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E L E C T I O N S IN A F R I C A 

Prof. R . S . Miikandala* 

, I N T R O D U C T I O N 

I'he October 1994 Local Government Elections are unique in at least (MIC important 
aspect: the attention that they lia\ attracted in the coiuitry. W e all know that there 
,vas a high degree of apathy on the part of the po|)ulalion. This was clearly nianilcsictl 
in the very low voter turn out for registration. Yet even this low response lo calls for 
icgistration was noticeable because of the atlenlion that was being paid lo liiis election 
exercise. Politicians, academiciiuis, diplomats and other groujis k c c n i \d llie 
organization of the elections. I'hc Department of Poli t ical Science and Public 
Administration at the University arranged a comprehensive research anil monitoring of 
(he elections. W h i l e this has been done lor every presidential ami piuliamcnlaiy 
elections since 1965, this was the first lime thai coverage was being cMcndcd lo local 
government elections. 

Tanziinia is not unique in this respect. The above observations also hold Iriic for in;ui) 
countries in Africa. There is a new interest in local government in general, and local 
elections in particular. The following section looks at the changing context for local 
government in Africa; section tluee looks at the status of local government elections; 
;md section fourconcluJes. 

2 . C H A N G I N G C O N T E X T A N D P R O S P E C T S F O R L O C A L 
G O V E R N M E N T 

For many Africim countries, decentraliziilion and local governmeni has been a journey 
beset by obstacles imd ha/iirds lo the e.MenI that il has j ie ldcd onl) uncertain benefits, 
i h i s docs not mean local government is new in Africa. O n Ihe contrary, many 
countries have attempted administrative decentralization. In fact, j ioor relations 
between the central authorities and the local population which existed during the 
colonial period caused post-independent African rulers to inlroiluce various forms of 
modified decentnJiziilion measures. Thus though most jiost colonial governments 
endorsed thecoloniiJ type of load governance at the time of independence, there were, 
shortly afterwards, a strong ideologicid desire lo reform coloni.il structures through 
some form of dccentraliziilion. Unfortunately, the decentiali/iilion measures taken were 
aimed more at improving planning and implementation ol dcv eloiimcnt activities than 
at increasing popular polilicsil participation (Conyers, 19X3). This was the tyjiical 
case of delegation of administrative authority by cenlriil governments to the lower arms 
of governmeni. No real devolut ion o f power to the jieople at Ihe grassroots was 
effected. Central government institutions reigned over local government iiislitulions. 
It f o l l o w s that l o c a l g o v e r n m e n t un i t s were not au tonomous . A s a result, 
decentrali/iition measures achieved the opposite of what was envisaged; instead ol 
reducing central control mid increasing opportunities lor popular participation, they 
limited them. 
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I n Africa, the modem forms of local government are st i l l shaped by colonial heritage, 
as w e l l as new patterns o f service d e l i v e r y that have come to the fore since 
independence. Tims decentralization in Suh-Saharan Africa has taken various forms. 

' To that end i t is possible to find in different anglo})hone, fraicophone and lusophone 
countries, different mixes o f models of decentralization. Part icularly these have 
evolved around the devo lu t ion o f powers to local authori t ies ; the delegat ion o f 
functions lo local authorities; the decentralization o f administrative tasks to local 
ministerial organizations; and the transfer of functions to technical bodies such as 
public enteqirises (Laleye and Olowu, 1989). 

In instituting their local governments, African countries have drawn their inspiration 
f i o i n the French, the Bri t ish and the Soviet models. W c should hasten to add that 
these countries (Af r iom) did not whol ly adapt these models but looked for centralist 
aspects w i th minimal attention being paid to the checks and balances. Emphasis has 
been on dccentraliziition of administrative structures rather than poli t ical devolution, 
hence more on pol i t ical control than on poli t ical participation. Attempts to explain 
this orientation have centred on uncertain leadersliip legitimacy, fragile national unity, 
iuul, i n the most extreme, the fact that loc;il activities iue considered extrinsic to centra) 
concerns. We CcUi add that this had been a result of models imported f rom abroad 
which have of necessity been that of regulatory aspect of administration and not Ihe 
transfer of power to effectively enforce development intiatives. Laleye and O l o w u 
(ibid) have put this i n the follovving perspective: "In se;irch for participation, there has 
been a proliferation o f locjil authority units which, however, are not accorded ful l local 
government power to attract and stimulate pjulicipation". 

It is easier then to note that many local governments in Afr ica are fragmented. In 
Fnuicophone Afr ica , the French traditions place lociil government w i th in a vertical 
hierarchy o f governmental ins t i tu t ion; local ly elected assemblies have legislative 
powers but executive responsibilities are i n prerogative of administrators w i t h dual 
responsibility to central ;md local government. Tlie central government continues to 
appoint loc;J govenunent officials. This form of local administration structures drew 
its iiisj)iration from the prefectonil system m, ajiplied in France. 

i he |K)sl independent years tlierefore saw the emergence o f Regions, Dejiartments, or 
P r e f e c t u r e o r p r o v i n c e s , sons-prefectures, c i rconscr ipt ions adminis t raUve, 
iurondissements etc. i n vir tu i i l ly all the Francophone Sub-Saliaran Afr ican countries 
( ibid) . This mul l i - t ic red hierarchical f ield administration system was manned by 
central ly appointed bureaucrats. Coin ing out o f th is s t ruc ture is the fact that 
decentralization through local government grounded to an a b r u p t h a l t wTi i l e 
c en t r a l i z a t i on became more dominan t i n the s t rengthening o f terr i tor i id f i e ld 
administration, particulaily in rural areas. 

On the other hiind, Brit ish tiadilions treat municipalities as sepaiate poli t ical , leg;d and 
administrative entities but subject them to various degrees of external supervision. As 
such, rural and urban local governmeni in Anglophone Afr ica is characterized by 
paitncrshi]), that is functions are pciionncd by cither cenlnil or locfil government. I n 
tins siruclurc co-ordination is achieved at llic regional level. 

.'\ l l ie same tune, the Anglophone and Lusophone African Countries show a great 
liiversity ot experiences in the juea of decenlrali/xition. This can be piirtly exphuncd by 
ilic (lilTeiences between the colonial system :uul pmlly by the experiences developed by 

2 

each independent country. On balance, however, the Anglophone experience reveals a 
great deal of similari ty inspite of major refonns toward democratic and participatory 
forms of local government sponsored by these countries now and then. 

