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THE ROLE OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN NATIONAL
DEVELOPHMENT IN AFRICA

I. INTRODUCTION

The necessity for modern society to corganize itself im order to combat common
ills kas led to the establishment or strongthening of gnvernments. As the problems
arew more compléx - mainly due to the anabolism of wants - governments have also
arown and become more and more complex with the result that their own structuring,
financina, staffing and pn11c1es have posed difficult problems, In consequence, new
disciplinegs like political science, nublic administration, publir poTicy-making and
nublic f1nance havc sorung up and are now flourishing.

Today's vroblems are further complicated by the speed of events: and the abiltity
%0 cope with that spead alone calls for greater efficiency on the part of all
governments. A]Lhougq technical aids, such as comouters, teléxes, and modern transport
ara within our grasp and are, in fact, available to us we still need competent and
trainad manpower to make effective use of these aids in order to cope with this terrific
spoed at which things are moving. Indeed, the speed with which modern institutions
ouzrata in the develored world is someth1nq which hafflas the developing world.
- The age of speed requires infant institutions in the devoloo1nq countries to run
Cefore they can even walk. President Nevere has once said, "wz must run while others
walk™. This concern with speed has robbed institutions in Africa of the chance to
grow naturally and learn to walk before they can run.

Onc might ask why institutions in the developing countrias should be drawn into
a race with instituticns in tho developed ones which are much stronger and more
experienced.  But the harsh realities of international economic relations impose
suct a race an them and the urge to catch up with the others is strond. Hence,
the institutions, in Africa uart1cu1arly, tend to jump to new ideas, new concepts,
new methods of operation otc. “ofore they even master the o1d ones. This makes
snﬁm eperate mors or less Tike a arass-hoper, . Local government institutions cannot
beexpacted to be 1slands of officiency when the institutions which were supposed
£ nurture them on account of thoir strength and experience are themselves weak.
this ”“HKHESa is part?v due o h?ﬁ*vv cal reasons.

In the tolonial days gnwornment institutions were designed to maintain 1aw and
arder and to serve the interest of the metropolitan nower; only after the Second
Yorld War did a relatively entightened cotonial policy emerge. Even then, the
wdministrative mach1nprj WA Jtil‘ small and oriented towards law and order, with
a modicum of progress in bublic services pr1mar11y in \ducat1 on and health. .
Fducational pelicy ftself uias desioned in such a way that éduca t1ona1 1nst1tut1onq
wetild nroduce only the ngcassary staff for the lower echelons of ‘the rolonial "nuplic’
services, mainly clerical staff. In the fiftics with mere ontightoment and with public
awareness of the need for services just beginning, the concents of local government
and community development were introduced, albeit on a very small scale and
tentetive basis. Pickering savs, "the f}ft?@f might he classified as the period of
democratic decentralization which heralded in many countr1;s & genu1ne devalution of
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responsibitities to fully elected local avthorities. It was also the decade
which Community Deyelopment bacame an accepted pu311c sactor activ1tv of many
Third Yorld lovernments®. 1/

The fifties, hOWLVir, were the last decade of colonialism and the wind of
change was H]oWinq in Africa, having successfuily swent away colonial administrations
in India and Pakistan in the 1atP forties. It was in that decade that Sudan,
Tunisia and Guinea becamc 1n0vpendent in that order and it was in that decadu
that the others were nressinn hard for independence. Colonial administrations
achieved almost nothing in ‘frica in the previcus decade which was a decade of
rclative calm in many narts of the contirent“a]thoug the War did affect the northor
an¢ the eastern parts of the continent. Much affort was actually geared to. combat and
awav from develdpment In the fifties rsnnnial administration hurriedly introduced
some reforms in preparation of 1nd@pendence Thase reforms were mainly in the

~areas of Africanization of some key posts (which Ted to crash training ‘programmes )

community devaiopment and iastitution-building, ‘mainly ooiitical’ such as local
governmant and the 1egis]atures.

