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DECENTRALIZATION AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT IN
WEST AFRICA: AN INTRODUCTION

RiICHARD STREN AND DICKSON EYOH

THE CiTIES OF WEST AFRICA

Urbanization is one of the most powerful, and insistent, emerging realities of
the early twenty-first century. Although the developed countries have been
largely urbanized for many years, developing regions are quickly narrowing
the gap. Africa, one of the least urbanized continents, is urbanizing rapidly. In
2003, Africa’s total population (estimated at 851 million) was 38.7 percent
urbanized—the lowest of any major continental region. During the next five
years, however, the United Nations projects an annual average growth rate for
urban Africa of 3.35 percent, the highest in the world by a substantial mar-
gin for the same period. Dividing Africa according to its five subregions
(Eastern, Middle, Northern, Southern, and Western Africa), Middle Africa
will grow at the highest rate, followed in order by Eastern, Western, Northern,
and Southern Africa. This order is the inverse of the current levels at which
these subregions are urban.

West Africa—or Western Africa in the demographic tables—is conven-
tionally made up of 17 countries. In 2003, the subregion had an aggregate
population of 244,381,000, with an overall urban population of 42.2 percent
of that total. (Sometime between 2015 and 2020, the subregion will have over
half of its population living in urban centers.) The seven largest countries in
the West African group are (in order) Nigeria, Ghana, Cote d’lvoire, Burkina
Faso, Mali, Niger, and Senegal. The first two are Anglophone; the last five are
Francophone countries. In these major countries in the subregion, levels of
urbanization vary from a high of 49.6 percent in Senegal to a low of 22.2 per-
cent in Niger (United Nations 2004, Table Al).

Unlike the pattern in most developed countries, urban growth in individ-
ual African countries has not always been accompanied by parallel economic
growth for the country as a whole. And for the continent in the aggregate,
over the last two decades, total factor productivity, labor productivity, and
agricultural productivity per worker have been either declining or stagnant,
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while real GDP growth in per-capita terms has been only marginally positive
(Kessides 2005, 1-2). There have been some positive stories (which include
Ghana, Senegal, Benin, and Burkina Faso), although most countries “are
mired in place” economically (ibid., 1). As is well known, civil strife, the
HIV/AIDS pandemic, natural disasters, and adverse terms of trade have not
helped. At the same time, to the extent that growth is taking place, it is main-
ly urban based (ibid., 11). In Ghana, for example, where 45.4 percent of the
population lived in cities and towns in 2003, the average GDP growth per
capita from 1990 to 2003 was 1.9 percent, of which 71.3 percent was
explained by growth in the (largely) urban sectors of industry and services. For
Senegal, another country that showed net growth during the same period, 86.8
percent of its 1 percent yearly growth can be explained by urban sectors (ibid.,
71). In order to be more precise, one could calculate the proportion of the total
population represented by a particular city, and compare this with an estimate
of the proportion of the GNP for that city. The figures so calculated would
invariably show that large cities contribute disproportionately to national
income, although this does not “prove” that the cities alone are responsible for
that income. Nevertheless, it is legitimate to argue that, at the very least, cities
are a necessary condition for innovation, social change, and economic growth
(Freire and Polése 2003). How this happens in each case is a complex story.
As cities have become a more prominent part of the social and economic
landscape in West Africa, as in other parts of the developing world, the
changes they have ushered in have—at least in part—contributed to and
interacted with a number of other major trends. One of these trends, decen-
tralization, is the subject of this volume. This collection is a selection of
papers that were presented and discussed at a two-day workshop in Dakar,
Senegal, on 8 and 9 December 2003. The workshop was entitled,
Decentralisation et politique de développement urbain en Afrique de I'Ouest
(Decentralization and the Politics of Urban Development in West Africa).
Supported generously by USAID, the workshop was organized jointly by the
Comparative Urban Studies Program of the Woodrow Wilson Center,
Washington, DC, and the African Institute for Urban Management (IAGU),
based in Dakar. Over the two days of the workshop, attended by 64 partic-
ipants (most of them local), there was constructive and vigorous discussion
of the issues of decentralization as they affect West African cities. The high
level of interest in this seminar is partly a function of the fact that, although
the theme of decentralization has been part of the development discourse for
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some time, its application to local and, especially, urban policy issues has
been largely unexplored—nboth in the scholarly literature and in terms of
more practical implications.

