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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND RURAL DEVLEOPMENT:

A CRITICAL REVIEW OF EFFORTS, PROSPECTS AND PROBLEMS

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, and particularly with the problems

accompanying the overwhelmingly pro-urban development strategies,

attention is gradually shifting to rural development. In

Nigeria, for example, the.government established a Directorate

of Food, Roads and Rural infrastructures to implement an

ambitious programme of integrated rural development and to

channel resources to rural-based projects. However, while the

new stress on rural development represents a welcome departure

from the past benign neglect, it would appear that further

thought need to be given to the institutional implication of the

policy shift. In specific terms, the question has to be answered

whether the tasks of developing and managing rural projects

should be carried out by central government agencies or by

community-based institutions. If it is argued that the tasks are

best handled jointly by both central and local institutions, what

factors should be taken into account in defining the various

agencies' jurisdictions and forestalling inter-agency conflicts?

Above all, where does local government fit in under the new

arrangement? To put it bluntly, do we need local government

under the pro-rural regime any more than we needed it under the

pro-urban one?

This paper poses many questions, but it cannot pretend to

have all the answers. It begins by examining the developments
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preceding the disillusion with pro-urban strategies

particularly, the strategies which relied on central governments

to engineer economic growth and promote social change. The

second section, using Nigeria as an illustration, focuses on

recent efforts at promoting the development of rural communities.

The third section discusses the institutional constraints which

would need to be addressed if local governments are to be

adequate to the challenge of rural development.

I. Meeting the Challenge of Nation-building:

The Early Post-independence Strategies

The early post-independence period witnessed efforts on the

part of many African governments to overcome obstacles to

development. Having attained political independence, the various

countries sought to "modernize" their economies and raise the

living standards of the people. The mechanism adopted in the

"modernization" drive was the national development plan

incorporating each country's dream of a prosperous society over

a period of 5 to 10 years. As the most "modernized" institution

in society, the central government bureaucracy was assigned the

role of formulating and implementing the economic development

plans. In any case, the circumstances prevailing in the

immediate post-independence period strengthened the case for

centralized approach to development planning and administration

in many African countries. The same set of circumstances worked

in favour of urban areas as against rural communities. At least

six factors account for this centralist-cum-urban bias in the
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early days of independence - viz, the desire for national

integration, the quest for rapid ^modernization' and material

progress, the national political elites' zero-sum view of power,

the civil service bureaucracy's empire-building tendencies, the

"withering away" of cooperative and community development

institutions, and the weakness of local government agencies.

The fear (whether real or imaginary) of separatist

tendencies in post-colonial Africa led many a government to adopt

measures aimed at strengthening the centre at the expense of the

periphery. Centralization measures ranged from the establishment

of one-party states, through rigid control of community power

structures and local government institutions, to the constant

flirtations with military rule. Even where central government

laws provided for the creation of local authorities, the

independence of the latter tended to be undermined by clauses

requiring central government ratification of the least

consequential of local decisions. For instance, a typical local

government legislation, while expecting the local authorities to

perform multifarious functions, frequently left the power and

authority necessary to discharge the functions with central

government officials!/

In some cases, local government laws simply regarded local

authorities as a mere extension of central government. An

example is the People's Local Government Act (No. 46) of 1971

which in Sudan produced a system that was controlled by a mixture

of central government officials and elected councillors. The
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same enactment empowered the Provincial Commissioner (a

Presidential appointee) to suspend or vetoe any decisions taken

by a People's Provincial Executive Council if he considered the

decisions prejudicial to "public interest" or the "general policy

of the state".2/

Another illustration is provided by law No. 74-23 enacted

in the United Republic of Cameroon in December 1974. This Law

defined a local council as "a decentralized public authority

having the status of a corporate body under public law".

However, while the council possessed a "legal personality" and

enjoyed "financial autonomy", the Law stipulated that it (the

council)

"shall administer local affairs under the supervision of

the State to secure the economic, social and cultural

development of its population" (emphasis mine, MJB)1/

Besides the claims of national integration, the quest for

material progress and rapid "modernization" justified actions

taken in the post-independence period to tilt the balance in

favour of central authorities. Having won the battle for

political independence, the attention of the leaders shifted to

the economic front. The strategy that was adopted was that of

national development planning, and the war machine was the

central government bureaucracy. The confidence in the efficiency

of government as an agent of growth and "modernization" was not

entirely misplaced. Afterall, the preceding colonial rulers had
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formulated and implemented development programmes using the same

mechanism. However, whereas the colonial bureaucracy proceeded

with caution (well aware of its limitations) the post-colonial

rulers appeared to expect miracles from the civil service.