The smali idministrativp macninerv Wﬁich cXT‘tLd in coloniai days was begqueathed,
crippled by the mass exodus of erxpatriate staff, to the newly independent African
States. At once the requiraments of 1ndependence laid bare,tﬁ; inadequacy of
the administrative machinery. The inavitabie expansion cf the public services
{which werc not taken intc account by colonial administrations) caused some problems:
the fow trained civil servants who were available were neaded for the top echelons
of the newly created ministries, offices, and agencies as well as for the
dinlomatic service. At independence, poiit1c1ans who aescalated the expectations
of the people by promisina fhem too much came to nower and the commitments they had
made to the pﬂonl required the setting up of an elaborate the effective machinery.
Elaborate ‘the machinery was, hut effe cctiveness was nowhere to Se see n.

Two decades and half have now laoscd since indenendencs and still in many
wavs Nfrica is where it was in 1960, It is still tryine to achieve the two major
aims which it set for itself at independence, namely: to build naticns, stronglw
united, out of heterncenecus and conflicting ethenic arouns; and to achieve
accalerated drVLiopmcn in order to.cnsure hetter living standards for its people.
Two decades and half is indeed a short period in the Yives of nations, but with
cersistent and systematic efforts counicd with the apnlication of skilis and
knowladga fifrica would have Lcen alle to advance ,even thouah not substantially,
from the pre- development stage at which it was at independence. Sadlv, most of
the contingnt has siinp 2d 1ntr areater and deepar backwardnbss,‘1et alone making
a lot of progress.. : -

LUK, Pickering, 'NDevainpient Rel2 for Local Scvernment:' .
‘Lessons.of Third World Experience' in Malcom Norris and Ken Pickering (eds.)
Jeint Study Seminar for Local Government Inspectors: Poport of Proceedings,
Khartoum, Septembor, 1980, p.65, '

-
b .
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Post-independence structures arc woak and vot overburdened because thoe demands
made upon them are heavy and continuno uraibeted with who rasult that these structures
arc now threatened. The problem of davelonment, a5 axparierce has qhown, are

overwhelming and they require: (a) that noliticizns ar: zhuippad with a fair
degrce of education: (&) that they know satiods of rational Dciicymmaking; {c)
that they understand and apprcciate the role of nuilic servants, particularly
top administrators and manaqers: {d) that ton administratﬂrs ang manaccrs have an
appreciation of politics and understand the rolc of politicians as decision makers:
(e) that they understand their cwn roln i H‘c1s1o making and that this role

has necessarily a nolitical component: (f) that technical ard professional skills
arag af undantly available in ordar to reduce depe n4gqcﬁ on foraign governments
or companics; (g) that education and trainine are taken seriously not only in the
p]ann1n0 and execution of pregrammas but 2lso in their anplication: (n1 that public
services are properly manaqed : sccovrding te sciontific methods w1t% a view of
motivating them and ensuring their proﬁuct1v1Ly§ (1) thot oublic services are
responsive and sensitive to pullic necds. {3I) that thev are accountahle to the
public through their elected renresentativos: (k) that the 11tthr ars truly
accountable to their electoratos: and {1} that the nublic thamszlves are V1“11“nt
and enthusiastic about their own develomment. These are only somc of the '
requirements and the 1ist is therefore bv nn means axbaustive.

But these are alss some of the problems of peblic adninistration, and they
are key to any strateqy for accnomic develoapment hecause they starmlne tha
general: efficiency of government, and if the Tatter is inefficient aven a perfect
grasp of economic issuzs, Loth international and domestic, can not ensure any -
advance in cconomic develepment. That is procisely what makes Blau's statement
that 'If everythingelsc is done and public administration fails, all fails',
a truism. Thercfore, thers shnu]d ze more concern with methods of increasing
government efficicncy sn as to cnalle it doowell what it should do rather than
averburdening itself, as is the casc in s~me countries, with resnﬁns15111t1es which
richtly bcelong to the nrivate sectnr.

