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«Power is reverting to the land»

Democratization in
rural West Africa

Mara ka segin so – power is re-
verting to the land». This politi-
cal slogan from Mali encap-

sulates the guiding vision and the agen-
da for the decentralization processes
which, after a century of centralized
(French and post-colonial) government,
have been under way in all the franco-
phone countries of West Africa since the
mid-1990s. In Bambara, power means
regulating all the local community’s
affairs – a task which includes political
representation and decision-making as
well as local self-government.
Citizens in Senegal, Mali, Mauritania and
Benin have now elected their repre-
sentative bodies in free local elections,
and the «rural community» has become
established as the basic tier of gov-
ernment delivering those public services
that are important at local level. Legis-
lation has been enacted to transfer exten-
sive powers from central government to
the communities, with the result that the
range of tasks being performed by rural
communities in Mali includes not only the
customary general administration but in
some cases also cost- and capacity-inten-
sive core competences such as:

� development planning and infrastruc-
ture policy;

� local water supply;
� construction and maintenance of the

local road network;
� market management and economic

development;
� land use planning, resource manage-

ment and spatial planning;
� waste disposal and wastewater man-

agement; and
� operation of primary schools and local

health centres.

The municipal administrations take res-
ponsibility for delivering these wide-rang-
ing services, whereby the local repre-
sentatives of the Ministry of the Interior
(i.e. the prefects) provide legal supervision
and the «decentralized» technical services
oversee technical implementation. Clear
improvements in service provision are
anticipated, along with new impetus for
democracy-building.

Decentralization and
municipal develop-
ment are seen as key
elements fostering
democracy and good
governance in West
Africa. Rural commu-
nities are expected to
perform the functions
transferred to them
effectively and in line
with citizens’ needs,
and to create new im-
petus for rural devel-
opment and poverty
reduction. However,
limited capacities and
institutional deficits
are hampering the
delivery of services and
the creation of
democratic legitimacy.
Development coopera-
tion can play a target-
ed role here in sup-
porting the learning
process of rural actors.

Decentralization is based on the assump-
tion that communities work in line with
local and citizens’ needs, are better in-
formed about local affairs, and can
respond flexibly. This improves efficiency
in local service delivery and enables solu-
tions to be targeted more effectively to
local conditions and problems. Decision-
making and opinion-forming processes
remain transparent at local level, and citi-
zens and civil society groups have greater
incentive and more opportunities to par-
ticipate in local planning and decision-
making. Municipal projects are therefore
more likely to match local development
preferences, and local ownership increas-
es the likelihood that the project will be
sustainable. Development is thus the «key
to poverty reduction», while decentraliza-
tion «opens the door to economic devel-
opment» (see articles by Uwe Otzen and
Susanne Hesselbarth in a&rd, 02/03 and
02/04).
Effective service delivery in line with citi-
zens’ needs together with a local admin-
istration which operates on the basis of
transparency enhance prestige and public
confidence and thus safeguard the requi-
site democratic legitimacy of community
representatives and administration. The
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adoption of democratic rules at local level
and citizens’ participation in the devel-
opment of their community, not only dur-
ing elections, are therefore often
described as key elements of «democracy
training» and even as the starting point
for the «grassroots democratization of
society». Representative democracy is
strengthened by direct democracy and
contributes to the development of good
governance at local level.

Local service delivery and
democracy-building: The reality

Compared with this idealistic vision, the
reality of local service delivery and demo-
cracy-building in West Africa is somewhat
sobering. There are high expectations of
the level of service delivery by the local
administration: in the public’s mind, the
task of providing general interest services
has passed entirely to the communities,
which means that the welfare-state role –
which the West African states themselves
were not remotely capable of fulfilling – is
now being assigned to the decentralized
local authorities. The new rural commu-
nities are already facing a growing dilem-

ma. Failure will jeopardize the ownership
and democratic legitimacy of the local
authorities. Yet there are numerous fac-
tors militating against the fulfilment of
the expectations vested in them:

� Although the transfer of competences
is enshrined in law, its progress is
painfully slow. This applies especially
to functions which involve comprehen-
sive transfers of financial resources.
Often, pursuing the objectives of
decentralization conflicts with the
interests of some sections of central
government, who are reluctant to
relinquish their customary privileges
and sinecures. In West Africa,
the well-publicized transfer
of responsibility for natural
resource management has
failed so far, largely because
authorities such as the
forestry services fear that this
will result in their losing con-
trol over the monies received
from granting of permits for
use – funds which until now
have been used to offset
these agencies’ inadequate
budgets and their officials’

perceived low salaries. As the transfer
of competences has not been fully
achieved, the communities do not have
any sphere of social or economic signif-
icance over which they possess full
decision-making and policy-making
autonomy. Their scope for action
remains limited, and they continue to
be dependent on permits granted at
the whim of the «decentralized»
authorities (prefects, specialized
administration). This is hardly con-
ducive to the development of local self-
confidence and identity. The commu-
nities therefore often exist in a state of
tension with the local representatives
of central government, whose task –
besides providing legal and technical
supervision – is actually to provide
«process-oriented» advice to the com-
munities. However, the once-powerful
local administrators – who have effec-
tively been stripped of their authority
and, in some cases, have lost any capac-
ity to act in the wake of the structural
reforms – now see themselves as major
«losers» in the decentralization
process.

