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THE ROLF OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN NATIONAL

DEVELOPMENT IN AFRICA

I. INTRODUCTION

The necessity for modern society to organize itself in order to combat common

ills has led to the establishment or strengthening of governments. As the problems

grew more complex - mainly due to the anabolism of wants - governments have also

grown and become more and more complex with the result that their own structurings

finaneinn, staffing and policies have posed difficult problems. In consequence, new

disciplines like political science, public administration, public policy-making and

oublic finance have sprung up and are now.flourishing.

Today's problems are further complicated by the speed of events; and the ability

to cope with that speed alone calls for greater efficiency on the part of all
governments. Although technical aids, such as comouters, telexes^ and modern transport

*re within our grasp and are, in fact, available to us we still need competent and

trained manpower to make effective use of these aids in order to cope with this terrific

speed at which things are moving. Indeeds the speed with which modern institutions

operate in the developed world is something which baffles the developing world.

The age of speed requires infant institutions in the developing countries to run

i.efore they can even walk. President Neyere has once said, "we must run while others

walk". This concern with speed has robbed institutions in Africa of the chance to

grow naturally zn<i le.^rn to walk before they can run.

One might ask why institutions in the developing countries should be drawn into

a race with institutions in the developed ones which are much stronger and more

experienced. But the harsh realities of international economic relations impose

such a race, pri them and the urge to catch up with the others is strong!.. Hence,

the institutions9 in Africa particularly;, tend to jump to new ideas, new concepts.,
n^v; methods of operation etc. 'bc-fnre they even master the old 3nes. This makes

thorn operate more or less like a grass-hoper. Local government institutions cannot

't. expected to he islands of efficiency when the institutions which were supposed
to nurture them on account of their strength and experience are themselves weak.

This weakness is portly due to historical reasons.

In the colonial days government institutions were designed to maintain' law and

order and to serve the interest of the metropolitan power; only after the Second

iforId "War did a relatively enlightened colonial policy emerge. Even thens the

administrative machinery was still small and oriented towards law and order, with

3 modicum of progress in public services primarily in education and health,
educational policy itself was designed in such 3 wey that educational institutions
would produce only the necessary staff for the lower echelons of the colontal 'public'

services,, mainly clerical staff. In the fifties with more enlightement and with public
awareness of the need for services just beginning^ the concepts of local government

and community development were introduced, albeit on a very small scale and

tentative basis. Pickering says, "the fifties might be classified as the period of

democratic decentralization which heralded in many countries a genuine devolution of
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responsibilities to fully elected local authorities. It was also the decade in
which Community Development became an accepted public sector activity of many

Third World Governments". 1/

The fifties, however, were the last decade of colonialism and the wind of

change was blowing in Africa, having successfully swept away colonial administrations

in India and Pakistan in the late forties. It was in that decade that Sudan,
Tunisia and Guinea became independent in that order and it was in that decade

that the others were pressing hard for independence, Colonial administrations

achieved almost nothing in Africa in the previous decade which was a decade of

relative calm in many parts of ths corstinent although the War did affect the northern

and the eastern parts of the continent. Much effort was actually geared to combat and

away from development. In the fifties cononial administration hurriedly introduced

some reforms in preparation, of independence. These reforms were mainly in the

areas of Africanization of some key posts (which led to crash training^programmes),
community development and institution-building, 'mainly political\ such as local
government and the legislatures.

The small administrative machinery which existed in colonial days was bequeathed3

crippled by the mass exodus of expatriate staff, to the newly independent African

Statos. At once the requirements of independence laid bare the inadequacy of

the administrative machinery. The inevitable expansion cf the public services

(which ■'/ere not taken into account by colonial administrations) caused some problems:
the few trained civil servants who were available were needed for the top echelons

of the newly created ministries, offices9 and agencies as well as for the

diplomatic service. At independence, politicians who escalated the expectations
of the people by promising them too much came to power and the commitments they had

made to the people required the setting up of an elaborate the effective machinery.
Elaborate the machinery was, but effectiveness was nowhere to be seen.