In their attemnt to 1ncrease_their efficiency African oovernments have
adopted measures of adninistrative reforn frep time to Simc,  These were mainiy,
nowever, structural and procedural nealecting behavicural aspects of adm1n1strat1on
and the reforms have nnt therefore hecn offective 2/, Thev have a1l nstablished
and maintained institutes of oublic administration and managemont to undertake
administrative and management training for middle-lavel administrators and managers
generally. Some countries, althougn few, have establishcd staff cslleges to train
top administrators and managers, and also politicians. WHeariv a1 African
countrics have recruited forcion experts through hilateral assistance in arder to

2/ AF. Leomans, 'Administrative 2oferm An Bvervicw in Development and chanqe
(Soecial Issuc on fdministrative Reform) Vol 1T Nn. 7, 1970771
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help them in areas in which Tocal cxperts wero simpiy nat ]VaT]Fu]u. aurthgrmor_,

they have used planning as an instrument of naolicy-making and as 2 mLt561 of

bringing about a- substantial measure of d;va1onment,ﬂ S - e

A1l these measures and many more have been adonted by qovernments in Afr1ca

n order to enhance their own efficioncy. fovoraments have hoon o hagd
frequent1y-somct:mbs vicleatly - becausc of growing incfficiency in the fact of
debilitating sconomic proLlems, rapid risas of infiatinn, and conszquent dropping
cf standards of living. Davey aroues that devolopment itself is'a snurce nf ‘
instahility 3/ That is of course truc, because develcpment means Pblnge which itself
reguires some sirong foundaticns for government institutions which 'in Africa
are expected to bring about change, and to requlate the change it has brought .
ahout, T

Government, howaver. canrst be and shoauld not ba the sole agent of change.
The primary agent cf change is the individual and i gnvernment ¢an manage to
motivate the individual and release his cnerqics Lﬁen it can bring about change.
It is impessible,actually, for any government to oring about desirable change
or development by excluding the great maiority of the neople from thé davelopment
effort. That is why the concept 2F “nepular darticination' is so appealing
that it has quickly gainad wide currency. A government over-burdoned by
responsibilities can hardly function qnﬂotn1~ and preneriy and it seems nrudent
that in order to redress the situation a fa1r cistribution of respansibilitias
should be made., Privitization can ease the burden, Hut cnly in those matters
which are normally assigncd tc the nrivate sector. Thoe corollary of this din
public sector is decentralizatian which is abviousiy the answer to the congestion
at the centre. o )

Mot surprisinaly therefore the purnose of this studv is o promots local
govornment as a principal instrument of achieving develomment and to revive interest
in it. Accordingiy,much space will he devoted o wiat Traal goverament can
de 1f given a real chance. [Mttempt will 2lso be mace o dispall the view that
local qovermment was o ¢nloniat dnvention dosigned ~ut oo sarnetuate colonial
interests and hence cnlonial rule. African government have tried every method
anc stratagem in order to enhance thoivr cwn efficicney and to qenerate popular
interest in doveibmewt wieont Tocal governmernt. 10 5o kigh time that thoy should
try to ease their oun burden and thereby incraase thair cofficiency by transferring

responstbilitics to genuine lecal councils,

3/ Kenneth Davey, Devaloomert Administration Revised: An Inaugural Lecture
DAG Occasional Paper NG.20, Iastitutc of Local Govornment Studies, Unjversity
of Birmicham, 1983, P.5,
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I1. PHILOSOPHICAL AND PRACTICAL BASIS OF LOCAL SOVERIGENT

‘There are twin aspects of decentralization: devolution which 1s the
decentralization of political authority to rogicnal assemblies ar to local
government councils or to hoth; and deconcentration which is the decentralization
of administrative autherity to the field departments {the generalist field
administrator included) of the central anvernment.. Ideally, devolution and
deconcentration are complementary but in the Third Horld nenerally the structures
of the latter dominate those of the former.