Instead of concentrating on capital and infrastructural

development projects and relying on "indicative planning" to spur

private investment, government in post-colonial Africa over

extended themselves. They were not content to build dams and

manage railways; they established national airlines, administered

modern telecommunication services, baked bread and retailed

cigarettes. It did not matter much whether the interest of the

bulk of the people (particularly, the rural dwellers) lay

elsewhere. What mattered was that a development plan document

had been prepared by experts and a bureaucracy had been

established to implement the plan or any projects that were

assigned priority rating by the dominant groups in government.

The national elites' perception of power also militated

against decentralization. Almost invariably, the elites behaved

as if a power that was shared was as good as lost. This in a way

explains the tendency on the part of central government leaders

to pay lip service to the idea of autonomous local government.

While acknowledging that the interest of the masses would best

be served if development started "from below", the bulk of the

decisions taken by the central government often stifled local

initiative. No further evidence of ambivalence (on the role of

local government) is required than in the allocation of resources

and the conferment of power and authority. As pointed out
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earlier, the central government most frequently expected much

from local government, but gave very little in terms of resources

and power.

Not to be out-done in the drive for power the career

bureaucracy almost invariably adopts subtle techniques to

frustrate popular aspirations and curb local initiative. Even

where the political elites appear anxious to decentralise power

and transfer resources to local institutions, the bureaucracy's

empire-building tendencies sometimes stand in the way. That is

probably why the bureaucracy cannot wait for an elected local

authority to be dissolved before sending one of its members as

a "Sole Administrator" or as a care-taker. Besides, the

bureaucratic norms (of centralization, hierarchical conformation,

professionalization, and standardization) often run counter to

the idea of local political control of administrative action.

For example, in spite of the efforts made by the Zambian

Government to decentralize powers to provincial and district

administrations as from January 1969, Permanent Secretaries at

the ministerial headquarters continued to:

(i) play a leading role in policy formation;

(ii) maintain tight control over accounting and

financial processes in the field offices;

(iii) deploy, transfer, promote and discipline "field"

staff;

(iv) supervise and receive reports from heads of the

departmental field offices.4/
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The steady march of centralization has witnessed the decline

of local institutions - particularly those which had hitherto

been active in promoting community development and agricultural

cooperatives. During the colonial period and in the early days

of independence, community action programmes were implemented by

voluntary associations, village improvement groups, age-grades,

craft guilds, farmers' cooperatives and savings' clubs. The

"modernization" drive of the post-colonial era pushed these

grass-roots institutions aside and raised the profile of the

central government. Activities which had hitherto belonged

within the province of local communities (e.g. arts and culture,

construction or renovation of town halls and chiefs' palaces,

rehabilitation of village roads and the management of community

schools) were taken over by central government agencies.

The general weakness of local government institutions served

as an additional justification for keeping power and resources

at the centre. Under normal circumstances, an effective and

representative local government ought to serve as a focal point

for local initiative and community action. However, the typical

local government is likely to be short of qualified personnel,

lacking in financial and material resources, and incapable of

managing even the simplest projects without hiccups. If a local

government council is not disbanded because of corruption and

mis-management, it is likely to face a serious credibility

crisis.
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Up to the recent years, a combination of the factors

discussed above appeared to have promoted the cause of

centralization as against that of rural development and community

action. As the next section shows, the situation is gradually

changing.

II. Decentralization and Community Action:

Recent Developments

In spite of (some would say, because of) central government

effort to engineer economic growth, stagnation and recession were

the salient features of the African economy, particularly, as

from the beginning of the 1980s. As Table 1 below indicates,

when compared with the other regions of the world, Sub-Saharan

African recorded low growth rates between 1981 and 1988.



