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Summary

Decentralisation is seen as an approach that will enhance the qualicy and the effec-
tiveness of public adminiscration. However, although in the recent decades
developed and developing countries have shown this tendency towards decentrali-
sation, the present indications are that some governments are retracting these efforts
and prudent steps are being taken towards recentralisation. What was regarded as
the major advantages of decentralisation are nowadays disputed issues. In this article
decentralisation as applied in South Africa will be evaluated in the light of inter-
national tendencies and recommendations made regarding prerequisites for an
effective decentralised system of governance.

Desentralisasie of resentralisasie; internasionale lesse vir
Suid-Afrika

Desentralisering word as 'n benadering gesien wae die kwaliteic en doeltreffendheid van
publicke administrasie sal bevorder. Alhoewel ontwikkelde en ontwikkelende state
gedurende die afgelope dekades 'n geneigdheid rot desentralisasie getoon hert, is daar
egrer aanduidings dar bepaalde regerings teen die tendens drasi en terugbeweeg na
resentralisasie. Wat esanvanklik as voordele van desenrralisasie gesien is, word cans
bevraagteken. In die artikel word desentralisasie soos dit in Suid-Afrika toegepas
word, aan die hand van internasionale tendense geévalueer en aanbevelings gemaak
rakende die voorvereistes vir 'n effektiewe en doelcreffende gedesentraliseerde
regeringstelsel.
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ecent dramatic changes in South Africa have created a man-

date and new opportunities for altering rhe basic political and

economic institutions of the country. Progtess has been made
in creating new national institucions that provide the foundation for
a pluralistic democratic society and free economic markers. Such
institutional reforms are necessary preconditions for effective
democratic and free market systems, but in themselves noc sufficient
to guarantee the long-term success of chis cransition.

Change does not necessarily imply a positive result. Despite the
formal abandonment of apartheid policies, South Africa remains a
highly unequal society. After the second democraric election, Presi-
dent Thabo Mbeki reiterated the government’s commitment to its
1994 and 1999 election promises of, inter alia, delivering efficient
and effective services, creating jobs and providing effective educarion
and craining for development.

To bring its election promises to fruition and to meet the high
expectations generated by the elections, 2 trend towards decentra-
lisation developed. This is not peculiar to South Africa and the trend
is more profound than a mere administrative device. Decentralisation
is regarded as a panacea and as a prerequisite for effective public ad-
ministracion.

Although there has been no global assessment of the influence of
decentralisation, sufficient indications exist that results have been
mixed, and in some cases even negative. These results will be ana-
tysed in order ro determine whether decentralisation or {re)centrali-
sation is in fact the solution which would ensure thac reform and
transformarion efforts in South Africa lead to an improvement in the
quality of life of individuals. Attention, therefore, will focus, inter
alia, on:

* public service transformation in South Africa;

* decentralisation as a theme of reform with reference ro the argu-
ments in favour of decenrralisation or (re)centralisation;

* how decentralisation is practised internationally, and

* lessons for South Africa in respect of decentralisation.
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1. Public service transformation in South Africa

Over the past few years, many countries around the wortld have been
forced to make major changes in their management approaches and
have come up against all kinds of issues impeding the implementa-
tion of new strategies. South Africa is no exception. The constitu-
tional change that paved the way for a democratic dispensation di-
rectly influenced tbe public sector, leading to major structural
changes aimed at undoing and eradicating some of the aberrations of
the past.

Prior to the national elections of 1994, the governing authorities
were sttuctured in terms of three riers or levels (central, provincial
and local), and South Africa was a unitary state in the sense that the
central legislature was supreme and all power was vested in it. Conse-
quently, only powers to perform specific functions were delegated o
provincial authorities which, in turn, delegated where necessary to
local authorities. However, the 1996 Constitution provided for an
innovative approach to governance by introducing concepts such as
co-operative governance and by making provision for spheres as
opposed to levels/tiers of government. These spheres of government
must, inter alia:

» provide effective, transparent, accountable and coherent govern-
ment for the Republic as a whole;

* respect the constitutional status, institutions, powers and func-
tions of governments in the other spheres;

* nort assume any power or function excepr those conferred on them
in terms of the Constitution, and

¢ exercise their powers and petform their funcrions in 2 manner
that does not encroach on the geographical, functional or
institutional integricy of government in another sphere (RSA
1996: Constitution Section 41(1)).