There is no doubt that decentralization has made an impression on African
countries, and on their cities. Although there is general agreement among
scholars that, following James Manor, decentralization “has quietly become a
fashion of our time” (Manor 1999, 1), the dynamics and application of this
apparently straightforward policy initiative are by no means straightforward
or self-evident. Like other major tendencies of the late twentieth and early
twenty-first century, such as globalization, democratization, and the growth
of major international movements such as environmentalism and human
rights, decentralization has operated at many different levels and in different
ways in particular local contextual situations.

We can argue that, from the perspective of African countries, there have
been different “waves” or periods of decentralization beginning almost a cen-
tury ago. Here, we define decentralization as the transfer of significant pow-
ers and functions, along with the fiscal responsibility to carry out these pow-
ers and functions, from the national to the local level of government. (Some
writers distinguish among political, administrative, and fiscal decentraliza-
tion, but for us the three aspects relate in an interconnected fashion.)
Understood in this way, there have been three historical periods of decentral-
ization—at least since the beginning of colonization.

THREE WAVES OF DECENTRALIZATION

The whole colonization period in Africa, from the late nineteenth century
until the mid-twentieth century, was an almost uninterrupted period of cen-
tralized administrative rule for Africans. The first decentralization period (or
“wave”) consolidated itself just before and at the point of independence (from the
late 1940s through the early 1960s), when local (and state) authorities were
being established by mutual agreement between the nationalists and the
departing colonial authorities. These local authorities were attempts at formal-
izing existing understandings about the democratic delivery of local services in
the form of institutions that closely resembled local governments and com-
munes in the metropole. To the British, local government was a “school for
democracy,” while for the French the commune was the arena for the exercise
of rational civic rights on the part of both urban and rural citizens. In the
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local problems can remain, and fester, while local people who are aware
of them are prevented from using their initiative in finding solutions.

Following Nyerere’s guidance, Tanzania’s solution was to abolish existing
local government institutions in both the rural and urban areas, and to replace
them with councils that combined both central government officials and local
political representatives. Tanzania also took the decision in 1973 to move its
capital and accompanying central government agencies to the town of
Dodoma, away from the coast and close to the physical center of the country.
Commentators soon noted that the official side dominated the proceedings
of the new decentralized councils. And in spite of the extensive planning and
building that took place in Dodoma, most civil servants stayed in Dar es
Salaam, which also remained the commercial capital of the country. A cen-






(This was the “second wave” of decentralization on the continent.) Except in
South Africa, which followed a different historical trajectory, the years of the
1960s and 1970s were a period of central government ascendancy and local
government decline in much of Africa, both Anglophone and Francophone.
As in other parts of the developing world, political initiatives came from the
center, and a discourse of development planning—supported by internation-
al assistance—concentrated on large-scale formal projects, extensive state and
parastatal employment, and widespread regulation of the economy.
Beginning in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the system began to break
down economically, as formal employment through government and import
substitution-led industrialization reached its limits. The informal sector, in
both urban and rural areas, grew dramatically in importance. If by the late
1970s, some 60 percent of the African urban population was operating in the
informal sector (ILO 1985), the figure was much higher in the 1980s. A soci-
ologist from Cote d’Ivoire estimated that between 1976 and 1985, the num-
ber of people working on the street in a variety of informal activities had risen
from 25,000 to 53,850 in Abidjan alone. During the same period, the central
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(such as housing, water, and sanitation) and catering for the more immediate
needs of the expanding urban informal settlements through associations rang-
ing from community security societies to religious and other spiritual associa-
tions” (Tostensen, Tvedtenn and Vaa 2001, 22). Women have been particu-
larly active in forming these associations, perhaps because their economic
importance, through an expanded informal sector, has been enhanced. Swazi
women in the city, for example, have organized savings groups, burial societies,
wedding groups, and land and housing acquisition groups (Miles 2001, 66). A
study of women’s participation in informal economic activities in Dar es
Salaam from the late 1980s through the early 1990s shows how, on a person-
al level, women confronted state harassment, networked with each other for
support, and generally engaged in “everyday forms of resistance” in order to
provide for their families during difficult times. The result of this spontaneous
action was to effect a number of important local and national government
policies (Tripp 1997). By the turn of the century, when Africa’s urban popula-
tion is estimated to have grown to some 37.9 percent of the total, informal
associations and civil society were playing an increasing role in urban life. A
French writer, commenting on the imagination and organizational innovation
that has resulted from survival challenges among urban Africans, talks of the
emergence of “social energy” among the poor (Le Pape 1997).