� In large parts of West Africa, the com-
munities have extremely narrow finan-
cial power, which greatly restricts their
scope for development. Very little rev-
enue is generated from local taxes,
largely as a result of structural and
cyclical problems affecting the domes-
tic economy and widespread poverty.
The public expects that a share of
municipal expenditure be funded from
the communities’ own resources via lo-

Tuareg mayors from northern
Mali at a national congress in
the capital Bamako.

High demands are placed upon
communities to deliver public
services via local self-
administration. Rural
communities are often unable to
meet these high expectations.



The problems associated with the use of regional natural
resources by different communities in Mali are a highly sensi-
tive field of action, especially in light of the territorial restruc-
turing accompanying decentralization. The provision of train-
ing on natural resource management for decentralized orga-
nizations has been a key element of GTZ’s services in West
Africa for many years. In Mali, regulations (known as local use
agreements) are drawn up in a process led by the local author-
ity and comprising intensive exchange and negotiation be-
tween the different actors/user groups. These agreements
regulate the local and intercommunity management of a spe-
cific area – e.g. bushland or forest – used by various user
groups, communities or local authorities. The binding nature
of the agreements initiated at local level and their legitimacy
for the communities concerned are based not only on support

from the local population but also on their recognition by
representatives of the various authorities. In this way,
deadlocks can be broken through cooperation.
The launch of local alliances between the state’s supervisory
bodies at local level (generally the forestry service) and the
local authorities helps to overcome any impasses and allows
local development and deconcentration to take place in a com-
plementary process. In addition, the local and national dyna-
mics intermesh: in an initiative involving several development
organizations, including the Local Development Programme
being run by GTZ and the German Development Service, expe-
riences gained in successful (inter-)community use agree-
ments is fed into the political discourse as an argument in
favour of the transfer of competences in the resource man-
agement field.
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cal taxes, and is therefore calling for a
horizontal, rather than a vertical,
equalization of revenue between
communities. Consequently, other
sources of public funding (including
tax revenue) remain in the control of
the national elites at central govern-
ment level, i.e. in the capitals. Here, too,
the delay in transferring competences
is having an impact. As a result, the
communities are unable to tap major
sources of revenue, such as taxes on
natural resource use (timber, rock,
stone and related mineral products,
river gravel). Even in policy areas where
the transfer of competences has been
formally completed in law (in Mali,
these are education, healthcare and
water supply), no equivalent funding
has been provided. At the same time,
the communities need to invest heavi-
ly in social and economic infrastruc-
ture, and the funding required merely
to cover the anticipated follow-up costs
of investment (operation, manage-
ment, maintenance and repairs to facil-
ities) far exceeds the communities’
financial capacities. Many communi-
ties cannot even cover the ongoing
expenditure required to run their
administration. The precarious situa-
tion of local authority funding severely
curtails service delivery, especially the

the rural population in West Africa is
unaware of, or does not understand,
the concept of decentralization or their
rights and duties as members of the
community. Citizens therefore rarely
exercise their rights to information
from local bodies. Furthermore, the
municipal charters contain few mecha-
nisms establishing an obligation to fur-
nish information or providing for inter-
nal or external accountability (such as
the internal requirements for an
exchange of information between the
mayor and the council, public access to
council meetings, consultations, annu-
al reports, etc.) Even these options are
rarely utilized in practice by the local
council and the head of the administra-
tion. Community representatives vio-
late their legal obligations by failing to
consult village assemblies and the local
community on budgetary matters or
neglecting to submit an annual budget
report. This lack of accountability
impedes trust-building and legitimacy;
in particular, the absence of trans-
parency about the use of funds at
municipal level creates few incentives
for local people to pay their taxes.

� Decentralization strategies often do
not analyse adequately the role of the
rural elites. But relations between may-
ors and the local councils, on the one
hand, and traditional authorities, on
the other, are major factors in ensuring
ownership and legitimacy at local level.
One indicator of the importance of
local dignitaries is their proven influ-
ence on the population’s willingness to
pay their taxes. In Mali’s cotton-grow-
ing belt, for example, in communities
whose mayors managed to secure the
backing of the village elites the tax col-
lection rates stood at almost 100 per-

basic social services outlined in the
local development plans. The result is
poor service delivery by the communi-
ty, which undermines its prestige and
legitimacy.