To conclude this part then, past decentralization measures were mainly aimed at the 
promot ion of central government administrative efficiency and not p romot ion o f 
empowerment and popular democracy. N o wonder local governments have been 
performing poorly as they are heavily burdened and at the same t ime denied key 
elements of democratic governance. 

The local government system is nonetheless an important element i n the social and 
political fabric of Africa. However, research i n six different countries generally point 
l o the conc lus ion that the loca l government system is no t very popular at the 
grassroots of a society. Most people view w i t h suspicion the changes which the re-
establishment of local authorities have brought i n their local communities, and would, 
therefore, l ike to see the insti tution radically overhauled. I n fact many o f the people 
interviewed were so much demoralized by the local government performance to the 
extent that they expect years ahead to be more diff icul t w i th or without a change i n 
govermnent. 

However, taking into accoimt the severity of the problems and the near total absence of 
democratic ins t i tu t ions i n society i t must be acknowledged that local authorit ies 
system represents a significant step i n the direction o f democracy. As fora for the 
a i r i n g o f v iews and compla in ts about how loca l i t i e s are governed, the l o c a l 
government brings a modicum o f openness to po l i t i ca l l i f e . The main p rob lem o f 
local authorities is that they have failed to promote community development, maintain 
acceptable levels of social service provision, exhibit accountability and transparency i n 
their operations, and widen political participation i n local affairs, 

Yet even w i t h the above disappointments and even disgust, nobody advocates the 
disbandmenl o f local government. Instead there are calls for the strengthening and 
democratization of these institutions, including the provision o f adequate funding, 
recruitment of skilled personnel and their proper remuneration, efficient and effective 
management, transparency, and accountability to the electorate who are also their 
clientele. People at the grassroots i n both rural and urban Africa remain strongly i n 
favour of local government, but a reformed and strengthened one. 

To this very strong voice in support of local government, one must add several other 
voices (some of them backed by the purse) which together make local government an 
irresistible form of organization i n the nineties and beyond. One o f the voices is the 
universal democracy project. Tlie attractiveness of Democracy as the way to go i n the 
organization of peoples, societies, and nations is currently overwhelming. One can 
only resist this trend at the risk o f being castigated, denounced and even shunned. 
Every person, country, and organization wants to be seen to be democratic and even to 
be seen to be promoting democracy. Democracy, to borrow from Kuhn (1962) is now 
the dominant paradigm. 

The second important factor is the inst i tut ional form that democracy is taking, i.e. 
I m u l t i partism. A l l registered and even unregistered polit ical parties support local 

government. The rul ing and domiiiaut polit icii l party in Tanziinia, C C M , in its new 
post-Ujain;iii policy declaration (1992) maintains that; "Local government is a basic 
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component ol people's power because it consists of institutions that enable people to 
rule themselves democratically. . . in the nineties, ( ' C M w i l l continue to eduaite 
citizens so that they understand clearly the fact that local government is their 
inslrunient ..." (Own transialion). The Union for niulti-iiarly democracy ( U M D ) even 
goes further in its support for local government. U M D advocates a variation of a 
federiil structure. Thepiirty Ciills for the creation of a few powerl'ul luul big i)ro\inces, 
like in the colonial days, to replace the current twenty-du-ee regional administrative 
units. The diminution i f not whole scale abolition of regional administration has also 
featured in the Presidential Tax Commission's report. The commission noted that' 
"about two-thirds of Ihe regioniJ govenunent's responsibilities have been shifted to the 
local governments, but the regions' resources ( inc luding funds, manpower, and 
equiinnent) remained hugely intact. It reconunends that this be "urgently remedied". 
Incidentiilly, other poweiful internationid fiuiuiciers now call for im even more severe 
reduction in the number of regions. A recent re|)ort concludes that "Rcgiomd spending 
could be reduced by two-thirds and reallocated to local governments, the budgets of 
local govemmenls could be increased by T'Shs. 9 b i l l i o n , or 25 per cent o f their 
budgets. This could be done by consolidating the number of rcgionid governments 
from 20 to a snudler number (say four to five) as used to be the case earlier. 

International financiid forces (IFP) <ue idso strongly in favour of locid government. A 
recent IIT^' publ icat ion was very unequivocal w i t h regard to the future o f loca l 
government i n Tanzania. The report says "A strategy for strengthening Local 
Govenuncnts shouldbeado])tedby mid-1994 md should be implemented in 1994/95. 
As pmt of litis strategy finmicial resources and skilled persoimel should be transfeiTcd 
from Rcgionid governments to loc.d governments, where they are in extremely short 
supply". 

Increased foreign activity at the grassroots is another import.mt factor. In Timziinia, for 
cxiunple, i n some districts expenditure by donor countries, inteniation;d agencies, imd 
NGOs is far more than central govenunenl expenditure. In Bukoba Rural District for 
exiunple; during 1992/3 financiid year, total centrid govenunent iind local government 
financial resources totidcd TShs. 565.6 mi l l i on In the simie yetir the Dutch funded 
Bukoba Rurid Development Programme alone pumped in TShs. 630 m i l l i o n . 
U N l C E F i m d SIDA (HESAWA) iidded another TShs. 87 m i l l i o n together making a 
totid of T'Shs. 717 mil l ion from the three sources. These ;ue, it would seem, poweiful 
centnfugid forces th.it support ;UK1 iJiomolc further strengthening of Ioc;d govenunents. 

It is iilso important to note that, these various voices ;iiid forces are motivated by 
viirying ;uid even conll ict ing reasons. The |5eople vviuit to be hemd and served. They 
want democracy and services. T hose in the democracy project iire interested in 
lcgitiinate,tiiuisp;irenl ;ind iiccountablc govcnimcnl, ;uid even human rights. Polilicid 
parties arc always motiviited by power mongering but some have the concern for 
people's welfiire. The viuious inteniiilionid actors iiave m;my motivations that we crui't 
go into here. TTie powerful financiid institutions imd some bihitcrid finiuices are 
interested in a siii;dl (even weaker) stale iippiuatus at the centre, a freer miuket forces 
imd a free reign to indiv iduidisin. 