Table 1: Low-and Hiddle-incoie Econoiies: Growth of GDP and

GDP per capita by Region, 1981-88

(Average annual $ change)

Low- and liddle-

incoie econoiies

Regional Groups

Sub-Saharan

Africa(b)

East Asiafc)

South Asia

Europe, diddle

East and North

Africa (d)

Latin Aierican

and the

Caribbean

1966

GDP

($Billions)

2,576.0

154.3

631.1

296.5

748.1

699.5

1986

Population

(lillions)

3.783.4

428.1

1,487.4

1,056.1

382.1

395.5

GDP

1981-86

4.1

0.4

8.3

5.5

3.3

1.4

1987

4.2

-1.4

8.7

4.6

1.6

2.7

1988(a)

5.2

3.0

9.4

7.6

2.5

1.4

GDP

1981-86

2.0

-2.6

6.7

2.9

1.1

-0.7

kt capita

1987

2.1

-4.5

7.0

2.3

-0.5

-0.6

1988

(b)

3.6

-0.4

7.9

5.7

0.3

-0.6

Notes(a)Preliiinary (end June 1989 data)

(b) Excludes South Africa

(c) Includes China, Fiji, Indonesia, Kaipuchea, Kiribati, Republic of Korea, Lao

People's Democratic Republic, Macao, Malaysia, Papua Dew Guinea, Philippines,

Soloion Islands, Taiwan, China, Thailand, Tonga, Van uatu, Vietnan, and Western

Saioa.

(d) Includes Afghanistan, Algeria, Cyprus, Egypt, Greece, Hungary, Iran, Iraq, Jordan,

Lebanon, Libya, Malta, Morocco, dan, Poland, Portugal, Roianian, Syria, Tunisia,

Turkey, Yeien Arab Republic, People's Democratic Republic of Yeien, and

Yugoslavia.

Source: The World Bank, Annual Report 1989

Washington D.C., 1989, p.25.
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Between 1980 and 1985, per capita GDP in Sub-Saharan Africa

declined by 16 per cents/- The decline in productivity in the

food and agriculture sector is indeed illustrative of the

severity of the socio-economic crisis. Whereas in the early

1960s, India and Sub-Saharan Africa produced about the same

quantity of food, by the mid-80s, India had trebled its output

and food production in Africa had either regressed or stagnated.

The imbalance between population growth and food production has

worsened Africa's food supply situation. While in the 1970s, per

capita food production increased at the rate of 1.5 per cent, the

population increased at the rate of 3 per cent within the same

period. To plug the deficits in food production, Africa had to

resort to food imports or rely on food aid.6/

In any case, the drop in food self-sufficiency ratios (from

98 per cent in the 1960s to 86 per cent in 1980) accurately

reflected the general decline in domestic production and the

consequent reliance on external aid (viz., loans and development

assistance).

In the meantime attention was gradually focusing on

alternative development strategies for Africa. Convinced that

the state-led development strategy had failed to produce the

desired results, advocates of structural adjustment reforms

insisted on the speedy dismantling of state controls and the

"privatization" of public enterprises. In response to the

objections that structural adjustment packages were externally
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imposed, and that such packages did not address Africa's long-

term development problems, the African countries in 1986

expressed the determination to

■•mobilize all our resources for development purposes ...

take measures to strengthen incentive schemes, review

public investment policies, improve economic management,

including greater discipline and efficiency in the use of

resources, encourage domestic resources mobilization and

ensure +T"> hr-nad par^ipation of all our peoples in the

veritable fight against poverty, famine and hunger, disease

and ignorance." (emphasis mine, M.J.B.)!/

The significance of the preceding quotation lies in the

African leaders' pledge to involve their people in the

development process. Whether they are prepared to back this

commitment with radical institutional changes - changes favouring

the bulk of the people in rural areas - is another matter. It

should also be noted that under the African Priority Programme

for Economic Recovery (APPER) 1986-1990, the leaders undertook

to make increasing resources available to the rural sector which

had hitherto been neglected. Tables 2 and 3 indicate how far

they were prepared to go to alleviate conditions in rural

communities.
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Resource Requirements for APPER 1986-1990

in million of US dollars)

Sector

Agriculture

Other sectors in
support of Agriculture

Drought and

desertification

Human Resource

development

Total

Total

Cost

■ '

57,434.1

60,110.5

3,408.9

7,151.0

128,104.5

Domestic

Inputs

40,288.4

36,675.8

1,505.5

4,017.7

82,481.4

External

Resource

Requirements

17,145.7

23,435.1

1,903.4

3,132.9

45,617.1

Source: ECA

3: Resource Requirements for APPER 1986-90
(per centage)

Sector

Agriculture

Other sectors in

support of Agriculture

Drought and

desertification

Total Cost

100.0

100.0

100.0

Human resource

Domestic

Inputs

70.1.