Co-operative governance demands joint decision-making and
action among the spheres of governance. However, it is not specifi-
cally stipulated in legislarion how co-operative governance should
take place in reality. Thus, the respective roles and responsibiliries of
each sphere of government are nor always clear, giving rise to a
sitvation whereby fragmenration, confusion and duplication could
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occur as different interpretations prevail. It is necessary, therefore, to
describe the phenomenon of decentralisation as a means of ensuring
democratic governance in South Africa.

2 Decentralisation as a theme of reform

The word “decentralisation” denotes the transfer of functions and
authority ro act from a central or national institution or funcrionary
to a regional or local institution or functionary (Reddy 1996: 06).
According to a study by the United Nations {1962: 8) rwo distinct
uses of the term exist:

« Deconcentmation of decision-making authoricy to dependenc field

units of the same department oc level of government, that is the

delegation to civil servants working in the field of power to make
Jecisions in che execution of central policies;

» Devolution of decision-making authority to relatively autono-
mous regional or local governments, or to special statucory bodies,
that is the ceding of power to make decisions (including festricted
policy-making power) to representarive (usually elected) authori-
ties, of co more or less autonomous public or volunrary enterprises.

However, according to Allen (1990: 4), deconcentrarion and de-
volution may be “territorial” (to units geographically separated from
the centre); or “functional” (assigning responsibility for specific
kinds of government acrivity). Moreover, either type of decen-
cralisation may be general-purpose, with responsibility over a range
of governmental activities (¢ g the functions of an elected city or
county council or an appointed regional or provincial governor) or
special-purpose (¢ g those of appointed revenue commissioners).
Decentralisation also implies the granting of “autonomy”, of which
two types can be distinguished:

*+ operational autonomy, covering the management of financial and
human tesources as well as the internal organisation and locarion
of units, and

» strategic autonomy, involving the ability to propose ot take part
in defining objectives and the choice of service delivery methods

and the assignment of priotities according to a unit’s situation
and specific constraints (OECD 1994: 61).
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If the issues of responsiveness and accountability are discussed as
part of a process of decentralisation, a further distinction becomes
apparent: thar between intra-organisational and inter-otganisational
decentralisation. At the micro-level, where the unit of reform is a
single organisation, decentralisation involves greater delegation of
authority within the framework of a hierarchy in which ultimate
power and responsibility remain at the top. In principle, delegation
is reversible as everyone is subordinate to the same authority. At the
macro-level the unit of reform is a network of organisations only
partially subordinate to a single central authority, The constituent
organisations have degrees of freedom that are not available to the
sub-units of a single organisation. Here, decentralisation is not so
much delegarion, but devolution and deconcentration (Leong 1996:
3). This has important managerial implications of two distinct kinds.
First, the co-ordination of the system as a whole depends on the
direct efforts of the constituent organisations to manage their rela-
tionships with each other and less on a centre-periphery line of
control. Managing interdependence largely depends on increased
capacities for horizontal co-ordination at lower levels in the system
rather than channelling all co-ordination problems through the
centre (Metcalfe 1997: 66).

Reforms of inter-organisational networks are difficule to manage
as co-ordinated changes have to be made in many organisations,
whether simultaneously or sequentially. This is a matrer of concetn
as there is an increasing need in government for major improvements
in productivity or significant changes of policy to be supported and
reinforced by the re-organisation of the entire network of
organisations by means of which public policies are managed. At
both levels, the benefies of decentralisation can only be realised if
new forms of central control and co-ordination are introduced
{compare Bouckaert & Verhoest 1997: 3). If individual managers or
individual organisations simply pursue their own objectives, they
run a serious risk of loss of direction and overall coherence in the
management of public policies (Wang & Tao 1996: 3).

