radio 0.36*

(0.189)
Competition x Roads 0.41%*

(0.184)
Competition x Phone 0.19%
(0.107)
Competition x Electricity 0.04
(0.126)
Competition x Markets -0.00
(0.060)

Regional fixed effects Y Y Y Y Y
N 661.00 661.00 661.00 661.00 661.00
R? 0.20 0.20 0.20 0.19 0.19

Significance levels: * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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6 Do opposition parties undermine collusion? A

regression discontinuity design

To test the hypothesis that commune councils in which there is a strong out-of-
office party will be better disciplined than commune councils where all candidate
parties are represented, I employ a regression discontinuity design. I examine
the differences in public goods provision between communes in which there is
a party that ran but did not make it on the council and communes in which
all parties that ran won seats. Running this test without further specifications
would risk making unfounded inference about the effect of losing parties. There
is likely some unique unobserved characteristic of those communes in which all
parties that run win seats, making these communes incomparable to communes
in which at least one party gained no seats. For example, the communes in
which there were no parties without seats may be less remote and thus better
connected to the national party and so able to mobilize more funds for electoral
campaigns. To minimize this omitted variable bias, I use a regression discon-
tinuity design which allows me to exploit the randomness that occurs within a
narrow bandwidth on either side of the discontinuity.

The discontinuity in the design occurs at the threshold that determines
whether a party gains a seat in the commune council. In Malian municipal
elections, this threshold is the Hare quota, the total votes received divided by
the number of available seats. The number of seats each party receives is deter-
mined by a proportional representation formula based on the largest-remainder
method. Seats are first distributed to parties that exceed the threshold with
the number of seats corresponding to the multiple of the quota of votes re-
ceived. Then, remaining seats are distributed to those parties with the greatest
remainder of votes. Because the vote count and total seat number differs across
communes, so too does the Hare quota. I thus normalize the evaluation of how
close a party got to the threshold by dividing the difference between received
votes and the Hare quota by total clean votes in the commune election.

The hypothesis predicts that the existence of at least one losing party will
change the dynamic by which public goods are distributed. While we could con-
sider communes in which there are more than one losing party, those communes
in which there is only one losing party will look most similar to communes in
which there are no losing parties. As such, the following analysis compares com-

munes in which only one party got zero seats against those in which at least one
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party got one seat and no parties got zero seats. This analysis is made possible
by the assumption that the effect is invariant to which party is left out of the
commune council. Such an assumption is credible for three reasons: the local
manifestation of a national party in one commune may look quite different than
the same party in a different commune, parties have very little that distinguish
them in terms of ideology or platform, and the current president does not belong
to any party — he is an independent that won with a coalition of a lot of parties,
so there is no party that is currently considered the opposition party. Instead,
the theory rests on whether there is any out-group of elites that have incentives
to undermine the coalition in power, irrespective of which group is left out.
Comparing communes in which one party just lost by a small vote share
against those in which one party gained one seat by a similarly small vote share
minimizes unobservable differences in the two types of communes. The intuition
is that some randomness governs whether a party received a marginally higher
or lower share of the votes in any election, minimizing selection bias within
close range of either side of the discontinuity. [Lee| (2008) formally shows that
treatment status “is as good as randomized” in a local neighborhood of the
threshold. Here, the treatment can be considered having one party that wins
zero seats, with the predicted effect of increasing public goods provision.
Figure [{] plots the dependent variable of local public goods on the y-axis
and the normalized difference between the votes received and the Hare quota
on the x-axis with the discontinuity occurring at zero. Recall that local public
goods are measured by adding the number of primary schools and health staff in
each commune so each unit can be considered an additional unit of local public
goods. The first graph in the figure fits a line through the data using a quadratic
model while the second fits a local polynomial in each bin of bandwidth .005.
A 95 percent confidence interval is constructed around each fitted line. The
observations to the left of zero are those communes in which one party ran and
gained no seats. The observations to the right of zero are those communes in
which at least one party ran and gained one seat and no parties that ran gained
zero seats. If there were multiple parties that gained one seat, I measure the
independent variable using the party that received the least number of votes.
In sum, those parties that won or lost by a higher margin will be further away
from the discontinuity. There were twenty observations in the data in which
the calculation of seats won did not abide by the formula, i.e. a party that
surpassed the threshold gained zero seats or a party that did not reach the
threshold gained a seat. These are excluded from the analysis because of a
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Figure 4: Comparing public goods in communes with one losing party vs. no
losing parties
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lack of information about why these communes broke the electoral rules which
prevents any prediction about which way it would bias the outcome.