THE DEMOCRATIZATION FACTOR

Reinforcing the tendency, in many countries, toward an increasingly active
urban civil society has been another trend: democratization. Since the 1970s,
we have witnessed a worldwide “wave” of democratization according, at least,
to Samuel Huntington’s definition of democracy as a system in which the
“most powerful collective decision makers are selected through fair, honest,
and periodic elections in which candidates freely compete for votes and in
which virtually all the adult population is eligible to vote” (Huntington 1991,
7). As such, democracy implies the concurrent existence of freedoms to speak,
publish, assemble, and organize and of the active functioning of more than
one major political party in order to give voters a choice of alternative leader-
ship groups. Beginning in 1974 in Portugal, and eventually spreading out-
ward, democratic reforms swept over more than 30 countries in both indus-
trial and developing areas. This overall trend was particularly marked during
the 1970s and early 1980s in Latin America, where democratic transitions
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took place in many major countries, and in the late 1980s and early 1990s in
the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. The process continued during
the 1990s, to the point where the well-known NGO, Freedom House, esti-
mated that by 1999, 88 of the world’s 191 sovereign states could be consid-
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aggregate evaluative work indicates that, by the early years of the twenty-
first century, Africa—and West Africa as well—is firmly set in a political-
ly pluralistic and rights-based culture, even if there are derogations from
this pattern from time to time (Chege 2005). There are at least three rea-
sons for this: greater experience with the reasons for failure in the earlier
attempts; the increased interest of civil society groups in decentralized
institutions, especially at the local level, and the spread of a culture of
democracy. The individual papers in this volume explore these issues in the
particular contextual settings of West Africa.

Until now, in spite of a very well-documented analysis of the political
economy of Africa from a variety of points of view (Bratton and van de Walle
1997; Lewis 1998; Chabal and Daloz 1999; Joseph 1999; Herbst 2000;
Sandbrook 2000; Schraeder 2000; Villalén and VonDoepp 2005; Hyden
2006), overviews of African politics rarely make any mention of local politics,
let alone urban governance. And although there are a number of good recent
studies that focus on decentralization and local governance in Africa (Crook
and Manor 1998; Parnell, Pieterse, Swilling, and Wooldridge 2002; Totté,
Dahou and Billaz 2003; Olowu and Wunsch 2004), the attention given to
urban governance has tended to be minimal. Although there are some out-
standing exceptions to the facile generalization that excellent urban gover-
nance studies are lacking for Africa (Jaglin and Dubresson 1993; Cameron
1999; Simone 2004), few are done by political economists, and none is
regional in scope. But as the participation in our workshop indicated, the sub-
ject matter of local urban development evokes considerable interest and atten-
tion in Africa. We hope that this volume will help to generate even more
attention to a subject—urban governance in a context of decentralization—
that has become a central issue of development today.