I f Decentndiziition is iipproiiched ;is iui undoing of centralization, the above forces need 
to be lociited within ii wider AfriciUi .socio-political economy. W i t h i n thiit perspective 
seveiid forces h;i\ been at |)l;iy which together with the idiove mentioned laclors are 
bMind to result in even more dc laclo dcccntridization. Economic libcndi/^Uion iind 
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stnicturid adjustment policies hiive led to, iunong other things: wii lul i i iwii j ot ihf sliiie 
from many sectors and functions including croj) purchiise cum miirketing, gooils 
distribution iuul provision of free heidth and education. Other forces luul actors iiie now 
phiyers i n these iireas. . - - . . . i . ^ 

The Africjm Soeiidists ideology which for a l o n g time played the roles of pure and 
piiicticid idecdogy idso wiis a monolithic entity. Its miiny vaiiiuits like I j i in i i i i i sought 
(o f i l l idl the ideologicid space in Tiinzjuiia, iuul provided i\s luui a justif icii t ion for 
(he totid exclusion of ideas, deeds, orgiuii/iitioiiid forms iiiid |iractices thiit were tleemed 
iUiti-UjiuniUi. The remarkable experimentiition in orgiini/^ilioiiiil forms juul, practices 
including the attempts at Decentniliziition iinalyzed in this sludv were i i result of this 
ideology. OrgiUUZ.iUionid goids, efficiency, effectiveness, desiiiibility iuid aeceptiibility 
were a l l determined on the basis of the tenets of I ' janiiiii . I he decline of L'jiuniui has 
inevitably meant theremovid of a fonuididile striiight-jacket. The rephicement of the 
Arusha Decliiriition by the/.iuizibiir decliinition hiis resulted in the emergence id' nuiiiy 
"ideologies" iis well iis niiuiy thought centres. .Anything iiiul everything is now more or 
less fine. The one monol i th ic un i fy ing ideology is gone. The emerging riiciid 
tensions, and even the I nion problem must be seen in this perspective. 

It also needs to be pointed out thiit economic l iber i i l iz i i t io i i , structuiiil iidjiistment 
policies', state shiinkiige iind abandonment of its sociid roles, the Ziin/jbiu- dechinitions, 
jus t i f i ca t ions o f leadership accumulat ion and corrupt ion hav c all strengthened 
individualism at the expense of the community and hiive given ])rominence to priviite 
as opposed to p u b l i c interests. Fhe increasing instiinces o f c o r r u p t i o n . i i u l 

embez/Jement of public resources needs t o be seen in the above perspective. , . 

The iibove have been reinforced by changes in Iciidership from the Inst generation of 
leaders, l ike Nkrumah, Senghor and others who hiid a clciir commitment to public 
service. The chiinge from President Nyerere to A l i Hassiui M w i n y i is i i ciise in point. 
Mwinyi 's management and decision milking style, i n line wi th his personidity is i ion-
iissertive, hesitant and at times un-informed. l i e keeps quiet when he should be 
speaking up, whispers when he should be shouting, ii i i i l Iciivcs m;iny wondering 
whenever he breaks his silence beciuise of the piutiidity, |)iiitisiuishi|) iind sii|)eiTiciidity 
of some of his thoughts, decisions and even iictions. His toleriince lor the corrupt, 
crooked, liars and the incompetenl is amazjng. The lloiiting of the l i i w iind ignoring of 
set organizational procedures is now institutionalized. State alTiiirs iire conducted 
through back stairs pressure, dinner ("C!hiuity") t;iblc instructions iind scribbles on 
Iku lu stationery. This environment has led to a proliferi i t ion of j iowcr iind money 
centres. The monolithic decision nudving hierarchy centred on the Presidency (Nycrerc) 
is gone. Poweiful ministers, c ivi l servants. Regional C^onmiissioncrs, Miiyors, often 
in idliiince with religious or fiimily groups ciin get awiiy wi th nuiiiy things. This has 
generally eroded the ciijiacity imd willingness of the centre to iict with one voice. In (act 
the centre is now ])erceived to he inciipiible of resolute i ini lorm decision iind iiction as 
exemplified by the President promising workers i i pay rise dunng his Miiy Day speech 
in 1993, imd then failing to fulf i l that promice. 

The above hiis been reinforced by sev crid other develo|5ments in Africii in general and 
in Tanzania's body pol i t ic in particular. I'hesc arc: struggles for succession in the 
n i l ing party, alter Mvvinyi; siniggles for succession to Ihc Presidency iind other state 
positions wi th in the n i l ing parly; iind the sli i l t ol decision nuiking power from the 
parly (single party supreniiicy) lo the stale burciiucriicy. Ihcsc lia\ further added to the 
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centrifugal forces within die Tanzanian body po l i t i c . As studies by Ndumbaro and 
K i l l i a n amply demonstrate, powers and prerogatives of the party i n decision making 
has now been whittled away i n favour of Bureaucrats who can negotiate w i t h I M F and 
Wor ld Bank. 

The relationship to International capital, especially the two mult i- lateral financial 
institutions, the I M F and the W o r l d Bank, and certain countries of the North especially 
Sweden, Denmark, EEC, USA, United Kingdom, or more generally tlie so called Paris 
Club is also important. The Tanzanian state, l ike other African states, has lost the 
initiative i n very important areas to these countries and institutions. In the planning 
field, for example, the government of-Tanzania acknowledges that 'Five Year Plans 
and Annual Plans continued to be approved, even though their influence on economic 
po l i cy was less than that of the parallel documents presented to the international 
f inancial inst i tut ions ' . This once again is decentralization w i t h very l ong term 
significance and implications. 

This study therefore submits that the combination of the effects of all tliese forces and 
factors is towards a less centralized, less cohesive and poweiful state in terms o f its 
relationship to the market place and private groups in policy, its ideological hegemony 
and cohesion, its relationship wi th the peripheral rural aieas, and its relationship wi th 
international capital. Relatedly, the forces for de jure decentralization manifested i n the 
fo rm of local government inst i tut ions are at the moment, and for years to come 
irresistible. This is more so because of the forces and factors resulting i n de facto 
decentralization in many areas and forms. 