Besides the diffusion of the types of decentralisation, the question
of the best alternative for making decisions regarding policies and
the implementation thereof remains unanswered. In practice this
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means that emphasis on centralisation, decentralisation and recentra-
lisation seems to be cyclical, with trends in the discussion alternating
continually. The importance of discussing the arguments in favour of
both decencralisation and (re)centralisation is thus evident.

2.1. The arguments in favour of decentralisation

It is not difficule to make a case for decentralisarion based on che dys-
functional influence of over-centralised structures and systems on
performance. If power is concentrared at the centre too many minor
decisions have to be referred up the hierarchy for approval. This does
not necessarily improve cthe quality of decisions, and it almost
certainly leads to bureaucratic delays that are costly and frustraring.
Individuals and organisations at lower levels have too litcle discretion
to do their jobs efficiently and are discouraged from exercising any
initiative (Olowu 1998: 615). Centralising tendencies are often
reinforced by organisational structures and accountability systems
that are geared more to allocating blame and punishing failure than
to rewarding success or establishing incentives to accept
responsibiliry. Hierarchical accountability adds layers of bureaucracy
without necessarily securing more effective control. For these
familiar reasons, over-centralisation leads to slowness and inefficiency
in operational management and difficulties in adapting to change
(Metcalfe 1997: 67).

Centralisation does not guarantee clear central direction or a
coherent general strategy. In government, “the centre” is often not a
single encity with a well-defined set of priorities. The more usual
situarion is thar rhe centre consists of a pluralicy of ministries and
other organisations, each with its own pre-occupations and concerns,
which may conflict and unnecessarily complicate issues. Co-ordina-
tion among them is often imperfect. The situation is further
complicared by the fact that the different parts of “the centre” usually
have a variety of links to other levels of government. Objectively, it
may be quite clear that the centre is too fragmented and too poorly
organised to exercise effective control over complex multi-
organisarional public policy systems in the first place. Subjectively,
the fear of loss of control bred by weakness at the centre can become
a major obstacle to efforts to decentralise. This is mainly due to a
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perception that once a change has been initiated it will be difficul
to steer and virtually impossible to reverse excepr at great economic
- and political cost (Kimball 1999: 8).
Within this context, decentralisation is seen as:

* an imporrant means of introducing 4 more responsive approach to
the management of public services that will enable public managers
to be more sensitive to the specific concerns of the users of services;

* a way of encouraging less defensive, risk-aversive and responsibi-
lity-avoiding administrative behavior at lower levels. This usually
assumes that responsibilities are more clearly defined and expecta-
tions about performances are better established;

* an appropriate framework of accountability to promoce a more
resulc-orientated style of management that empowers managers at
all levels/spheres to exercise discretion in the light of diverse needs;

* a mechanism to cut through red tape and increase officials’ know-
ledge of and sensitiviry to regional and local problems; resulting in
better penetration of national policies to remore communities,
improved representation in the policy process as well as citizen
participation, and enhanced administrative capability at lower
levels, and

« being more effective in its implementation by simplified moni-
toring and evaluation leading to increased political stabiliry and
national unity (Rondinelli & Cheema 1983: 14-6).

Osborne (1993: 251) is of the opinion that centralisarion results
in over-regulation, and this is one of the prime arguments for decen-
tralisation in many countries. In Western Europe in the 1990s,
decentralisation is nearly always mentioned in conjunction with
deregulation {¢ g for Belgium see Wuyts 1992; for Britain see Foster
& Plowden 1996; for the Netherlands see Kickert 1993, for France
see Claisse 1992). According to Osborne (1993: 253) there are four
more practical advantages to decentralised insticutions and policies:

* they are far more flexible and can respond quickly to changing
circumstances and customers’ needs;

* they are more effective chan centralised institutions {...] they
know what actually happens;

* they are far more innovative ...} innovarion takes place where
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ideas originate from employees, who actually do the work and deal
with the customers; and

* decentralised insritutions generate higher morale, more commit-
ment and greater productivity [...] especially in organisations with
knowledgeable workers (compare Box 1998: 20).