61.0

44.2

56.2

External

Resource

Requirements

29.9

39.0

55.8

43.8

in terms of resource allocation at the individual, national

level, APPER set an investment target of between 20 and 25 per

cent in agriculture. However, when the ECA in April 1987

despatched survey teams to its member-States to find out what had
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been achieved, only 63 per cent of the respondent-States reported

that they had attained the agreed investment target. This

compared less favourably with the 80 per cent of the respondents

that had reported progress in the involvement of the private

sector in the development process.fi/

Nigeria: A Case Study

in spite of what would appear as lukewarm support for the

rural development strategy, the changes which have taken place

in some countries can be described as remarkable. Nigeria is an

example of a country where concrete measures have been taken to

"change the face" of the rural communities.

The establishment of the Directorate of Food, Roads and

Rural infrastructure attests to the fact that hitherto, Nigeria's

development efforts focused almost exclusively on infrastructural

development in the urban centres. Ironically, the bulk of

Nigeria's population is in the rural areas which produce, at

least 90 per cent of the food consumed by Nigerians. Through its

policy of integrated rural development, the government is

determined to reverse the predominantly urban trend. The main

policy objective is to increase rural productivity and incomes,

diversify the rural economy and generally enhance the quality of

life in the rural areas. This, hopefully, is to be achieved

through the provision of basic infrastructural facilities and

social amenities such as roads, electricity, water, agricultural

inputs, basic health facilities and functional education. This
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strategy is seen as having the potentiaX of stewing the

increasing tide of rural-urban migration as well as a step

towards the total translation of the Nigerian society fro* a

peasant, subsistent agricultural economy to a modern agro-

industrial economy capable of raising and sustaining the quality

of life of the people.

Through the instrumentality of the National Directorate of

Food, Roads and Rural Infrastructure and its state counterparts,

the government initiated the process of rural transformation and

rural infrastructural development. The government wished to

achieve the objective through popular participatory efforts. In

other words, it is recognised that it could not alone change the

conditions of the rural communities but had to act in concert

with the entire citizenry at the grassroots. The thrust of the

new programme was the mobilization of local communities for

development purposes and as a means of promoting local self-

reliance, foster local initiative and enhance rural employment

opportunities.

integrated rural development was accorded such a high

priority that all state Directorates were located in the office

of the State Governor. The policy-making organ for each State

Directorate comprised the Governor (as Chairman), those members

of the State Executive Council whose portfolios were relevant to

rural development, and a few technocrats. Policy decisions were

implemented by a hierarchy of implementation committees from

State, through Zonal to Local Government and, sometimes,
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community Implementation Committees. As the tier of government

that is closest to the people, local governments all over the

country were used by the State Directorates in their crusade for

rural transformation. Most of the projects were executed by

direct labour although those involving specialised knowledge were

given out on contract.

The programmes/projects involved in the rural development

efforts of all the states include:

(i)

(ii)

(iii)

(iv)

(v)

(vii)

(viii)

(iv)

Road rehabilitation and construction;

Water supply;

Provision of electricity;

Assisting the local farmers in the area of

agricultural development, including food

storage;

Provision of improved educational facilities;

Encouragement of cottage industries, particularly

agro-based ones;

construction of Human Waste Disposal e.g.

ventilated improved pit (V.I.P.)? &nd

Mobilisation of local communities for self-help

projects.

Road Development Programme

At the initial stage, the rural development efforts of the

states seemed to be directed mainly at road construction and
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rehabilitation. The choice of road development as a first

priority all over the country was informed by the fact that

unless there was access to the rural communities, all other

programs (e.g., electricity, water, and far* inputs) would not

reach them. Some of the roads were constructed on virgin land

and this facilitated access to both small and large-scale

farmers. What is more, rural roads opened up villages, the main

food production centres, and therefore aided the production and

distribution of food items to the urban areas where they were

most needed. Using the local governments all over the country

as the spring-board, a number of old roads were also

rehabilitated and new link roads across villages were completed

to connect existing highways. In February 1987, participants on

ASCON's CPA and DPA programmes visited rural projects in all

states of the Federation. They discovered that a number of local

governments had been so enthusiastic about road development that

they had exceeded the Kilometre targets in the first phase which

was scheduled to end in March, 1987. It is noteworthy that the

Directorate on its part re-imbursed local governments regularly

for expenses incurred on completed projects after carrying out

the necessary inspection. In some states, e.g. Cross River

State, Rural Development committees were constituted to mobilise

and motivate the people for voluntary self-help projects. The

table below shows the comparative achievement of all the states

in respect of road construction and rehabilitation as at the end

of the first week of February, 1987.
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State

i"