ORGANIZATION OF THE VOLUME

The articles in this volume—all which were originally presented at the
Dakar workshop—are organized in four sections. The first section looks at
the current challenges of decentralization in West Africa. There are three
chapters in this section: one dealing with urban governance in West Africa
by Dele Olowu, one on the history of municipal government in Cameroon
by Charles Nach Mback, and a chapter on the financial aspects of decen-
tralization in Senegal by Abdoul Wahab Ba.
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Senegal. Senegal has a long history of decentralization, going back as for as
1848, according to the author, when the coastal towns of Saint-Louis and
Gorée were communes. A number of other laws followed after independence
in 1960, but the 1996 legislation was a major accomplishment. Still, more
than eight years after the promulgation of these laws, the administrative system
of local taxation is still strongly centralized. The chapter concludes by consid-
ering some principles that might change this situation; but at the very least
more experience with the process is probably needed.

The second section of this collection looks at citizenship, identity, and par-
ticipation in urban West Africa. The opening chapter by Mamadou Diouf
begins by interrogating the idea of African cities in crisis. But how have West
African cities developed their own histories and their own particular geogra-
phies? A key group in the development of a specific African urban identity is
youth, who have burst on the political scene in recent years. Active urban
youth are a very large demographic group, all having been born in the years
since independence. But they are seeking new ways to express their political
objectives in urban public space. Since the state has been discredited in \West
African societies, the youth are only one of a number of other social move-
ments contending for influence. Here we must take account of the popular
local economies of cities and their intersection with urban planning (if it actu-
ally exists) and the segmentation of the urban population in economic and
spatial terms. Here, the Mourides are a good example of an effective local
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tion: in countries with low levels of urbanization it has led to nonsustainable
decentralized development; but in more urbanized countries, such as Thailand
and the Philippines, rapid urbanization has led to a more sustainable decen-
tralization because urban areas to which power and authority were devolved
have had the financial, managerial, and institutional capabilities to manage
new responsibilities. These two patterns confirm that in Asia, as across the
world, the degree of autonomy exercised by local government units tends to be
greater in countries with higher levels of economic development. Although
decentralization has enhanced liberal democracy in some countries, in others
it has resulted in the replacement of central government control with the tyran-
nical rule of local despots and family dynasties. Laquian’s conclusions suggest
three lessons for West African states. First, countries with low levels of urban-
ization need to be careful about how far they promote decentralization.
Second, urban civil society groups have a critical role in pressuring government
for better services and political representation. And third, local governments
need to cooperate among themselves to solve common problems, as towns
grow into cities and cities grow into metropolitan areas.

Until this point, the papers edited for this volume have been largely aca-
demic in tone and origin—with the exception of the paper by Abdoul Wahab
Ba, a policy adviser in Senegal. Even his paper, however, is written in a classic
academic form—consisting of a general argument, illustrative case study
material, and a discussion of wider implications of the analysis. But the dis-
cussion of decentralization in West Africa at which we were privileged to be
present included many local activists and government representatives who
both expressed, and were directly involved in, the everyday practice of decen-
tralization. To give some flavor to this discussion, we have translated and
included two documents: one written by the former Mayor of Dakar, and the
second written by a local NGO activist. The first, chapter 9, by Mamadou
Diop, the current mayor of Yoff (a suburb of Dakar) and the former mayor
of metropolitan Dakar, explains the position of the mayor in the process of
decentralization in Senegal. A reading of this document will yield a precise
understanding of the legal and institutional basis for local authority in
Senegal. We learn of the mayor’s dual functions as executive agent of the
municipality and as agent of the state; and we learn of his (or her) duties
regarding municipal functions, the police, and other state responsibilities. As
a decorated French academic in the field of jurisprudence, Mayor Diop has
great authority to speak on these matters.
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The second document (and the last chapter in the volume) was written for
the workshop by ElI Housseynou Ly, a “specialist in participation” who
worked with our co-host organization, IAGU. Ly’s point of departure in this
analysis is the question of how local associations (read: community-based
groups (CBOs) and NGOs) should operate in order to best achieve their
development objectives. One of the problems many of these organizations
have, in the writer’s opinion, is that they come under the influence of groups
living on the periphery and not in the center of the cities in which they are
working. They also have problems of equity in terms of how they operate
internally. Internal questions may often disturb their cohesion, which in turn
fractures their stability. When to this is added the undue influence of local
religious leaders, they can easily lose their independence. Other elements in
this structural analysis of the problems of local associations include their
capacity vis-a-vis outside organizations and the state, their economic viability,
and their ability to fend off takeover by militants in favor of more responsible
leadership groups. In general, they can benefit from principles of empower-
ment, which involve participation, communication, a critical collective, social
and political conscience, and the development of capacity. Because local asso-
ciations are so much a part of the developmental experience in West African
cities, these observations by an experienced organizer illustrate many of the
issues such groups are facing. Since decentralization ultimately involves local
people working to solve their own problems, internal organizational issues
need to be taken into account.