Rosenbaum (1998: 4) is of the opinion that the movement to

decentralisation has been fuelled by disillusionment with the admi-
nistrative and policy-implementing capacity of highly cencralised
systemns of governance. Some of the benefits/fadvantages of decentra-
lised government structures are the following:
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They serve to fragment and disperse political power. Although
this ofren tends to be ovetlooked in an era of declining confidence
in government, the reality is that government still remains
potentially rhe single most powerful instirution in any society.
Not only does it ser the rules that govern the economic sector, but
it has the authoriry, capacity and power to legitimartely take one’s
wealth, property, liberty and even one’s life in some instances. In
the face of this potentially awesome power, it is important to es-
tablish and maintain a system of checks and balances with regard
to the exercise of governmenral power. Decentralised governance
systems provide such meags.

Centralised government serves to create additional civic space. By
generating more centres of power, more venues are necessatily
made available in which civil society organisations — interest
groups, business associations, labour unions and the media, for
example can develop and find support. This is important in terms
of the promotion of democracy as 2 means of keeping government
accountable for their actions (Dillinger 1993: 34).

Numerous training grounds are created for the development of
democratic skills and practices. In transitional countries, where a
tradition of democratic participation does not exist, this is parti-
cularly important as it provides an arena where those who have
not been a part of the traditional governing elite can begin to
develop their own political skills and experience.

Decentralised government provides for diversity in response to
popular demand. Various regions of countries have different kinds
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of resources, different kinds of needs and are home to different
ethnic, regional or cribal groupings. A decentralised system of
governance provides opportunities for a cettain measure of
uniformity across a countty, but also for making required local
adjustments in order to be more responsive to the needs and
interests of local populations (Cohen & Peterson 1996: 56).

Opportunities for local economic initiative are provided. Highly
cencralised systems of governance tend to concentrate both poli-
tical and economic power in the capital city of the nation. This
concentration often works against the interests of other cities and
communities within a country. When power is highly centralised,
communities some distance from the capital city often have
difficulty in creating an environment to facilitate community and
economic development. They typically lack the revenue to invest
in the kind of infrastructure which is necessary for private econo-
mic development to take place. Decentralised resources and
authority ptovide much better opportunities for meaningful and
tesponsive economic development.

Decentralised government is important in facilicating an active
and lively civil society. The mote decentralised the government
and the stronger the local governance capacity, the more oppor-
tunities are provided for the emergence of civil society institu-
tions. In this regard, local governments can play crucial facilita-
ting roles in the development of vibrant civil societies. Local
government policy and administrative practice can have a
profound influence upon the capacity of civil society to emerge
and play a role in governance. Likewise, the actions of local poli-
tical leaders can either be supportive of or create major impedi-
ments to the development of civil society {Wunsch & Olowu
1995: 94).

2.2. The arguments in favour of (re)centralisation

Arguments against decencralisation also exist. Given some measure
of independence and autonomy, people can behave very well or very
poorly, very tolerantly or very intolerantly, very honourably or very
dishonourably. One area in which officials at a level below national
government can behave just as responsibly or itresponsibly as natio-
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nal policy-makers is with regard to fiscal matters. The danger of
irresponsibility is particulatly great if fower levels/spheres of govern-
ment are not responsible for raising their own revenue, but rather
depend upon revenue being passed down from a higher level. This
often creates a situation of fiscal irtesponsibility. Individuals who do
not have to account for the imposition of taxes or fees are likely to be
less accountable in terms of how they expend the resources available
to them {Qates 1972: 66).

