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LOCAL GOVERNMENT: ADDRESSING URBAN CHAL-
LENGES IN A PARTICIPATORY AND INTEGRATED WAY

QUICK GUIDE FOR POLICY MAKERS NUMBER 8

Local government has an important role to play in ensuring that all residents of African cities get
access to conveniently situated land, services, adequate housing and the benefits of urban life.
Even with resources and capacity constraints, local governments can significantly improve the lives
of residents through participatory and integrated interventions.

This guide begins by providing a brief overview of local government in Africa, and the urban chal-
lenges (and opportunities) that local government bodies need to respond to. Two key approaches
in responding to these challenges and opportunities, and particularly to those that involve human
settlements issues, are then introduced: participatory planning and an integrated/ holistic approach
to urban development. The guide argues that physical development, economic development and
social development need to go hand-in-hand in order for interventions to be effective and sustain-
able. Some key tools for local governments to use when adopting these approaches are presented,
including mobilizing greater financial resources, entering into partnerships with community orga-
nizations (and other stakeholders), and the formulation and implementation of holistic city-wide
human settlements strategies.

Through developing holistic strategies in a participatory way, entering into partnerships to extend
capacity for delivery, and mobilizing additional resources, local governments can ensure that, over
time, fewer and fewer households live in inadequate conditions, and, ultimately, that housing and
other living conditions for all residents progressively improve. Throughout, it is crucial that urban
residents have the space to participate in the development, implementation and monitoring of
these strategies.

This guide is not aimed at specialists, but aims to help build the capacities of national and local
government officials and policy makers who need to quickly enhance their understanding of low-
income housing issues.
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URBAN LOCAL GOVERNMENTS

IN AFRICA

Local governments in Africa generally have
severe capacity and resources constraints,
for example in terms of staff and finances,
and they face major challenges in fulfilling
their role as part of an organized system of
collective action (involving the individual, in-
stitutional, public and private spheres) in the
management of the locality's common af-
fairs. It is critical, however, that local govern-
ments in Africa be enabled to become key
actors in good urban governance — by means
of a continuous process, in which different
interests are accommodated — if we aim to
ensure that all residents of African cities can
get access to conveniently situated land, ser-
vices, adequate housing and the benefits of
urban life. Many local government bodies in
Africa have managed to tackle their urban
challenges successfully through being inno-
vative, and willing to engage with other key
stakeholders such as civil society. There has
also been significant transformation of lo-
cal government in Africa in recent decades,
with an emphasis on decentralization, com-
bined with corporatisation/privatisation and
partnerships with various actors, including
communities.

Colonial and post-
independence local
government

In most of Africa, urban local government is
based on the local government systems es-
tablished during the colonial era. In the fran-
cophone countries of Africa, for example,
urban government was established on the
French model. The largest cities had elect-
ed councils and elected mayors, and were
responsible for a significant range of local
services. However, immediately on indepen-
dence, the national governments of coun-
tries such as Senegal and Cote d'lvoire took
over control of the largest cities, explicitly
because of their financial insolvency and ad-
ministrative incompetence, but implicitly in
order to establish control over potential po-
litical opposition'. Similarly, in anglophone
Africa, elected local councils had been put
in place by the end of the colonial period,
but their performance fell far short of their
responsibilities and growing demands, and
their political autonomy and fiscal base were
progressively eroded during the 1960s and
1970s. Central governments generally failed
to give local government adequate funds or
revenue-raising powers, or to ensure that
they had sufficient decision-making powers
and trained staff to address the urban chal-
lenges they faced.? For example, local gov-
ernment was abolished in the early 1970s
in Tanzania and replaced by direct central
government administration (with some de-
centralisation to regions).

By the 1980s, many national governments
were beginning to recognize the impor-
tance of local municipal government. Lo-
cal government was re-established in many
countries. In Tanzania, the re-establishment
of local government was a direct response
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to a number of failures in the direct admin-
istration system, including the outbreak of
cholera in urban areas.? In certain countries
the importance of metropolitan government
was also recognized, resulting in the estab-
lishment of the City of Abidjan in 1980, and
a similar body for Dakar in 1983.

In lusophone countries, notably Angola and
Mozambique, there was no colonial tradi-
tion of elected local government, and sev-
eral decades of conflict delayed the decen-
tralization reforms that had occurred in the
rest of Africa. There has more recently been
some move toward the creation of demo-
cratic local government, for example the

introduction of elected local government
structures in Mozambique for the first time
in the 1990s.

Increasingly, governments and international
agencies recognized that improved urban
management, decentralization and local
democracy are interlinked, and during the
1990s there were fresh attempts at decen-
tralization to local government level, linked
to state democratization. However, the
decentralization of responsibilities to local
government was seldom accompanied by
the transfer of the resources needed to ef-
fectively undertake these responsibilities.*

DIFFERENCES IN LOCAL

GOVERNMENT

The status, powers and functions of local
government vary considerably across Africa.
The nature of local government bodies can
range from democratically elected local gov-
ernments with a variety of income sources
and responsibility for delivering a wide
range of services, to appointed local govern-
ments that depend on national government
for revenue and which have only limited re-
sponsibilities.

Somalia, for example, represents a contin-
uum of different types of local government
bodies:®

In Egypt, on the other hand, elected and ap-
pointed authorities co-exist, in a parallel and
linked hierarchy of appointed officials and
elected popular councils.®

In some cases there are different levels of lo-
cal government, for example two-tier met-
ropolitan government, as in Abidjan in Cote
d'Ivoire.

Only in a few countries (e.g. South Africa
and Namibia) is local government enshrined
in the constitution. In most countries local
government is created by central govern-
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