Yet celebrations for decentralization must be tampered by an awareness of things that 
can go wrong, of extremes that can do harm, and of unintended consequences that may 
be hard to contain, let alone reverse. To repeat what was started at the beginning o f 
this paper, the issue of Decentralization is not a simple two valued choice; it is an 
empirical proposition of how much, where, when, under what conditions, towaid what 
purpose, and from whose perspective. 

From our theoretical standpoint, this should come as no surprise. I f one thinks o f 
Centralization as one end point a continuum, one does not f ind decentralization at the 
other end of the continuum. The logical absolute opposite of centralization is anarchy 
or non-organization, whereby decentralization occupies a certain point between these 
two extremes. The location of decentralization on this continuum should be the result 
o f empirical inquiry. Yet one need not be a genius to see that what started out as 
decentralization ciin slide towards the other end of the continuum, namely auctrchy. For 
example, anangements for regional autonomy can very easily lead to cession, whi le 
calls for a small, tnmspaient and accountable seat am filso lead to non-government. 

Recent developments i n Tanzania have shown several trends wi th negative unintended 
consequences. F i r s t , i t is now evident that loca l government autonomy and 
prerogatives a m be abused by incumbents for their benefits and to the disadvantage of 
the pub l ic good and Nat ional interest. The endless scandals in Dar es Salaam 
involv ing the i l legal allocation of prime land to Asian and Arab businessmen and 
government officials is a case in point. Open spaces, school playgrounds, ;md aiietLs 
reserved for roads mid other infraslnicturiU dcveloiinients have been given away by 
officiiJs of the Dar es Saliuun City Council. In northern Tmizmiia, l,oc;il Authorities 
have signed away huge tracks of prime range Imid to foreign Inisinessmen and olhcr 
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shady chmacters in return for a few thousmid dollars lor lievelopnient. In these and 
(Hher cases, the central govenmient has had to intervene, iilbeit after a a lot of |)ublic 
pressure. 

Secondly, conllicts of interest me bound to emerge between loai l governments mid Ihe 
central governmeni. One l ike ly source o f conl l ic t is environmental degradation. 
Recent history shows that local authorities strapped for even w i l l stop at li teiii l ly 
nothing to raise cash. Tree fel l ing, unregulated fishing (often wi th dynamite) land 
leasing (even of natural swamps) have been occu r r ing , yet are a threat to the 
environment. Ccntnil government has had to intervene. The central govemment mid 
the ru l ing party intervention in other areas has not been as innocent and for the 
common good. The ruling party mid its govermnent have blocked or interi'ered with 
the development lev)' collection efforts of some local authorities for politicid reasons. 
A recent example is the recent by-elections for a parliamentary seal in lleje where 
during the campaigns women were exempted from the development levy. This was an 
effort on the pmt of Ihe ruling pmly to shore up its support. Such trends w i l l even be 
intensified as fu l l scale general paiiiainentary and presidential elections a|)proach, 
Multi-partism seems to intensify pressure on the part of the ml i i i g party to intervene 
in locid govemment issues so as to be seen lo be doing soinellung, 

1 i m i l l j ' , one must not lose sight of Ihe limitation of Ihe local goveniment as cunenlly 
constituted to become a formidable national democratic force. Local government 
bodies are diverse, each with junsdiction over a specilic geographic;!! area. There is 
very li t t le institutional co-operation between them. There is no ovcr-mching natiomd 
organ for these councils that is representative mid powerful. Their key pre-occupation 
remains local pmochicd issues of survived, of niidting ends meet. 

3 . L O C A L G O V E R N M E N T E L E C T I O N S 

In most of the local government elections, grassroots participation is rather low. 
Rarely does the level of electoral participation reach the 50 per cent mark . This 
relatively low tumout in the participation of locid elections has created deep concem 
among many people who believe that reasonably high levels of political involvement 
are crucial i n mainta ining healthy democratic pol i t ics . Unfortunately, the first 
generation o f empirical vot ing research focused pr imar i ly on parliamentary and 
presidential elections often to the complete exclusion of local government elections. 
Indeed a perusal of the work on Africmi politics exposes a rather sinking tendency in 
studies of elections to ignore or soft pedal the elections at the locid level. 

We propose to find out why pmticii)ation in loc;d govenmient elections have been very 
low, when compared to pariiamentary and presidential elections. Wc do not have 
comprehensive conipmative data from many countries, but we can still ask ourselves: 
Do such things as modes of registration, low literacy rates, forms of bal lot , and 
electoral administration act as potentiid deterrents that lead to low ]imticii)ation in local 
govemment elections? 

'Two prominent chmacteristics of loc<d govemment elections in Africa ;ire: extremely 
low voter participation mid considerable voters ignormice of both issues mid cmididate 
position on those issues. This extreme apathy to loc;d elections is however typiciil o f 
many parts of the wor ld and only serve to confirm that local government is not 
intr insical ly a subject of major importance: local elections have small nationwide 
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i n l c i c s l ami s i g i i i l i c a i K - c . In niosl cases, councils a r c taken l o r <;ranlccl and local 
rcsiiicnis l i o not c n M s a g c l l i c n i playing an\e as allcntion is usualh focused on 

Apart from voters ignorance on issues, this apathy can also he explained hy the 
absence of critical burning i s s u e s that excite and interest the electorate. To many 
p c o j i l c , I h c r c l o r c , tiic results wonk i j i robabh not make much difference t o their 
survival ami the management o f local alfiiirs. 

.Most s igi i i l icai i l , however, is ihc l a d that grassroots population has I'or a long time 
remained in llic hackground. In a siuiatioii where genuine and well organized p o | i u l a r 

movcmciils are lacking, where mass poverty leaves little room lor jiolit ical activism, 
anil w iicrc long years of re|)ression have stilled open dissent concerted efforts i u e necilcil 
lo foster grassroots part icipat ion through the i n s t i t u t i o n o f autonomous local 
go\l slriicliircs. In olhcr words, what the local govemment was given with one 
hand w a s l .ikcii awav with t h e olhei. .As M i l l long ago noted: 

^ i l l s no use ha\g a universal suffrage and 
(lailicipation in the national government i f 
ihc iiuliviilual has not been jircpaicd lor lliis 
p.iilicipalioii a t t h e local level ; i l is at this 

• IcNcI he learns how lo govern himself. .A 
' political act; lo be done only once in a lew 

' years and; lo r which noth ing in the daily * 
"'̂ ^ habits of the citizen has prepared him leaves ^ 

h i s intellect and moral disposit ions very 
much as i l l o i in i l them ( . M i l l , .I.S. (1910) , 
Quoted in Pulcnian, 1970). 