Another potential danger of a decentralised system is thar the
various local units of government may be swayed by quite narrowly
based but highly organised local elites. Local entities, even when
well-intentioned and responsive, are likely to have a narrower per-
spective in terms of issues of general public policy and well-being
than are larger units of government. Thus, efforts to implement
national public policy can, either intentionally or unintentionally, be
thwarted by the actions of regional or local governmental authoricies,
This is especially the case when the particular public policy is not
clearly in the interest of the local or regiona! government concerned
(compare Box 1998: 42).

Decencralisation can also be an excuse for national governments
to evade responsibility for providing major services. Increasingly,
national governments under financial pressure tend to devolve res-
ponsibilities to regional and local governments without providing
the necessary resources. This relates directly to an issue which is
fundamental to any decentralisation effort — the matching of
responsibilities and resources. Due to the emergence of this problem,
the area of fiscal decentralisation has been a focal point over the past
few years. There is growing concern about the extent of fiscal decen-
tralisation and authoricy. The question is whether local governments
will be in a position to meet the service-rendering responsibilities
that chey are undertaking — eirher voluntarily or on the mandate of
national government. In the absence of adequate fiscal autonomy or
revenue decentralisation, sub-national governments will nor be able
to do so (Rosenbaum 1998: 10).

It is often claimed that one of the main disadvantages of decen-
tralisation is that small communities are unable and unequipped to
handle its inherently complex problems. This issue is sometimes
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simply referred to as a matter of the superiority of central provision.
Other arguments in this connection concern reduced legitimacy
because of lower turnouts at local elections, negatively perceived
alterations in local governments, reduced efficiency and increasingly
politicised behaviour at local levels, as well as the danger that local
governments will overspend if given the chance (De Vries 1997: 6).
Furthermore, for bureancrats ar the national level, decentralisation is
deemed to pre-empt their contacts with the policy field, which
threatens their position. Their remaining contacts often occur in an
ad hoc manner. Local officials often see decenrralisation as nothing
less than an excuse to cut back services, because nacional
governments often cream off cthe money “saved” by the supposed
efficiency of decentralisation (Kickert 1993: 93).

From the above it follows that uncertainty still exists about the
influence of decentralisation or {re)centralisation on changing institu-
tional arrangements. Thus, attention will now be paid to the vicissi-
rudes of decentralisation in various countties in order to determine the
lessons South Africa can learn from che rest of the world.

3. Decentralisation: the international practice

The general trend in Otganisation of Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) countries is to decentralise governmental
activities in terms of policy implementation. In Anglo-American
countries, particulatly in Canada, New Zealand and Britain, the
creation of agencies (both state and local government departments)
has already progressed significantly. Australia and the USA have
recently embarked on the same strategy. On the one hand, agencies
are being set up to provide services; on the other, central departments
are specialising in policy matters. Managers of the executive agencies
have considerable operational autonomy, sometimes even in the field
of staff management. However, as these agencies are part of a relative-
ly young and inexperienced inscitutional relationship, their strategic
autonomy is limited (QECD 1997: 98).

A second evolurion has been the application of the principles of
decentralisation used for the agencies to the central departments
themselves (¢ g New Zealand, Britain). By means of result-based
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budgeting or global allocations and some level of discretion in
relation ro human resources, the chief executives are able ro some
extent to select the mix of contributions they consider the mose
appropriate, On the other hand, in some countties (¢ g New Zealand)
chief executives may be held responsible for meeting targets by
means of petformance agreements between them and their minister.

In Scandinavian countries {(except for Norway) a somewhat diffe-
rent picture emerges. Most of these countries have a long tradition of
subsidiary and (quasi-) autonomous agencies which implement the
policy of the central ministries. In Sweden and in other Scandinavian
councries, autonomy co-existed with a contribution-oriented system,
where accountability mechanisms focused on compliance with rules
(OECD 1996: 33). Recent reforms aim to turn these already autono-
mous but contribution-orientated organisations inte result-
orientated ones (OECD 1997: 103).