Two decades and half have now laoscd since independence and still in many

ways Africa is where it was in I960. It is sti/ll trying to achieve the two major

aims which it set for itself at independence, namely? to build nations, strongly
united.;, out of heterogeneous and conflicting ethenic cjroups; .ind to achieve

accelerated development in order to ensure.better living standards for its people.

Two decades and half is indeed a short period in the live.s of nations, but with

consistent and systematic efforts coupled with the application of skills and

knowledge Africa would have teen aMe to advance,even thouqh not substantially9

from the pre-tfevelopment stage at which it was at independence. Sadly, most of

the continent has slipped into greater and deeoer backwardness, let alone making

a lot of progress.-

17 A.K. Pickerfnn, 'A'Devel^pient Role for Local "cvernment;1 :
'Lessons of Third World Experience' in Malcosri Norris and Ken Pickering (eds.)

Joint Study Seminar for Local Government Inspectors: Report of Proceedings,

Kftartoum, 'September9 19B09 p.65. " : *"
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Post-independence structures arc weak and yet overburdened because the demands

made upon them are heavy and continue una^tec with z\" result that these structures
are now threatened. The problem of oevelonnwnt, *s experience has shown, are
overwhelming and they require: (a) that politicians ?.r-.:. c/iuinpod yith a fair

degree of education; (b) that th&y kno*.- ^i^oris of rational Doiicv-makir.g; (c)
that they understand and appreciate the role of public servants, particularly
top administrators and managers;, fd) that ton administrates and majors have -^n
appreciation of politics and understand the role of politicians as decision makers*
(e) that they understand their own rnlo in decision makinn and that this role-
has necessarily a political component; (f) that technical'ar-d professional skills
are abundantly available in order to reduce dependence on foreign governments
or companies; (g) that education and traininn *re taken seriously not only in the
planning and execution of programmes bat also in their application; (h) that, public
services are properly managed according to scientific methods with a view of

motivating them and ensuring their productivity;, (i) th^t public services sre

responsive and sensitive to public needs. {;;} that they are accountable to the

public through their elected representativess (k) that the litter arc truly
accountable to their electorates; -ind (1) thn the public themsalvcs are vigilant
and enthusiastic about their own development. These are only some of the
requirements and the list is therefore by no means .-xhaustive.

But these are also some of the problems of public administration, and they

are key to any strategy for economic development hecause they determine the
general- efficiency of government, and if t;te latter is inefficient even a perfect
grasp of economic issues, both international and donostic, can not ensure any

advance in economic development. That is precisely wh?.f makes BVau's statement

that 'If everythingS£ is done and public administration fails, all fails',
a truism. Therefore, there should he more concern with methods of increasing
government efficiency sr ^s t: cnaL-lc it :!c well what it should do rather than

overburdening itself, as is the case in s^me countries, with responsibilities which
rightly belong to the private sector.

In their attempt to increase their efficiency African governments have
adopted ^c-tsures of ndm'jiistr^tivc. reforo frr^ timo to time. These were mainly^

however, structural and procedural neqloctihg behavioural aspects of administration

and the reforms have not therefore been effective 2/, They have all established
and maintained institutes of public administration and wanagenent to undertake
administrative and management training for middle-level administrators and managers
generally. Some countries, although few, have establish! staff colleges to train

top administrators and managers, and also politicians, ferly all African

countries have recruited foreign experts through bilateral assistance in order to

2/ A.F. Leemans, 'Administrative Reform An Overview in jevgiopment and change
TSpecial Issue on Administrative Reform) Vnl.il \!n.% 1970/71 ""
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help them in areas in which local experts wera simply not available. Furthermore,
they nave used planning as an instrument of policy-making end as a method of

bringing about a-substantial measure f,f develonment. ' : ■' ',

All these measures and many more have been adopted by governments in Africa

in order to enhance their o<n efficioncv, Govorn^rt:; h?ve Von c'Vanqs'J. '

frequently-sometimes violently - because of growing inefficiency in the fact of

debilitating economic problems, rapid risas of inflation, and consequent dropping
of standards of livinc?. Davey aroues that development itself is'"a source of
instability 3/. Tnat is of course true3 because development means .change which itself
requires some strong foundations for government institutions which :in Africa
are expected to bring about change-3 and to regulate- the change ft has brought
about.