I ' l icrdorc, unless liicrc is pressure from below for deeper changes, the movement 
aid ilcinocracv u ould easily lallcr 

i hc rdorc elections can be Icgilimalc only i f the entire electoral process is a sound 
one. 111 w hich efforts are made lo enfranchise ;md encourage voters tumoiit We argue 
thai inaiiy African r o i m l r i c s have dysfunctional electoral systems that decrease 
coinpclilion hclwccii parties and foster soil campaign funds and in some inslanccs, 
corruption This has meant the shift f rom party to candidate-centered campaigns 
I lection expenses are mounting day by day so that a common man finds i l im[)ossible 
( o contest. Most oriliiuuy peojile, with modest mciuis of livelihood f;ii l to get posts in 
llic parlies or be elected in Ihe various siniclures at the local lev el. And their roles in 
liic primaries arc not decisive in dctcmiining the eventual winners 

\  such, elccloral systems in .\frica have been ridden by several maladies: (he evil 
influence of money power, muscle power, mu l t ip l i c i t y o f parties and caiidiilales, 
i i i i s i i s e of official machinery hy Ihe [)arly in power and liiiancial permissiveness ol 
political parlies Inslanccs o f impersonation, criminal acis o f in l in i ida l ion , use n l 
muscle pow cr. money |)ower and blatant v io la l ion of Ihe code o f conduct by t h e 
contesting candidates ami dubious slaiularils followed by Ihe candidates ynd pailic^ 
concerned in coiiilemiiiiig openly the forces of social heterogeneity and priinordialisiii 
exploit ing Ihe same for ensuring I h c i r polilical fortunes have adverseh alfccled llic 
siinclily, health and \v o f ( h e deinocralic polilical and electoral processes (Alilcrlcr. 
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1964). f i l e s i r c n g l h a n d d u r a b i l i l v of d e m o c r a c y w o u l d ilc|)eiKl (wi the yofViViu'i ul 
e l e c l i o n s i n a f r e e ; u i d lair m a n n e r as t h e s e e l e c t i o n s cAn.s.tif>i.k'''llK.' liJ~c g^i«i;''i>looil 
s i r e a i n o f d e m o c r a e v . Increasing resort lo t h e u s e o f e o i r u p l p r a c t i c e s iVn .i large seale 
h a s o l l e n r e s u l t e d i n s a p p i n g t h e m o r i i l , s o c i a l a n d p o l i i i c a l s l i e n g i l i ol i l cnuKi .kv . 
riieie IS a n e e d i h c r c f o i c o f h u i l d i n g a sense o f SCIMCC a n d i l c i l i e a l i o i i lo l l i e people, 

111 s o m e c a s e s , l a i i l t v e l c c l o r a l s v s l e i n s have l e d l o t h e opposilion's l iovcoll ol loeal 
e l e c t i o n s . I r o n i c i i l l y , s o m e p a r l i e s h a v e c n l e i e d e l e c t i o n s k n o w i i i g e x p l i c i l l v t h a t liiev 
a r e l i g i i l i n g a l o o s i n g b a t t l e . I 'h is h a s ol 'len r e s i i l l c d i n i n s t a n c e s w h e r e p a r l i e s f e l l lo 

s q u a l i l ) l i n g o v e r i i l l e g e d i r r c g u l i u i l i e s in t h e p o l l i n g a m i a m b i g i i i l i c s i n t h e I c x i o f (he 

c o d e . This h a s l e d v o t e r s t o ask t h e m s c h c s w l i e l l i c r I h e p a r l i e s f a i l l o foresee ihc 
w e a k n e s s of t h e s y s t e m - m a k i n g t h e m g u i l t y of n e g l i g e n c e a n d i n c o m | i e l c i R c . or 

w hether they had p e r c e i v e d ihe p o l e i i l i i i l d i f f i c u l t i e s h u t k e j i l s i l e i i l , p l a n n i n g lo bring 
i h e i n up o n l y i f I h e r e s u l t s were u n f a v o u r a b l e . 

Local i l e m o c r a l i z a l i o n f o r a c c o u i i l a b l e g o v e i n i n e i i t a n d c ivic p a r l i c i p a l i o i i is a n 

i m p o r l a n l e n d in i t s e l f , Ih is e n t a i l s o | ) c i i i n g up I c i r i l o r i a l l ) b a s e d s u h i i : i l i o i i a l 

g o v e r n m e n t s l o e l e c t o n i l c o i n | ) e t i l i o n . I l a l s o m e a n s t h e e l i m i n a t i o n of e x c l i i s i o i i a i v 

p o l i l i c a l p r a c t i c e s , i n c l u d i n g f r a u d , u n f a i r l i n i i l s on v o l e r s r e g i s t r a t i o n , i h c l a c k o f 

h a l l o t s e c r e c y , v o t e r i n l i n i i i l a l i o n , iuid v o l e b u y i n g I h c s e c o n c e r n m o r e the i s s u e s of 
e l e c t o i ' a l f r e e d o m s , as d i s t i n c t f r o m i s s u e s of e l e c t o r a l f a i r n e s s s u c h as m e d i a a c c e s s , 

c a m j i a i g n s f i i i i m c i n g and so forth. 

We a r e m i l k i n g a s t r o n g a r g u m e n t for l o c a l d e m o c r a l i z ^ i l i o n b e c a u s e I h e c i v i l s o c i e t y 

p r o v i d e s i i n e s p e c i i i l l y s t r o n g l o i i n d i i l i o n lor d c n i o c r ; i c v w h e n i l g e n e r a t e s o p p o r l u i i i t i e s 

lor ] ) i U t i c i p i i l i o n i u i d i n n u c u c c i l l i i l l lc\cls ol go\. i i o l lc;isl llie l o c i i l level, lor 
i l is i l l t h e loeal level l l i i i t t h e historiciilU i n i i r g i n ; i l i / c i i iiie most l i k c i v l o b e i i b i c lo 
i i l f e c t public policy i U i d develop i i s e n s e ol e l l i c ; i c y iis well ;is ; i c l u ; i l p o l i l i c i i l s k i l l s . 