Continental countries such as Germany and Austria (underpinned
by strong consticurions) have not moved away from the idea of
classical bureancracy at the central governmenc level, with civil ser-
vants occupying positions and executing functions defined by Jaw
and by legal norms. Services are managed by those who make the
policies on service provision (Flynn & Strehl 1996: 9). Hence,
devolution and autonomy are not major tools for reform in rhe public
sector.

The Netherlands, which can be considered as having a mixed
regime (Flynn & Strehl 1996: 1), has started to create executive
agencies, following the example of Britain. Along the same lines as the
ministries with linked agencies, quasi-autonemous non-governmental
organisations (quangos) play an important rele in service-provision at
the central level. Estimates have idencified about 550 “independent
administrative bodies” (OECD 1992: 200-1). Lately, agreements have
been revised to be more result-orientated.

Among the Latin countries, France, with its tradition of a
centralised civil service and system of administrarion, has embarked on
an experiment concerning the creation of autonomous units {centres de
resporsébilitd) inside central government departments. As a consequence
of its judicial rradition the autonomy given to the local agents is
somewhat limited (OECD 1997; Flynn & Strehl 1996: 112-3). The
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OECD distinguishes several approaches to decenrralisation (Helgason
1996: 77). Table 1 shows the predominant types of deferred autonomy
and approaches in the various clusters of OECD countries.

The actual trends of decentralisation and (re)centralisation are
continually changing. In the Netherlands, for instance, decentralisa-
tion is seen as one of the majot political operacions of the eatly 1990s;
policies on social housing, welfare, social security and education are
all decentralised, whereas powers and responsibilities had been con-
centrated at the national level in the 1950s and 1960s. Centralising
tendencies are regarded as a means of realising equality before the law
under equal circumstances and addressing the need to mobilise all
forces at difficult times, as well as enhancing the development of
science and technology (Van Poelje 1988: 66).

Similar trends have occurred in developed and developing
countries. In the USA information and capacity were seen in the
1960s and 1970s as being far superior to those of smaller states and
local governments (Osborne 1998: 66). In Britain the Thatcher
government asserted that most services were mote efficiently when
centrally rendered because local government was incompetent and
wasteful and some local authoricies resisted improvements to
efficiency (Plowden & Foster 1996: 137). In developing countries
central planning and administration were considered necessary to
guide and control the economy and ro integrate and unify nations
emerging from long periods of colonial rule (Rondinelli & Cheema
1983: 11). In the 1980s and 1990s an opposite tendency towards
decentralisation emerged in developing countries in Asia, Africa and
Latin America (Asmerom & Reis 1996: 102). This is also to be seen
in Northern and Western Europe where centralisation within the
European Union appears to go hand-in-hand with decentralisation at
regional and local levels.
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Table 1: Types of autonomy and approaches to decenctralisation in the

various clusters of OECD countries

Cluster of Type of Approach to
countries AUTONOMY decentralisation
sexrended opetational screation of autonomic
auronomy agencies on a large scale
*sommne scrategic sincremental decencralisation
Anglo-Amercian autonomy of autonomy in financial and

countries personnel management
throughout the public sector
(including government
departments)
extended operational srevision of management
autenomy agreements with existing
Scandinavian ¢z facto extended agencies
countries strategic autonomy sincremental decentralisation
(excluding of autonomy in financial and
Norway) personnel management

throughout che public sector
(including the government
departments)

ssome operational

e gradual decentralisation of

Larin countries autonomy autonomy to specific

(France) *some Strategic government unics or o
aurenomy experiments

Continental eminimal operational eno policy of decentralisation

countries autonomy

(excluding the *no strategic

Netherlands) antonemy

(Source: Bouckaert & Verhoest 1597: é)
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4. Lessons for South Africa in respect of decentralisa
tion