Government, however, cannot t-e and should not the sole agent of chanqe.

The primary agent of change is the individual and if government Can manage to

motivate the individual and release his energies then it can brinq about change.

It is impossible9actually3 for any government to brinci *bcut desirable change"
or development by excluding the great majority of the oanpli from the development

effort. That is why the conceDt of 'popular participation1 is so appealino"

that it has quickly gained wide currency. A government over-burdened by

responsibilities can hardly function smoothly ?,nd properly and it seems nrudent

that in order to redress the situation a fair distribution of responsibilities

should be'made. Privitization car, ease the burden; r>ut cnly in those matters

which are normally assigned to the private sector. The corollary of this in

public sector is decentralization which is obviously the answer to the congestion
at the centre.

Not surprisingly therefore tho purpose of this stu^y is- to promote local

; development'and to rtviye interest

o '.v^t Vc5i government can

n*.:^e tc di«pe! 1 the view that

pgroe-tuatc colonial

government as a principal instrument of

in it. Accordingly9much r.paco will bt devoted

do if given a real chance-. Attempt will .ilso

local government w?.s n c^l'-niTl invention dosiqped :-ut p

interests and hence colonial rule. African government have tried Q\/ery method

and stratagem in order to enhance their own efficiency and to generate popular

interest in development except local government. It ;r high tine that they should

try to ease their own burden end thereby increase their efficiency by transferring

responsibilities to cjenuirte local councils.

3/ Kenneth Davey3 Development Administration Revised: An Inaugural Lecture

DAG Occasional Paper No.ZO: Institute of Local Government Studies, University

of Birmioham- 1983, P.5.
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II. PHILOSOPHICAL AMD PRACTICAL BASIS OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT .

There are twin aspects of decentralization: devolution which is the
decentralization of political authority to regional assemblies or to local
government councils or to both; and decon<*ntr?.tion which is the decentralization
of administrative authority to the field deoartments (the .generalist field
administrator included) of the central Government. Ideally, devolution and
deconcentration are complementary but in the Third World generally the structures

of the latter dominate those of the former.

First of all, devolution - if genuine - is an effective method of ensuring
the participatory democracy, which African leaders usually advocate 4/.
'nomocracy1 is a concept which is so appealing to everyone. We hear so much
th* slogan- "Power to' the People!" We also hear so much about a "government
of the people, for the people by-the people" which President Lincoln called for
about one hundred years ago. 'Democracy' as a concept features prominently
in the speeches of politicians; those of the Third World specially talk about the ^
necessity both for democracy and for efficiencysof "being close to the grass-roots
of "bringing administration, close to the qrass-roots'\

These sentiments or democratic ideals can surely be realized by local
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 own local leaders, to watch their work at close
range and to communicate with them on a daily basis about what they want and
what they do not want. As previously said, the princiole that the people shouio
have an inalienable right to exercise control over their own affairs is accepted
at least in theory: in nost countries, however, the practice - which is
obviously more important-is lacking. In the countries where the principle is
matched by practice local government is very strong and very useful to local

communities.

There are also practical advantages in local government. Once the people
are aiven the opportunity to run their own 3ffairs they would be more inclined
to accept taxes, both for local andnational purposes. Their involvement in
their own local affairs and their own experiences in the provision of local ^
services will enable then to understand and appreciate:the reasons for taxation.
F>t example, thev will understand that the provision of services like schools,
hospitals* roads"etc. entail heavy expenditure and that the only way to raise
the needed funds is.throuch taxation. Hopefully, tax collectors- so far
understandably unpopular - will have their burden greatly eased as a result.