The d e m o c r i i t i z ^ a t i o i i ol l o c i i l g o v e r n m e n i t h e n g o e s hand i n h a n d w i t h the d c v e l o p m e n i 

o f the c i v i l s o c i e t y as an i m p o r l i i i i l c o n d i t i o n lor l l i e d e e p e n i n g ol i l c i i u i c r i i c y , 

i - l o u s s c i i u (1968) liiid l o n g seen this n e c e s s i t y : 

' ( .kit. Once the parlicipiilory system is esl;iblishcil; 
it • • iind Ihis is a point of nuijor importiince, i l 

becomes sell-sustiiiniiig beciiusc Ihe very 
>i . qualities ll i i i l iire reiiuired ol indi\l citizens 

i f the system is lo work successfully iirc 
' iioijii,vii*ii 'lliose thill the process of |)arlicipalion itself 

\;n>} develojis iiiul fosters; the more the iniliv idiuil 
j i i citizen piirticipiiles, the belter iible he is lo do 

so, 

Ibi l w ho is then going lo s|)e;iilieiiil these chiiiiges? owifcHii 

Lveii where compcli t ive eleclions occur, such iis in Nigeri i i , llieir costs h;ivc been 
considcri ible. Ih i s is w i t h releieiicc to the money spent lavishlv on c lec l io i i 
ciiiiipiiigns - inonc) which iilinosl ccrliiiiilv liiis been siphoned from public colters. In 
such ;i silualion, ihe likelihood of rigged eleclioiis is qiiile higher, i i i i i l complaints wi l l 
iilways follow the election results. 
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However, many electoral malpractices have been attributed to anomalies i n Election 
Commissions set up. Argument can be advanced of the internal contradictions and 
inconsistencies in the evolution of many National Election Comnussions - which are 
key institutions in the political programme. Not much effort has been done to devdop 
them into autonomous, non-partisan and professional organizations involving various 
technocrats who would have provided consultancy and moni to r loeal elections 
scheduled under the transition programme. As such, wi th few exceptions, no attempts 
arc done to create data bases on voting behaviour and on obstacles to popular electoral 
participation at local levels. The competence of these institutions would have been 
enriched by establishing new standards i n the management o f elections i n the 
respective countries thereby enhancing the organizations' prestige and relative 
autonomy. 

We stress the independence and autonomy of NECs because while at local level where 
voters be long to smal l and f a i r l y transparent communit ies, cases o f electoral 
manipulation might be rare - Thus, in itself, guaranteeing fair elections. Bu t these 
elections might also not necessarily be fine. Rules of the game are such that they set 
n i U T o w l imits to the openness of participation i n the elections. Similarly, luder such a 
deteriorating culture, elections have merely served as instruments to extend the 
politiciil life of regimes. Clear tensions can be detected between the ruling regimes' 
need to legitimize their rule by holding popular elections, and their unwillingness to 
risk losing control of pol i t ia i l power. Election rules iire designed in such a way that 
the ruling cliques are assured of their continued hold on power. I t is due to this tluit 
though n i i u i y election results iû e a foregone conclusion, still coercion and bribery i u e 

often used to maximize the sciJe of victory. Sweeping electoral victory can be an 
effective propaganda weapon to bolster the internal and external legit imacy o f the 
regime at local levels. In such contexts the function of elections become that o f 
providing virtual regime support rather than offering opportunities to meaningful 
piirticipation in public policy making, political recruitment and socialization. 

It is significant t o note also t h a t the majori ty o f those who do not vote in local 
governmeni elections fa i l l o do so because o f the d i sbe l ie f i n v o t i n g and 
encompassing specilic iittitudes sometimes labeled low sense o f civic duty. In other 
words from a cost-benefit perspective the cost o f vot ing outweigh its benefits. Yet 
surely one exphmation for minimitl electonU piirticipation at the local level lies i n the 
i u n o u n t i i n d intensity of politiciJ mobilizxilion. In most instances candidates are or are 
n o t highly competitive i m d politicjil piirlies i u e or are not well orgimized and vigorous. 
I l i i s m c i i n s t h a t efforts a t poli t ical mobil izat ion have diminished in effectiveness. 

I Aperience f r o m o t h e r coimlries h i i s s h o w n I h i i t piirtisan or group mobi l iza t ion of 
electorates niiiy vir t i i i i l ly overwhelm t h e e f f e c t s o f social stratification or attitudinal 
predispositions on clectoiiil parlicipalion (Verba, Nie <md K i m , 1978). Therefore, 
voting at t h e lociil level is not s e e n i i s being important, at Iciist i n part because o f 
elecloriil demobil izat ion resulting from t h e weakening o f l inks between poli t ical 
parties i i n d I h e sociiil stnicliire. 

I I should i i l s o b e noted t h a t i n a l l coimtries i i citizen must register i n order to cast a 
vole, n o t o n l y in presidenliiil i i i i d piiiiiiimentary elections b u t i i l s o i n local govemment 
elections. Countries h i i v e nither different l i i w s regiirding I h e cjUiilificiitions for voting so 
I h i i t i l is n o t possible t o d n i w i m i i l l o u t conclusion covering all countries. Suffice to 
s a y i b i i l s u c h provis ions as c los ing d a t e o f registration, regulari ty o f hours o f 
regisiniiion sliitions i i n d i ivailabilily o f registration f o r absentees have h i u l significant 
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,11(1 lU ' o lo i i i i d i i i i | ) i ict on eiecloriil p i i r t ic ipi i t ion. In such i i si tuation we are l ed to 
hL'licve thill the simple expedient of pcrmit l ing registration unbl the day o f election, 
|,i()blemalic as i t is, might elevate electoiiil | i i i i t icipation. Verba, Nie and K i m ( ib id) i 
h a v e concluded that in the iiresence of such institutional incentives lo vote as a close 
iilignmenl between parlisiui iind sociiil divisions, automatic registration, a competitive 
|iarty system, iind the administrative lacili lation of voting, individual level barriers can . 
ciisily beovenidden. < 

II insl i lul ioi i i i l chiinges c;in considerably overcome biirriers lo piirticipation at the polls 
ai ihe level of the individual , iheii the problem of low electoral par t ic ipa t ion can be J 
iunel ior i i ted . Efforts should be made to make loca l government elections more 
compet i t ive through immediate changes o f p o l i c y , such as encourag ing p a r t y 
organi/.iilioniil strength, piirty loyi i l ty , a strong role for parties i n the recruitment o f 
ciindidates, iuid public funding of the polit icii l jiarlies. There is of course a good reason 
i l l every country to extend the duration lor registration, for instance, to about a week 
before the election. 