Fipst of all, devolution - if genuine - is an effective method of ensuring
the narticipatory democracy, which African leaders usually advocate 4/. _
‘Democracy’ is a concapt which is so appealing to everyone. We hear so much’
the slogan: “Power to the Peoplel"™ We 21s0 hear so much about a "government
of the necple, for the pecple by.the pecple" which President Lincoln calied for
about one hundred years ago. 'Democracy' as a concept features prominently
in the speeches of peliticians; those of the Third Horld specially talk about the
necessity hoth for democracy and for efficiency,of "haing close to the grass-roots”,
of "bringing administration close to the grass-roots”.

These sentiments or democratic ideals can surely he realized by lacal

s

government because the latter gives.the people an opportunity to have'a substantial
measure of control over their own local affairs. It gives them the chance to
elect or choose freely their cwn Tocal lcaders, to watch their work at close

range and to communicate with them on a daily hasis about what they want and

what they do not want. As previcusly said, the princinle that the peonle shouid
haye an inalienable right to exercise control over their cwn affairs is accented
at least in thesrv: in most countries, however, the practice - which is

ahviously more important-is lacking. In the countrics where the principie is
matched by practice local government is very sironq and very useful to local
communities. : _

There are also practical advantages in local government. Once the people
are given the opportunity %o run their own affairs they would be more inclined
to accept taxes, both for local and-national purposes. Their invoivement in
their own local affairs and their own experiences in thc nrovision of local
services will enable then to understand and appreciate. the reasons for taxation.
For example, they will understand that the provision of services like schools,
hospitals, roads otc. cntail heavy expenditure and that the only.way to raise
the needed funds is. throuch taxation. Honefully, fax collectors - so far
understandably unpopyiar - will have their burden groatly eased as a result.

4/ Tee for axample President Kaunda, Humanism in Zambia and a Guide to
Tts Implementation, Part 2, Government Printer, Lusaka, P. 130,
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In the less developred countries where there is considerable administrative
difficulty in cellecting taxes voluntary navment of taxes is of vital
importance. Furthermora, thare is need sometimes for local officials to go
around and collzact voluntary contributions for local self-help schemes,
- Experience shows that "eogle will come forward and donate qenerous1y if they
are truly cenvinced that their donations are for a good cause which will not
be destroyed by mismanagement. This advantage is in fact of supreme importance
since it enables both central and local governments to raise the finances so-
hadly needed for development nrojects with much Tess difficulty. In fact,
in some countries the central government asks local government councils to
coliect certa1n taxes on its behalf and then gives them a share, and in some
countries in Latin America the central government gives contracts to Eocal
ﬂovernment councils to undartake development proaects on its behalf.

This brings us tc the provision of services which is ancther area where.
the advantag;s of local government are glarinagly obvious. One mav argue that
services can best be provided by the field departments of central government,
iothing could ‘be further from the truth. First there are services which are
so local, such as conservancy and sewerage, which the central government is
i11-suited to provide and which are normallyv assigned to local government.
Secondiy, field officers are often insensitive to local needs. Thirdly, even
when they try to be responsive to such needs they lack deep appreciation of
the culture and idiosyncrasies of the peoplc whom they try té serve. However,
to be able to provide the necessary services local governments have to be
strong in three respects: first, councillors, as pelicymakers must be of
such calibre as to make the right choices of policy and to understand what
the officials are doing; secondly, the councils should be sn internally
structured and staffed in order to have very good management: and thirdly,
councils should be financially strona.

Local government has also an educational value, both for the community at
large and for politicians. Jackson. says: 'The argument is that natural
self- government requires certain hahkits of mind and ways of public 5ehav1our
and that the great training ground is in the local councils’ 5/. He doubt
whether this should ba stressed because in Fnagland ‘local fGovernment has
followed national government and has not led it' 6/. He further says: "As
a matter of historical fact, Enaltish local government took its present form and
was made more democratic because parliament had becrme more democratic" 7/.
However, it is not being sugoested here that local government should lead
national government tc democracy and should therefore be a pioneer in that respect,
althcugh it can be argued that in a country where peopie are independent-
minded and care much about their own lecal affairs it would be hard for naticnal
governments to rob them of their natural democracy.