Figure [4] graphically demonstrates the difference in the dependent variable
between communes falling on either side of the threshold. The vertical gap be-
tween the confidence bands on either side of the discontinuity lend support to
the idea that there is an identified impact of out-parties on local public goods
provision. Furthermore, at the left and right edges of the graphs, the levels
of public goods provision converge. This is also consistent with the hypothe-
sized mechanism because out-parties will only succeed in undermining collusion
among councilmembers if they provide a credible threat. As such, weaker parties
or parties that lose by a larger margin will not credibly threaten councilmem-
bers and so we should not expect to see a difference in public goods provision
in their commune.

Table 4 exhibits a further test of the significance of this difference. I run
two-sample t-test comparing means of the dependent variable on either side of
the discontinuity. I do this for 3 different bandwidths of data (0.05, 0.1, and
0.2) and then repeat the analysis for four key covariates that have been shown
to have a significant effect on the dependent variable. This analysis exhibits
a pattern that confirms our hypothesis. The difference in means of the public
goods variable becomes increasingly significant as the bandwidth narrows. This
indicates that as we are more confident that the observations on either side of the
discontinuity can be considered randomly selected, we see a greater effect of the
treatment on the outcome of interest. In contrast, we find that as the bandwidth
narrows, the difference in means of the covariates become less significant.

These patterns can be seen by looking at both the t-value from the t-test as
well as the result of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. The t-value shows that with
greater confidence as we move from larger to smaller bandwidths, we are able to
reject the null hypothesis that the means are the same for the dependent variable
and the opposite is largely true for the covariates. Furthermore, the difference
in means of the dependent variable is in the predicted direction with communes
that have a losing party exhibiting higher rates of public goods provision than
those communes in which there is no losing party. The K-S test allows us to
determine whether the data in each sample are being drawn from the same or
different distributions. For the dependent variable of logged public goods per
capita, we are increasingly able to reject the hypothesis that the data are from
the same distribution as the bandwidth narrows. The opposite is largely true

for the covariates: as the bandwidth narrows, it is increasingly difficult to reject
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the null hypothesis that the data are from two different distributions. In sum,
the effect of treatment at the proposed discontinuity cannot be attributed to the
impact of the covariates which are balanced on either side of the threshold. The
positive effect on public goods is attributable to the treatment or the existence

of one party that gains no seats in a commune election.

7 Conclusion

This paper produces evidence that local elections are indeed engendering ac-
countability in Mali. However, it also suggests that democratic failure is likely
under certain conditions. First, voters will fail to sanction public officials for
bad behavior in the absence of information. Comparing otherwise similar com-
munes, I found those with a local radio station exhibited higher public goods
provision. Second, collusion is more likely when all political parties are rep-
resented on the local government council. Communes in which there was one
out-of-office party exhibited higher public goods provision than those in which
all parties were represented on the council. And, public goods provided in the
first type of commune is increasing with out-party strength. While I find a pos-
itive relationship between party competition and public goods provision, this
effect is conditional on the presence of information. Party competition had a
large and significant effect on public goods provision only in communes with a
local radio station.

These findings suggest that there is no quick-fix to improving government
accountability. Both well-informed voters and meaningful party competition
are critical for democracy to produce public policies in the interest of voters.
This helps explain ambiguity in the cross-country data regarding the effect of
democracy on public goods provision. If the effect is conditional, the relationship
should hold in some settings but not others. My results suggest which settings
are more conducive to democratic success and which are more likely to produce
democratic failure. Information is key to generating government accountability.
And, while a minimum level of information is necessary for voter control to
occur, meaningful party competition is also important.

This paper makes a new contribution to the research agenda on the effects of
information on accountability. While it has been established that information

has a positive effect on democratic outcomes in certain settings, the channels
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through which information produces this effect have not been well-identified. In
Mali, voters are assumed to have low expectations of government on average, and
the data suggests that information can have a significant effect. This is sugges-
tive evidence that the effect of information is working through the mechanism
of increasing voter expectations. Further research is necessary to determine
whether and the extent to which increasing expectations affects voter behav-
ior, especially relative to other information strategies. Because improving voter
expectations can be less costly and less contentious than improving informa-
tion about government performance, such a research agenda would be fruitful
for countries and development organizations interested in better democratic ac-

countability in poor settings.
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