We have iilready iilliided to the fact that candidiites in local government elections are not 
competitive. Many who contest to be elected as councillors are scarcely literate not 
knowing even v\t the lociil government is in the first place. They mainly consist o f 
I r i id i l iona l local elites who are al l out to use the in s t i t u t ion o f loca l councils to 
strengthen their pos i t ion i n society. Mos t o f the candidates' ages f a l l w i t h i n the f 
geneiiil limge o f 30-55 years, but i n many local govermnent elections age does not 
seem lo be a n i i i jor determining factor. Since mari tal s tabi l i ty is considered an 
iniporliint iiidiciitor of good chiiriicter, very few contestants iu-e unmarried. 

.At the local level , education is not considered a main qualif ication f o r one to be ' 
elected. Quiilities such iis good chiUiicter, i ibi l i ty to mediate in viirious local issues and i' 
pcrsoiiiil populiuily iire more important. As such, those who contest for election are 
not iiccessiuily the most educated members of the loci i l i ty . In countries which have a 
uiiiional language other than Engl i sh , Trench or Portuguese - such as Tanzi ima, : 
know ledge of those foreign huiguages is neither demimded nor commonly found among 
coiitestiints, since u])on their election as councillors they have few opportunities to 
iiiteriict wi th officiiildom from outside the immediate loc i i l i ty . As such, candidates 
typic i i l ly have a biisic primary school education, sometimes less. However, better 
educated exceptions do occur here and there, especially from iimong the retired c i v i l 
servsmts. 

W i t h reference to the occupations o f candidates these mostly have to do w i t h the 
generiil economic iind liistoriciil conditions of the localities. Some may be engaged i n 
triide or skilled crafts, some iire retired soldiers, imd many of them iue teachers or retired 
teachers. I t is rare to f ind ciindidiiles who iue professionals, the business people or 
Lliiiversity griiduates siive lor some few ciuididiiles who contest elections i n urban local 
councils. (lenerally, j K o p l e find i l inii>orliinl to elect prominent individuals w i t h social 
weight i n the belief thiit Ihis might result i n develo|mient t r i ck l ing down to their 
local i t ies . Paternalistic notions iind patron-client relationships so prominent i n 
iwliamcntiu-y elections iue iilso ev ident in lociil govemment elections. St i l l competent 
persons are u n w i l l i n g to contest i n loc ; i l government e lec t ions! I t is to the 
consideration of this issue that w e now l i i r i i . 



I t is evident tliat i n many A l r i e a n eountiies less is at stake at the local leve l as 
councillors have lewer opportunities lo b,;stow or wi thho ld favours. Despite clear 
statutes which deline the role of local councils wid i in the system of local j-ovenunent, 
many central jrovernmeiils i n Africa s t i l l set l imits to their autonomy and decision­
making powers. A t the same time councillors are expected to devote considerable 
amounts o f the i r t i m e and energy to the i r o f f i c i a l duties w i t h earnings not 
coiresponding to their working load. In most cases it seems as i f counci l lorship is 
some kind of voluntaiy undertiikiiig which is i n fact difficult to sustiiin in anj political 
system. In such a situation many people find it impnident to seek leadersliip positions 
at local levels. 

But also from cost-benefit analysis many people find being a councillor a l i ab i l i ty . I n 
a comipt poli ty such as found m many A f r i a m countries, the lack o f resources in local 
councils has led nimiy to look for greener pastures elsewhere. In .'Vfrica power niciuis 
the ab i l i t y to use one's posi t ion to deliver the required services or favours to the 
potential clients. However, the roles o f councils i n Africa are generjilly so minimal 
and they have largely succumbed to the increasing pow er of central go\. .Vs a 
whole local council representatives <u-e reduced to f u l f i l l i n g largely symbolic and 
supportive functions This is especially so i n rural local counci ls . But where 
cimncil lors aie seen as potentially valuable allies, as i n many urban local councils, 
Ihe incidence of comiption is liigher and so does die competence of those who contest 
local gov'einnicnt eleclions. In other words, as jiower and influence of leaders imd their 
institutions waxes and waries, so does the l ikel ihood that competent candidates w i l l 
contest for elections i n these institutions. As i t has been siiid, abstinence or celibacy 
is more o f a hoax when there is l i t t le or no prospect of temptation. 

One camiot give an accurate overview of local government elections i n A f r i a i without 
t a lk ing about the part icipat ion o f women. What role do women play i n Af r i can 
polit ical systems vvith reference to local govenunent elections? For women lu-c half 
the w o r l d - In Afr ica , they are also the producers o f 70 per cent o f the f o o d but 
i ron ica l ly the owners of less than 10 per cent of the property. Immediately iifter 
gaining political independence many go\enimcnts encouraged women to participate in 
politics. Die intensity of tliis campaign has been giiining momentum, peaking i n the 
1980s. However, the piulicipatiou of women i n local govenunent al'fairs remains low. 
I l l several countries, governments have lo reserve specud seats for women so as to 
ensure the participation in load govermnenl elections. Reasons for this include mtde 
dominated jiovver stmctures, cultur;il biuriers iiiid traditiouid societies attitudes. 