5/ R. h Jackson, The ‘dachinery of Local Government, Second Edition,
Facmillan (London) 7570, n.1.

&/ 1Ibid,

7/ Ibid.




ECI/DNHPNY/8E/Y
Page 7

The truth of the mattar, as wo bave To-vrad Teon the Tassons of axperiences
in many parts of the world, is that if oiven a real chance to =2lact and run
their own local councils people will iearn the art of government by doing
and Tocal politicians will rise to the naticnal level hoving recaivad their
political training at the local level, In theory at lzast. thev will even
pecome hetter politiciane "erause of their exonericnse ot the grass-ronts.
Furthermore, a fruitfui dia]ogue.between politicians at the nationzl level and
those at the local level can be ensured on1y by 1ncal aovprnmﬂnt since councils
-will give ample nproriunities to local leaders to “tudy tssues in depth in so
far as they affect their localities and to learn to art1ru1ate interests.

Ancther . important advantage is that local goverament ﬁradnes the
communication gap between the centre and the periphery, Local councils provide
the central government with the means to quage th: daily temoer of thawpeop1e
and to know their reaction to issues which government is considering and for
which opinicn is important. They also orovide central government with a medium
through which it can explain its nclicies. This is-usually the function. of
the generalist field adm1n1strator, but the Tocal council provides him with an
excellent fcrum, It is also possible - particularly in the integrated and
comprechensive systems of Tocal government 8/ to bring together local representatives
and the heads of the field denartments of the central goverament so thet
the two will communicate properlv and will reinforce each other in. +re1r common
task of achieving develomment at the ]oral Tevel,

Nows thare is fear ( narticulariy in Africa) that local government might
encourage fissiparous tendancies. This is generally dus to excessive pre-.
occupation with centrifuazal forces. For this reascn, governments may coms;ider
tocal government institutions very dancerous and may therafora deliberately
shun them. -Devolution pusied to absurd limits may be dangerous in that respoct.
But: properly nurtured, ouided and contrrllad 1acal =iverament institutions
are; bound to strenathen national unity by giving a sense of belonging to
-ald ethnic groups.  Council areas may be drawn alsc in such a way that the
boundaries cut across trizal divisions go that these areas will not he coterminous
with tribal settlements. This has the added advantage of encouraaing .social
integration between trihes by bringine a number of thosm within the same council.
area so that they will in twme feel that they share comman Drou1ems and 1nterests
and-will act in unison to realize these interests. :

In arguing the cese for Tocal government we have tatked so much about
devglution, almost to the neglact of deconcentration. Deceoncentrated
denartments are vital to area develcoment when 1ncal institutions are weak.
They can be used to nurture and develrn those institutions, but thev should
never be used as sulstitutes to 1rcal novernment. In fact, devolutinn and
deconcentration should crexist and maintain a symhictic relationshin:

8/ For details about these systéms 'see:  Decentralization for Nat1ona1
and Local Development, United Nations publication, Nuw York, 19,62
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it would he dAifficult to imagine » decentralizod system in which local government
operates alone and central gnvrrnmrnt s field offices are totally absent: .

the reverse situation is not hard o imacine hirause that is what obtains in many
African countries. This s urnmalurai, however, Lecause,as we pave seen, it
deprives the neonie of their richt to have at least a say in their own affairs,
and thereby keeps thom cut of She azinstream o7 dovieiopmont, Deconcontrated
central departments can be so btadlv misguided as to perpetuate the dependency of the
pecple on the central government and to make tham belisve that the responsibility

to develop the country - their own local area included - 1ies squarely on the
shoulders of the national governments: and when the latter fails to bring about
local development {as is mostly the casc) a mood of despair and despondency

obtains. Rural communities then resign to their poverty and squalor.: Afterwards,
extension workers and officers from other central departments face an appalling
apathy which leads them to accuse local communities of cbduracy.. This lack

of popular interest adversely affects the efficiency of davelopment projects
executed by the central departments. '