The introduction of the concepr of “co-operative governance” in the
South African Constitution of 1996 explicitly indicated that the
“old” form of governance, where everything was cenctalised, had to
be decentralised. To assess whether decentralisation or (re)centrali-
sation should be implemented in South Africa, it is important to
look at the specific circumstances under which these phenomena
occurred. South Africa operates under rigorous constraints, since
resources are sorely stretched, social need is infinite and capacity
severely constrained. The White Paper on the Transformation of che
Public Service (WPTPS), published in 1995, proposed the creation
of a number of new and additional scructures to give impetus to the
transformation process. To inquire into the structures and functions
of the public service and its statutory bodies, a Presidential Review
Commission (PRC) was proposed in 1996 with the brief of making
recommendations aimed at achieving a public service fit to achieve
the high standard of professional ethics, impartiality, effecciveness
and transparency required. These recommendations, therefore,
should transtorm the public service from an institution of regulation
and control to one that is people-centred, efficient, coherent and
transparent (PRC 1998: 1).

In February 1998 the Presidential Review Commission presented
its report to President Mandela, with various recommendations.
Since little progress had been made since 1995 in remedying the in-
equalities and inefficiencies of the past and since the cost and quality
of public services left much to be desired, the role and functions of
the public services would need to be reviewed. Furthermore, to
ensure the efficiency and effectiveness of service-rendering, the
commission recommended that organisational redesign to determine
optimal staff complements should take place in each deparcment.
The commission was also of the opinion thar the objectives of reform
could not be realised without significant change at the apex and core
of government. National departments and provincial administrations
would not be able to achieve these objectives if they continued to
execute their existing functions. It is clear that without assistance
they had neither the capability nor the authority to improve the

99



Acta Academica 2000: 32(3)

functioning of government (PRC 1998: 2). In this regard it was
reported in the Sunday Times (1999: 2) that the African National
Congress was determined to reduce the powers of provincial govern-
ments and to ensure that most decisions taken by its premiers were
approved by senior leaders. The move to tighten control of the
administration of the provinces by means of the party seructures
coincides wich a flurry of governmental reviews of provincial powers
and the relationship between the nacional and provincial spheres. At
a recent conference on provincial government and intergovernmental
relations held in Midrand, Thabo Mbeki said:

Serious concerns have been raised about the state of provincial

governance, underscored by the insrances of financial crises and che

failure of delivery institutions which we have experienced in the lasc

five years. Whatever challenges will be faced by those new

governmencs, we shonld ar least have wotked on proposals thar

address the elimination iu provincial government of scructural

blockages, duplication and the consequent wastage of resources
Sunday Times 1999: 2 & 18).

This accords with the Presidential Review Commission's recom-
mendation that the national government should not hesitate, in
extreme circumsrances, to resume functions delegated to certain
provinces or their departments, where those provinces provide irrefu-
table evidence of inability to execute those functions (PRC 1998: 6).
It can therefore be deduced thart if the initial drive to decencralise
functions does not produce satisfactory delivery of services, such ser-
vices will be centralised. However, up ro this point, no such action
has been undertaken by government, although dissatisfacrion wich
the quality of services is rife. It seems as if government will opt for
mechanisms such as Alternatrive Service Delivery or Public-Private
Parenerships jn an attempt to eradicate che sicuation rather chan
recentralise the setrvices currently being delivered by regional and
local spheres of government. Various pieces of legislation
demonstrate this: the Local Government Municipal Structures Act
(Act 117 of 1998), the Local Government: Municipal Systems Bill
(1999), and the Public Finance Management Act (Act 1 of 1999).
Legislation also provides for capacity-building, particularly in the
sphere of local government.
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A further recommendation of the Presidential Review Commis-
sion was that the idea of the public service as a unitary entity,
operating at both the national and the provincial levels, needed to be
reinforced. Organisational restructuring should therefore take place
in order to avoid both overlap and potential conflict (PRC 1998: 3).