While women's paiticipaliou in contesting for locid govermnent positions is min ima l , 
their participiilion for voting i n leaders is more thiui considerable. Indeed, women tuni 
out i n large nimibers to vote, far outnumbering men in presidentiid, parliamentary ;md 
local eleclions. 

l o Ihe extent that elections have become an important mechanism i n current attempts 
to reorder African faltering political systems, there is a demand for a fresh look at the 
possible mechanisms thiit ciui ensure the impar t i id i ty of the electoral system, rhe 
question is bow c m an eleclorid system be sel up i n such a way as to e l iminate 
electoral malprac t ice? The most fundamental c o n d i t i o n is that appropr ia t e 
constiluliouid, legishition iind iidministnitive siruciuies w i l l need to be set in pliice in 
order to facilitate the progress of l ledgling demociiicies. Ojipressive laws, institutions 
and practices w i l l h;ivc lo be rooled out. rhireforc. apiirl from the need for h;iving 
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independent and autonomous electoral commissions, the governments should be 
resjxmsive to various shortcomings. Once you have these in place, then Ihe way 
would be set towiuds achieving mciiningful popular participation. 

Different electoral methods have been adapted i n Afr ican countries depending on 
Viirious fiictors, including local conditions. However, most elections fo l low the .same 
biisic procedures. The pnmiuy elections to nomiiuite amdidates to contest the elections 
are held at ward levels. In many African countries this process is fol lowed by protests 
on ilie part o f those who have not been nominated and the defeated candidates w i l l even 
go to courts to challenge the results, thus sowing the seeds of intra party conilicts. 
W hat follows iire ijation-wide campaigns pi tying one candidate against the other. I n 
countries such as Nigeria, these may be very expensive. 

U is during these campaigns that candidates explain their party's standing i n various 
issues. But 111 the main, they are loaded wi th empty promises which are di f f icul t to 
come into fi-uition What one can note from these camjiaigns is the complete iibsence 
on the piut o f candidates as lo how they are going to tackle issues which really touch 
the locid people. In the extreme, cam])aigns are marred by violence on the part o f 
competing parties' members. 

The crit ical stage, however, is that of vot ing. Different systems of voting are used. 
There is a queuing system of voting known i n Kenya as "Mlolongo" system. This is 
siiid to minimize rigging. Nigeria tried this system during the 1990 local government 
elections. Vindicating its usefulness the ("baimian of Nigerian NEC said: 

I n a l l the e l e c t i o n s , f o u n d a t i o n o f our 
existence as a nation was severely shaken and 
required extra-constitutionid intervent ion to 
ensure our continued existence its a nation... 

. 1 shi i l l we continue lo t ry a system that has 
: failed us? shall we not try another one as 
:i we d i d i n the choice o f p o l i i i c a l parties? 

(Quoted in Fajonyom, 1991). 

The queuing system is in fact iui open ballot system whereby the electorate queue up 
behind the amdidate they wish to elect. 

Simjjie as i t is , the system has beeu received w i t h skepticism by many people. There 
are those who argue that i iuimidat ion and fciir of persecution by powcri'ul candidates 
may bias the outcome o f the elections i f the voters' choice ciuuiot be kept secret. 
Others are o f the view that the system disenfranchises a lo t o f e l igible voters who 
would not wiuit to queue uji behind any candidate. Some would simply not tolerate 
queuing up behind any candidate. Some would simply not tolcriite queuing up i n the 
smi lor many hours. These criticisms are not without just if ication though. In Kenya, 
for instance, during the 1988 election i t is estimiiled that iibout hall o f the MPs went 
to parliament through the 70 per cent electoral ride wliich stipuhited tluil any candidate 
who mustered 70 per cent of the voters' turn out through M l o l o n g o nomination 
process was the vviimer iuid therefore did not require the second round of secret bidlot. 
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L'ganda ;Jso iricd the system di i i in i ; 19X9 elections wi th considerable success. W i t h 
rel'erence to that elections, Kasl'ir (19X9) concluded: 

( } c n e r a l l \i n g , t h o u g h w i t h s o m e 
:>•• exceptions, Igandans consitlered the f-ebru;uT, 

1989 elections to be lair iuid democralic - the I'irst 
general elections i n the country's his tory since 
independence to receive widcs])reiid ajiprov.il. 

C> 
In general people d id not want the repeal of the 1980 plots, when allegations o f 
massive fraud by Obole's UPC resulted in f i \ years of C i v i l war. Most common men 
and women see the potential intimidation of \s under the queuing system as less of 
a problem than ensuring free and fair ballot-box elections. What can be sai'ely said 
here is that the open ballot system ma% work or not work wel l depending on the 
different circumst;uices. 

The most popular system is the secret ballot. This is used across many countries. 
The only problem is that i l is jirone lo rigging. But defending the secret ballot system 
u i th reference lo Nigeria, .\d (1990) said: 

Nigeria ... should at least not succumb to failure 
and discard the secret b;illot ... let's not, for fear 
o f f a i l u r e , disenfranchise a great number o f 
people, decent and respectable Nigerians who 
would not troop out and line up in the ojien to 
exercise their rights. What is worse, let us not 
miike ourselves the laugliing stock for the rest of 
the world (Quoted in op cit). 

The sim]5le fact is that mcmbrs of the Council arc directly elected by popular vote, 
whether it is open or secret. In most countries Chairmen of the C'oimcils arc elected 
by counsellors who, sitting as ;m electoriil college, elect one among themselves. It is 
fascinating that counsellors neither consult their constituencies before making their 
choices, nor consider it their dul> to do so. 

In some countries some form of imnoi i ly representation is sought through a system of 
proportional representation or l imited voting when multimember constituencies are set 
up. I ' roportioii i i l reiMcscntation is the system of voting which includes some device 
for allocating scats iiroportioiiatcly to the vole cast for each candidate (or affiliated 
groii])s of candidates) in the constituency concerned (Mackcn/jc, 195X). Multimember 
constituencies are essential to pro])ortional representation. There are two types of 
proportional representation. The first one is the list system whereby the voter makes a 
choice between two or more lists of c;uididates each of which is sponsored by a parly 
or by some other organi/.ations This, ap;ut from ensuring continuity of councils, is 
likely to be composed heteiogeneously. There is ;ilso the ]iluralit}' choice - the famous 
first ]iast the post formula which increases the possibi l i ty of workable majori ty . 
Proportional representative has the assunmce that opposition parties w i l j have in the 
aggregate signiticant re|)resentalion. .'\ used in some countries, the worst feature ot 
this svslein. however, is that each voter may vote for one and only canilidate. I j ) to 
now llie system is very pojiular i n Africa. 
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