47—Cee for example President Kaunda, Humanism in Zambia and a Guide to
Tts Implementation, Part ^.Government Printer, Lusaka, P.10.
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In the less developed countries where there is considerable administrative

difficulty in collecting taxes voluntary payment of taxes is of vital

importance. Furthermore, there is need sometimes for local officials to go

around and collect voluntary contributions for local self-help schemes.

Experience shows that people will cone forward and donate generously if they
are truly convinced 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

badly needed for development projects with much less difficulty. In fact,

in some countries the central government asks local government councils to

collect certain taxes on its behalf and then gives them a shares and in some

countries in Latin America the central government gives contracts to local

government councils to undertake development projects on its behalf.

This brings us tc the provision of services which is another area where

the advantages of local government are glaringly obvious. One may argue that

services can best be provided by the field departments of central government.

Uothing could be further from the truth. First there are services which are

so local, such as conservancy and sewerage, which the central government is

ill-suited to provide and which are normally assigned to local government.
Secondly, 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 people whom they try to serve. However,

to be able to provide the necessary services local governments h?.ve to bo

strong in three respects: first, councillors, as policymakers 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 so internally

structured and staffed in order to have very good management; and thirdly,

councils should be financially strong

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 habits of mind and ways of public behaviour

and that the great training ground is in the local councils' 5/. He doubts
whether this should be stressed because in England 'Local■ Government has

followed national government and has not led it1 6/. He further says: "As

a matter of historical fact0 English local government took its present form and

was made more democratic because parliament had become more democratic" 7/.

However, it is not being suggested here that local government should lead

national government tc democracy and should therefore be a pioneer in that respect,

although it can be argued that in a country where people are independent-

minded and care much abnut their own local affairs it would be hard for national

governments to rob them of their natural democracy.

5/ R.fa. Jackson, The iiachinery of Local Government, Second Edition

Hacmillan {London-)! 970, p. 17

6/ Ibid.

7/ Ibid.
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The truth of the natter, ?s '-'o h^ve ^crvr"'/ J."v-or; the lessons of experiences

in many parts of the world, is that if oiven a real chance to elect and run

their own local councils people will "team the art of government by doing

and local politicians will rise to the national level Irving received their

political training at the local level. In theory at least: they will even

become better politicians because of their exutiriciirx st. the grass-r^ots.

Furthermore, a fruitful dialogue between politicians at the national level and

those at the local level can be ensured only by local government since councils

will give ample opportunities to local leaders to -:tj-iy issues in depth in so

far as they affect their localities and to learn to articulate interests.

Another important advantage is that local government bridges the

communication gap between the centre and tha periphery, Local councils provide

the central government with the means to guage the daily temper of the people .

and to know their reaction to issues which government is considering and for

which opinion is important. They also provide central government with a mediura

through which it can explain its, policies. This is-usually the function .-of .

the gensralist field administrator, but the local council provides h,m with an
excellent forum. It is also possible - particularly in the integrated and

comprehensive, systems of local government 8/ to bring together local representatives

and the heads of the field departments of .the central government so that

the two will communicate properly and will reinforce each other in their common

task of achieving development at the local levelo . . ...

Now, there is fear (particularly in Africa) that local government-might
encourage fissiparous tendancies. This is generally duz to excessive pre-.

occupation with centrifugal forces. For this reason, governments may consider

local government institutions very dangerous and may therefore deliberately

shun them. Devolution pushed to absurd limits may be dangerous in that respect.

But properly nurtured, ouided and control led local government institutions

are; bound to strengthen national unity by giving a sense of belonging to

all ethnic groups. Council areas may be drawn also in such a way that the

boundaries cut across tribal divisions so that thoso areas will not he-coterminous

with tribal settlements. This has ths added advantage of encouraging social

integration between tribes !oy bringina a number cf thorn within the same council

area so that they will in ctiiidfeol that they share common problems and interests

and will act in unison to realize these interests. .