Decentralization in West Africa, as in other major world regions, is a work
in progress. These papers illustrate some of the key parameters of the current
process. But in the dynamic interaction of urbanization and public policy, we
can be sure of surprises in the future.
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DECENTRALIZATION AND URBAN
GOVERNANCE IN WEST AFRICA

DeLE OLowu

Culture matters. And to understand culture, we must understand both the present
and the past. History matters.
—Ismail Serageldin, Culture and Development in Africa

OVERVIEW

West Africa has always been a center of great urban civilizations—the
coastal cities of Abomey, Dakar, Lagos, and Freetown have played roles in
more recent history similar to but of much less prominence compared to
the cities of the Sahel—Kano, Bamako, Timbuktu, Jenne, and Sokoto.
Today, cities in the region are regarded as part of the problem of governance
and development rather than as part of the possible solutions to the prob-
lems that citizens of these countries face in these twin areas. In this chapter,
I try to provide an alternative view: cities could become the center of eco-
nomic growth, development, and better governance. This will require fun-
damental changes in the approach to decentralization in the region.

The chapter is developed in four parts:

» The current wave of democratic decentralization and urbanization,

e The major problems of democratic decentralization (DD)—fact
and fiction;

« The challenge of financing democratic decentralization; and

« Toward a new approach to urban governance and democratic decen-
tralization—the critical importance of urban property taxation.

Most of the material for this chapter is taken from two recent research

projects in which | have been involved. One is an assessment of decentral-
ization in the 1990s in seven African countries—including Chad, Ghana,
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and Nigeria (Olowu and Wunsch 2003). The other is a study of property
taxation in Nigeria and a few developing Commonwealth countries.

THE CURRENT WAVE OF DEMOCRATIC DECENTRALIZATION:
INTERFACE WITH URBANIZATION

Whether measured by expenditure or employee size, local governments in
developing countries are weaker than their counterparts in industrialized coun-
tries. And among the developing countries, African countries are the weakest.
Available data show that central governments in industrialized (OECD) coun-
tries engage twice the number of employees as the developing countries of Asia
and Latin America but they engage four times the number of local government
employees. The difference is similarly reflected in total government expendi-
tures as a ratio of local government expenditures.

Political leaders in Africa (as in many other developing countries) inherited
and preferred highly centralized modes of governance. This mode is reinforced
by a culture of the politics of patrimonialism in which all powers and resources
flow from the ruler (‘the father of the nation’) to clients who shore up the
regime. This pattern of unequal power and resource distribution was strongly
supported by both domestic and external actors until the late 1970s. Reasons
for favoring this approach included rapid economic and social development
actualized through centralized planning, unity and national integration, con-
tainment of corruption, and political stability. This monocentric governance
model affected the manner in which decentralization was approached—
administrative decentralization or deconcentration appro0.NN
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1987; E. Ostrom 1990). Different patterns of polycentricity are observable
among Western countries, with variations in form reflecting peculiar national
cultures (Andrew and Goldsmith 1998).