On the other hand deconcentrated departments can be so managed and used
as to arouse popular interest in develonment and thereby play a catalytic role
in addition to their role of 2ither providing direct services themselves or of
providing technical advice and expertise tc Tocal government institutions.
Technical departments such as those of health, public works, and agriculture are
Tfeading in this respect, and the department of education can help the schools
which are run by Tocal councils. /. leading and consnicuous figure in field
administration is the'genera1ist field administrator variously styled, as

‘regional governor 'provincial commissioner’,'district commissioner:

'district governcr' or 'district officer'. This officer is very important for the
develiopment of local government Tor three reasons: - first, he has great authority
as the sole representative of the national covernment, an authority deecply rooted
in historv; secondly. he generally comes from the ministry which has respbonsibility
for local government: thirdiy, because ¢f his own poalitical position and his
broad background he would be most probably conversant with the concepts, if
not the practice of Jocat sovarrment. -Because of these factors he is best suited
for the developmtﬁt af the tocal councils in his own area of jurisdiction which
should be added to his current responsibilitics. loreally, ceneralist administrators
are given this task since local government forms part of his background either
in practice or in formal traininn, and because of his nolitical resnonsibf1itie5=
and power. - It qoes without saying therefore, that the anpointment of the: ‘
right man for this post may determine the future of Jocal government.. Th1w -
being the case,a government desircous of promotina genuine ‘davelution will take
meticulous caré ‘in appointing as ficld deneralist administrators at the district
and regional (provincial) level men who are forward-looking, have the right
background, and have %een intorest in the develonment of Yocal government
institutions. They should become increasingly involved with the work and development
of l1ocal councils and their performance should ke judaned by concrete achievements
in this area. In fact, in thc latter days of colonial administration this
was one of the main functions of the field generalist.
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Whilst the field generalist takes the lead the technical departments representing
ministries can also play a role in developing the technical departments.of the
Yocal councils. This should obviously include on-the-job training, It will also
be a good idea for them to engage in joint projects so that the central field
departments will share the skills and experience with the technical departments of the
local councils. In time, the local councils will gain the technical ability to
carry out more complex projects and they will be confident enough to compete with
central departments or even the private sector. As they gain this ability, greater
responsibility for increased functions may be devolved upon them,

A 1ot can be said, of course, about policies to strengthen iocal government
and we will leave that for the last section of this paper. Suffice it to say at
this juncture that 'local government' without 'autonomy' is a contradiction in
terms. The word 'local' obviously indicates that councils are meant for small
communities and the word 'government' means that they have certain attributes of
government. Now, lack of autonomy simply means that the councils do not govern
their jurisdictions and it would therefore be a misnomer to call them 'Tocal -
government councils'. There was a tendency in the recent past to refer to the
councils as 'local administration councils', in order to avoid this confusion
about the word 'government'. But autonomy is not implict in the word 'administration’
whicn, incidently, does not suggest that the councils are self-administering.
The inadequacy of the term 'local administration' is further demonstrated by
its vagueness. MWe are not sure whether it is administration by the local reople
or administration by central departments at the local level. In other words,
an argument can be made as to whether it is devolution or deconcentration;
conversely, when we use the term ‘local government' we are in no doubt as to
what we are talking about. Then, of course (i.e. when we use the term 'Tocal
government) autonomy comes readily to mind. Kenneth Davey summarizes the
distinguishing features of local autonomy as folliows.

"There are three separate standards to Tocal autonomy:

the amount of responsibility devolved, the size and
elasticity of resources assigned and the degree of
discretion conferred. The factors are inseparable.

Local authorities may have freedom from supervision

and adequate revenue but Tittle responsibility for services
of any -significance. They may have wide responsibilities,
considerable discretion and a high dependence upon direct
taxation; yet their real freedom of action will be severely
circumscribed if the potential growth of their revenue is
outstripped by inflation and thz demand of fixed commitments" 9/.

9/ %g?neth Davey, Taxing a Peasant Society, Charles Knight, London, 13874, pp.100-