In arguing the case for local government we have talked so much about

devolution, almost to the neglect of deconccntration. Decmcentrated

denartments are vital. V c\rcd. development when local institutions ire weak-.

They can be used to nurture and develon those institutions, but they should

never be used as substitutes to l^cal government. In fact, devolution and

deconcentration should coexist snd maintain n svmhirtic relationship

§7 For details about these systems see: Decentralization for National
and Local Development, United Nations publication, Naw York, 19.62
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it would be difficult to imagine a decentralized system in which local government

operates alone and central government's field offices are totally absent; .

the reverse situation is noi: hard to imaoine because that is what obtains in many
African countries. This is unnatural, however9 becauso3as we have seen9 it

deprives the people of their right to have at least a say in their own affairs,

and thereby keeps there cut of V.\o neinstroijr. "f 'JcvLloprriont. Dcconccntratcd

central departments can be so badly misguided as to oeroetuate the dependency of the

people on the central government and to nr.ke thin believe that the responsibility

to develop the country - their own local area included - lies squarely on the

shoulders of the national governments: and when the latter fails to bring about

local development (as is mostly the case) a mood of despair and despondency
obtains. Rural communities then resign to their poverty and squalor. Afterwards9

extension workers and officers from other central departments face an appalling

apathy which leads them to accuse local communities of obduracy. This lack .

of popular interest adversely affects the efficiency of development projects

executed by the central departments.

On the other hand deconcentrated departments can be so managed and used

as to arouse popular interest in development and thereby play a catalytic role

in addition to their role of either providing direct services themselves or of

providing technical advice and expertise to local government institutions.

Technical departments such as those of health, public works, and agriculture are

leading in this respect, and the department of education can help the schools

which are run by local councils. A leading and consoicuous figure in field

administration is the general 1st field administrator variously styled* as

'regional governor1^provincial commissioner','district commissioner1

'district governor1" or 'district officer'. This officer is very important for the

development of local government for three reasons: first, he liar, great authority

as the sole representative of the national government; an authority deeply rooted

in history; secondly, he generally cones from the ministry which has responsibility

for local government- thirdly, because of his own-political position and his

broad background he would be most probably conversant with the concepts* if

not the practice of local ^ovornment. -Because of thest, factors he is best suited

for the development of the local councils in his own area of jurisdiction which

should be added to his current, responsibilities- :iorr'n"!1y; ?enera1ist administrators

are given this task since local government forrcs part of his background either

in practice or in formal training, and because of his political responsibilities

and power. It goes without, saying therefore9 that the appointment of the;. -■:'■ ■

right man for this post .may determine the future, of local .government;: This

being the case,a government desircous of promoting genuine devolution will take

meticulous care1 in appointing as field generalist' administrators: at the district

and regional (provincial) level men who are forward-lookina., have the right

background, and have keen interest in the development cf local government

institutions. They should become increasingly involved with the work and development

of local councils and their performance should ba judned by concrete achievements

in this area. In fact, in the latter days of colonial administration this

was one of the main functions of the field qeneralist.
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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
local 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 abilitys greater
responsibility for increased functions may be devolved upon them.

A lot can be said, of course, about policies to strengthen local government
and we will leave that for the last sectionof this paper. Suffice it to say at
this juncture that 'local government1 without 'autonomy1 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 'local
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 'government1. But autonomy is not impiict 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. We are not sure whether it is administration by the local people
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 government1 we are in no doubt as to
what we are talking about. Then, of course (i.e. when we use the term 'local
government) autonomy comes readily to mind. Kenneth Davey summarizes the
distinguishing features of local autonomy as follows.

"There are three separate standards to local "utonomy:

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 little 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 the demand of fixed commitments" 9/.

9/ Kenneth Davey, Taxing a Peasant Society, Charles Knight, London, 19749 pp.100-

101.