What makes this difference paradoxical is that governance in African
countries is organized primarily in the communities of trust whose bound-
aries coincide with the informal structures of village, ethnic group, or sect. On
the other hand, formal (modern) governance systems, inherited from colonial
times, are organized on the basis of top-down notions of governance that
assume universality of values and interests that are crystallized around politi-
cal parties, interest groups, and public services organized around a virtual
nation state. The outcomes of this contradiction between small, face-to-face
community governance and national modes of governance have been largely
negative. Some of its worst manifestations include political instability and
marginalization, systemic and grand corruption, and political institutions—
legislative, executive, judiciary, and indeed civic institutions—that lack legit-
imacy. This is the groundswell for the flashpoints of perennial conflict in the
West Africa subregion (Liberia, Sierra Leone, Cote d’ Ivoire) as elsewhere in
the continent (Sudan, Rwanda, Congo, Angola, etc.).

In the last decade, however, many developing countries have changed
course dramatically. They have abandoned the monocentric political
model and sought to replace it with its exact opposite—a polycentric struc-
ture of governance, the idea of multiple centers of power within a state—
which was denied by the monocentric state.

The evidence of a paradigm shift can be found in the increasing empha-
sis on local governance as a part of policies and programs of democratic
governance reform in several countries (Dillinger 1993; UNDP 2002;
Ndegwa 2002). The extent of change has been more massive and sustained
over time than witnessed in the past. In fact, some of these countries have
defied the ‘pendulum model’ (Mawhood 1983, 8) by which a decade of
democratic decentralization is followed by another decade of centraliza-
tion. Responsibilities and financial resources—revenue sourcing and trans-
fers, powers to borrow—as well as human resources and accountability
arrangements have been transferred from central governments to local
communities in many countries (Crook and Manor 1998; Fiszbein 1997;
Olowu and Wunsch 2004).

These decentralization programs of the late 1980s and 1990s are sub-
stantially different from past efforts in at least three important respects.
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national government and distributed among the 110 local governments as a
form of revenue sharing. DAs enjoyed also enjoyed a major influx of funds
from the constitutional provision of the District Assembly Common Fund
(DACEF) of at least 5 percent of nationally collected revenues. In 1994, this
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Decentralization in Chad has been by default rather than by formal top-
down public policy. The result has been a shift of public services from the
state to ordinary citizens through local governance institutions that organ-
ize to pay for such services:

Chad, with a central government apparatus too weakened by three
decades of recurrent fighting to provide much in the way of servic-
es...built Africa’s most decentralized systems of health, water supply,
and other public services. In education, for instance, indigenous local
associations have financed the increase of more than 835,000 school
seats during the last 25 years. Government, in contrast, supplied less
than 45,000 places. Communities now contribute more than 3.6 bil-
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of local financing. The argument is supported on two grounds. First, the
preponderant population in developing countries is poor and therefore
services must be provided for them by central agencies. Moreover and more
importantly, the distributive function—which is at the heart of poverty alle-
viation—is a central rather than local government function (Proud’homme
1995, 202; for a rebuttal see Smoke 1994).

A World Bank (1998) report on the subject noted that transfers constitute
the largest source of revenue for local governments and suggested ways in
which this can be improved. The preference for transfers is based on a num-
ber of other factors, which include the relative ease with which national gov-
ernments can collect personal and nonpersonal taxes, the perception that
there exists no taxable capacity within local communities, and the difficulties
traditionally associated with collecting local revenues by local authorities.

In spite of these advantages, there are serious problems with this approach.
The first is that many central governments are themselves revenue short—as
a result of high debt servicing, excessive employee payments, war, misman-
agement, or graft. Second, the approach is not likely to enhance local gov-
ernments’ effectiveness or sustainability as it opens them up to the vagaries
and instabilities of central government funding. Indeed, in many developing
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even making allowance for inflation. However, within the same peri-
od, local government’s internally generated revenue (IGR) as a share
of total revenue (TR) fell from 40.3 perc