1. Abuja 1
— — +-

2. Lagos I
1

3. Oqun 1

4. Benue

5. Rivers

6. Kaduna

7. Ondo

8. Imo

9. Sokoto

—
10. Anambra

I 11. Bendel

—
| 12. oyo

Q 13. Kano

U 14. Borno
n -

0 15. Kwara
n

F
n 16. Plateau
■I

1 17. Higer
u
11 18. Bauchi
\
II 19. Gonqola
H —

| 20. C/River

Target

(for 31/3/87)

in Kms

844 1

948 1

850

_. - "

-

850
_ — ■

945
... —

Hot supplied

l_^_——— ——

1,047

1

Hot supplied

[MM

1 1.200
1 3,000
1 1,488
Hot supplied

1 1.123
1 Hot supplied

Hot supplied

Completed

as at 6/2/87) with

bridges and

culverts

(inkms)
— ■ r

_211 J.

— — 1

600

28

L—
250

304

150

700

-1 ■ —

1,906

478
—1, ' " ~

900

1 1.369

301
_i_

124

1 i/ioo
110 .

In Progress

(inkms)

_65

—i

120

_————^—

184

1 "

222
L

l —

748

\
280

T

300

\7

Remarks

Hot supplied

Hot supplied

Riverine area with

difficult terrain
_———-——

Agency for Rural

Development set up

only on 9/1/87

Many of the

uncompleted roads

are in the Delta

area with
difficult terrain

Diploma and Certificate courses in Public
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It is noteworthy that inspite of the many teething problems

associated with programmes of such a magnitude as the road

development programme, many of the states of the Federation had

achieved remarkable feats at the beginning of 1987. This success

is attributable to the enthusiasm the programme generated in both

the government officials and the local communities who were the

main beneficiaries.

in the states that achieved laudable successes, it was

observed that the State Directorates were particularly well-

organised and managed. There was also a high level of rapport

between the state Directorate and all the agencies and officials

connected with programme execution, particularly the Chairman of

the local governments. Officials of the States' Ministries of

Works, who operated the road-construction eguipment, also readily

co-operated with the State Directorate to guarantee programme

success. More importantly, most local communities viewed the

projects as theirs and, therefore, readily collaborated with

government officials.

The nation-wide road development programme would have been

much more successful but for a number of crippling problems. A

few states, e.g., Kaduna State, had the initial problem of

mobilising the local communities many of whom relied on the

promises made by politicians during Nigeria's Second Republic

and, therefore, had the mistaken impression that government was

in a position to provide the needed services to the people. A

few other states, e.g., Bendel, Rivers, Anambra, and Borno, faced
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ecological problems (like the numerous creeks in the riverine

areas, difficult terrain and erosion) which considerably slowed

down the pace of work on the road projects. An equally daunting

problem which adversely affected road development nation-wide was

the dearth of road-construction equipment. Road development

relies on heavy earth-moving vehicles and equipment, e.g., bull

dozers, graders, rollers, water tankers, tippers, land rovers,

and concrete mixers. The cost of procuring and maintaining these

equipment is very prohibitive. In the face of the inflationary

pressures on the economy, many of the states had enormous

difficulties mustering the resources to implement their rural

development programmes. Against the background of these and many

other problems, the National and State Directorates should be

commended for the successes the rural road development programme

achieved.

Other Programmes

A few states have made impressive strides in other aspects

of the integrated rural development programme, notably in

agriculture, water supply, provision of electricity and cottage

industries. In Bauchi State, for example, 147 boreholes were

drilled for water supply while 98 existing ones were

rehabilitated. In Kwara State, excavation of pipe-laying for the

supply of water to 99 villages through gravitational flow were

completed. Not less than 56 rural water schemes were handled in

Anambra State, while Sokoto State constructed 57 bore-holes, 98

improvised wells with hand-pumps, and 96 open dug wells