Regarding the establishment of more effective inter-govern-
mental relations, it was found that both national departmencs and
the provinces were aware that weaknesses in scructures and practices
led to poor co-ordination within and between the various
departments and spheres of government, cteating an incapacity to
implement national programmes and a consequent failure to deliver
basic services. The commission also recommended an inguiry into
the functions and needs of the three spheres of government, as well
as the relations among them. It was also suggested that serious
consideration be given to the asymmetrical devolurion of functions
(in other words the devolution of some functions to provinces and
local authorities even where there is insufficient capacity to under-
take all services, rather than delaying such devolution until overall
capacity is available). This could to a certain extent redress the
problems of capacity without violating the provisions of the 1996
Constitution (PRC 1998: 4). The commission felt that centralisation
and decentralisation should not be viewed as mutually exclusive and
thar an intelligent system of government would, of necessity, include
elements of both trends. Their investigarion highlighted che fact that
insufficient actention had been paid to the capacity of the provinces
to assume their devolved powers, particularly in the light of the poor
financial control in some of the former “homelands” administrations.
It was recommended that more effective systems of monitoring and
evaluacion be designed, developed and implemented in place of the
existing ineffective and cost-inefficient systems (PRC 1998: 7).

It can be deduced, therefore, that if a comprehensive decentralised
system of governance is to be implemented in South Africa, the fol-
lowing guidelines for good, efficient governance will need to be fol-
lowed:

¢ Effective decentralisation requires strong local government.
Moreover, local governance capacity depends upon local revenue-
raising capacity. If this is absent, local government will inevicably

101




Acta Academica 2000: 32(3)

remain in a dependent and vulnerable state and decencralisation
will be meaningless. Unfortunately this is the situation in South
Africa at present, but with the Demarcation Act, No 27 of 1998,
whereby local authorities will be reduced from 843 to 362, the
central government is actempting to make local authorities finan-
cially stronger and more sustainable.

Strong local government also requires effective local law-making
capacity, with regional and local governments being given a great
deal of discretionary authority in terms of the passing of various
kinds of laws, statutes and regulations. Fortunately, the new le-
gislative framework makes provision for powers adequare to the
exercising of discterionary authority.

Meaningful decentralisation requires strong support from na-
tional government in the form of enabling legislation, providing
local units of government with the capacity to act autonomously
and independently to provide the necessary services, regulare local
activities and raise the revenue required to fund local services. In
this regard national and provincial government should focus on
providing support and guidance for local authorities, rather than
being prescriptive and coercive in nature.

National government alone cannot ensure a meaningful, vibrant
decentralisation of governance. Local demand and a concern for
the development and maintenance of such a system has to exist
(Rosenbaum 1998: 12). Vibrant local government requires an
informed and involved community. Due ro its closeness to the
community, local government can become a powerful sector, able
to achieve the objectives set out above,

Decentralisarion, therefore, should be implemented with caution.

The patadox is that the weaker an institutional structure, the more
difficule it is to decentralise successfully. The process should therefore
not be commenced until at least some of the prerequisites are in
place.
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5. Conclusion

International experience demonstrates that for decentralised
government to succeed, a solid foundation for decentralised
provincial and local governance needs to be in place, with a clear
indication of their powers and of the means by which their functions
and auchority should be exercised. Unfortunately, as has been
indicated, these roles and responsibilities are not always cleat, and
this can give rise to a situation defined by prescription and control
rather than support and guidance among the various spheres of
government. Purthermore, active community involvement has been
shown to be necessary in order to bring about a vibrant decentralised
system of governance.

It is essential therefore to consider how current South African
attempts to promote better performance address one of the undet-
lying paradoxes of public sector teform: the need to (re)centralise in
order to decentralise. In other words, to design structures and sys-
tems that promote decentralisation while mainraining or even im-
proving central control. Decentralisation is not the antithesis of
(re)centralisation as no dichotomy between (re)cencralised and decen-
tralised forms of organisations is evident, Delegation and decentrali-
sation do not simply imply the absence of cenctral control or the
removal of central institutions” accountability. The challenge is to
invenr and introduce new ways of balancing decentralisation and
central control, New answers have to be found to the old questions
about assuring accountability and maintaining the necessary central
controls, and this necessitates a tmove towards a new paradigm in
public administration and management in South Africa.
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