� There is a close correlation between
the deficits in local service delivery and
the shortage of well-trained office-
holders and administrative personnel
within the local authorities. Many of
the elected community representatives
are incapable of performing their
designated role. They are rarely
equipped with the requisite knowl-
edge of the instruments, procedures,
planning and management methods
which must be applied in a modern
local authority. Indeed, some mayors
have had no formal schooling whatso-
ever.

� Although a great deal of effort has
been made to provide information for
the general public, a large section of

A village elder at a
community

consultation event.

Building capacity, enhancing legitimacy and fostering cooperation in the communal
management of common natural resources in Mali
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cent, whereas in communities where
relations with village leaders were
poor, the figure was almost zero. By
interacting with clientelistic networks
at national level, rural elites can manip-
ulate local election results for their
own benefit and usurp the decentral-
ized local authorities, as has occurred
with a favourable economic climate in
Côte d’Ivoire, Senegal, and in some
cases in wealthy southern Mali.

Supporting the learning process
of community representatives

and local actors

Faced with the dilemmas facing the local
authorities in West Africa, how can devel-
opment cooperation provide adequate
forms of support? It is important to under-
pin the learning process for community
representatives and other actors who play
a key role in ensuring the success of decen-
tralization. In line with the principle of
local governance, the aim must be to
encourage capacity-building and hence
improve local service delivery, as well as to
develop democratic legitimacy and coop-
eration. Here are some examples from
development cooperation practice:

� A key aspect of the contribution that
development cooperation can make to
local capacity-building is to continue
providing training and systematic fol-
low-up support for office-holders and
functionaries working in local admin-
istration and management. To encour-
age them to implement the lessons
learned, community representatives
learn a range of instruments, defined in
clear language, which empower them
to perform the key tasks of local admin-
istration. In order to ease tensions in
the working relationships between the
municipality and the local representa-
tives of the state’s territorial and spe-
cialized administration, a very useful
approach adopted in Mali, for example,
is to integrate members of these au-

thorities into training programmes,
either as participants or resource per-
sons.

� Raising the community’s profile as a
responsible local development agency
with the capacity to engage in dialogue
is becoming an increasing priority
when supporting the planning and
implementation of local development
efforts. Community representatives and
other participants in the planning
process (the state’s territorial admin-
istration and technical services, village
decision-making bodies, private service
providers and civil society) pursue vari-
ous cooperative approaches. These in-
clude participation which extends be-
yond mere decision-making. In a demo-
cratic negotiation process viable, future-
oriented alternatives are identified,
with specific interests and values being
set out clearly. Support for development
planning also includes practical knowl-
edge management in order to promote
decentralization and democracy-build-
ing: the «toolbox» of participatory plan-
ning methods devised in numerous
regional and village development pro-
jects within the framework of Technical
Cooperation activities in the 1990s can
also be used for local development, and
the skills of a wide range of local actors
and mediators trained in these various
projects can be tapped. Practical expe-
rience at local level has shown that
these knowledge-bearers are often
elected to local councils, play an active
role in local committee work, or – as key
actors in civil society – encourage the
participation of social groups in local
self-government. Similar stores of
knowledge are available for the man-
agement of regional resources used by
various local communities (see box).

� In many West African countries, local
development plans form the basis for
accessing municipal investment funds
set up within the framework of finan-
cial cooperation (see Susanne Hessel-

barth in a&rd, 02/2004). Here, develop-
ment cooperation activities provide pro-
cess-oriented learning support for local
project ownership (maîtrise d’ouvrage:
project design, tendering, implemen-
tation, operation and maintenance of
the facilities) in the interests of building
the capacity to deliver services more
efficiently. It also encourages account-
ability in the use of funds through
transparency and clear audit trails.

Outlook

The situation with regard to decentraliza-
tion in West Africa is rather less rosy than
the idealistic scenario linking local service
delivery and democracy-building described
at the start of this article.To avoid the adop-
tion of inappropriate decentralization mea-
sures that are likely to end in failure it is
always essential to analyse the specific out-
set conditions. In general, however, there
are grounds for optimism: in order to pro-
mote capacity-building, legitimacy and
democracy, the governments of West Africa
should take courage and give the go-ahead
for a comprehensive transfer of compe-
tences.
The «capacity first» argument – i.e. that it is
better to wait until the communities have
acquired the necessary capacities – be-
comes less persuasive when we see how
quickly, for example, mayors in Mali have
grasped the principle of «ownership» of the
planning process. Simply through learning
by doing and informal intercommunity
knowledge management across the board,
they were able to mobilize 20 billion CFA
francs (around 30 million euro) in less than
two years from Mali’s local development
fund to build schools, health centres and a
water supply infrastructure. The citizens
appreciated their efforts: at the recent local
elections, turn-out increased by almost 20
percent from 23 to 43 percent and was par-
ticularly high in rural areas. The decentral-
ization message gradually appears to be
getting through to the rural communities:
«Power has reached the land.»

Village elders engage in heated
debate with the Intercommunal

Commission about a new system
of land tenure.
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