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Residents” Association leaders address 0 meeting at Port Nolloth.
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ocal must be lekker

The acid test of democracy is how people use it at the local level ... in the cities,
towns and villages, writes RALPH LAWRENCE.

PROPER TEST ot democracy in a
society is how well it is practised at
the local level throughout the coun-
try, in the cities, in the towns, in the villages.

There are a number of reasons tor this
assertion. One is the argument that a demo-
cratic system can only function as such when
all its interrelated parts operate fully and in
harmony with one another, at every tier,
from national down to Jocal level. Another 1s
that although central government concerns
tend 1o be uppermost in most people’s
minds, local institutions deal more inti-
mately with citizens' basic needs - housing,
health care, services such as refuse removal,
and social welfare provision.

Furthermore, there is & need to counter the
tendency tor the state bureacracy to form
what often seems an insurmountable barrier
between povernment and citizen. Local gov-
ernment serves as a prime means to achieve
this, by enticing each community fo become
involved in looking after its own public
affairs.

The advantages are manifold. For a start,
lcal government, as the very term suggests,
imparts a sense of locale: it is a focal point of
the place where one belongs because it gives
organisational expression o one’s commu-
nity. Local government is thus integral to
one’s citizenship, acting as an instrument of
participabion '

A vibrant democracy is not only receptive
to parficipatory ventures, for this is any
cibizen's righl, bul also encourages processes
of deliberation. Issues must be raised
and debated; community feelings musi be
expressed, Individuals and organisations
aperating in the locale are thus enabled
to become active in governing their
comnmunity.

“The puritanical ethos and
ideological intolerance of many
a civic assoctation bodes ill
for democracy’

Tackling matters of governance in one's
own backvard 15 often more appealing, less
formidable and certainly less remote than
governance al a national level. Furthermore,
issues of local importance can be settled with
the necessary sensitivity if those responsible
for local governance have a personal stake in
the community, From this perspective, local
government makes for sensible, efficent and
flexible outcomes.

Lemocracy’s well-being depends on mak-
ing participation and deliberation as
widespread and constant as a citizenry can
tolerate. Without such participation neither
the spirit not the practice of democracy can

survive. When the cry goes up “return gov-
ernment to the people”, the quest is really
for government to be more responsive to the
needs of the populace. Strong local govern-
ment holds out precisely this hope

All these pbservations apply lo the rural
areas as much as to the cities. However, the
tocus here is on cities because it is there that
the cutting edge of social change is to be
found, for good and for ill. There the issues
are starkesk, arise first, attract media
publicity and receive political attention.

The cities are the destination of those seek-
ing to escape from rural poverty. The bur-
geoning populations of the cities, notably in
the Witwaltersrand, strain public revenue ever
more, and already-inadequate services and
infrastructure - housing, roads, schools, hos-
pitals - fall ever shorter of community needs.
This is the timebomb ticking in our midst.

What then are the prospects for democ-
racy taking root in Soulh African cities?
Certainly 1t must be said that we confronl
the most difficult task imaginable, in per-
tlows political and economic circumstances
Crur cities reflect two sharply distinet polit-
cal styles and credos, each the creature of
apartheid, each introspective and essentially
alien to the other

[he insiders are the enfranchised, whose
interest in (heir city tends (o be pﬂrm'hidl
and sporadic, enhivened only when a con-




entious matter agitates them. Hikes in prop-
“erty rates, zoning applications, the burden
. o mtepauera allegedly subsidising people
Who won't pay for services, the salaries of
‘pouncillors — these are common causes of
‘political apoplexy,

® Insider local government elections often
ave extremely poor turn-outs; even by the
‘parrow standards of the insiders, participa-
o is low. Deliberation occurs mainly at the
behest of a city council, and within its spe-

abal hold sway.
The prevailing concern seems to be writh

_\uewed mainly as a rcgulanw agency,
fthere to preserve a cerfain way of life in the
gity that is wholly congenial to the insiders

* The outsiders are those who apartheid
ried to define out of existence in the cities,
~but couldn't. Economic imperatives dictated
otherwise and the admimstrative and polic-
ing chores necessary for another outcome
.;the'j to be beyvond the state’s capacity,

Circumstances have changed somewhal
but the vacuum created by apartheid
pl&guEw the outsiders still, ThE‘.-' are still dis-
enfranchised, for example; still regarded as
objects of administration. However, they
‘have proved far from content to acquiesce n
the mechanisms of local government thrust
‘on them in the 1980s.

As to participation, outsiders mobilised by
means of residents’ associations, civics, street
committees, However, there is little indica-
tion that such organisations embrace entire
communities. Scope for participation is thus
limited to devotees, and to reluctant con-
verts. In similar fashion, deliberation, while
ostensibly welcomed, is determined by the
constrictions of membership, and often
monopolised by the tight preserve of the
leadership.

Of course, one has to remember the hostile
political climate in which such organisations
began and still find themselves. Nonetheless,
the puritanical ethos and ideological intoler-
ance of many a civic association bodes ill for
democracy.

Collective action is the urban outsider’s
most discernible political style, using direct
‘methods of street theatre = marches, rallies,
delegations of protest, boveotts, and at times
Violent shows of strength. For the outsiders,
governmental structures are perpetrators ol
discrimination. Thus no compromise is pos-
sible. Outsiders often leel impelled o
become outlaws in defence of their commu-
Mities, In protest at their lack of rights.

While the organs of the apartheid state
Were the enemy, a post-apartheid society, so il

The buzz about capacity

Building capacity not a simple task

By MICHELLE BOOTH

from the transition process. It has become a buzz-word in many of the forums
set up across the country to address a range of issues, but it is used without a
common understanding of its meaning,

To assist in the process of developing such an understanding, the Western Cape
office of Idasa recently held a workshop an the subject in Cape Town. The workshop
brought together a wide range of NGOs, community-based organisations (CBOs) and
funding organisations, as well as delegates from local authorities. Several of the
organisations are actively involved in both the Western Cape Economic Development
Forum and the newly formed Cape Metropolitan Negotiating Forum.

Organisations committed to participating in the numerous forums are under
tremendous pressure to “perform”, from within and without their structures. Many
CBOs damaged by the repression of the 19805 have been struggling to rebuild and
strengthen their organisations while at the same time meeting the demands of the
various forums,

These demands are stretching the capacity of organisations in many ways, given
their often limited human and financial resources. This in turn results in a limited
capacity to consult properly with membership, with possible serious implications for
accountability,

Effective participation in the transition processes depends not only on political
knowledge and experience but also on skills and knowledge to which most commu-
nities have not had access as a result of apartheid. Disempowermen! is often the con-
sequence of the lack of information, lack of skills and weak organisational infrastruc-
ture which bedevil many CBOs.

One interpretation of capacity building sees it as aimed at addressing these lacks so
that the CBOs concerned can participate effectively and on an equal footing with bet-
ter-resourced organisations. In some respects this understanding of capacity building
is similar to the concepl of levelling the playing fields — addressing imbalances

FE}R MANY people “capacity building” is yet another bit of jargon to emerge

brought aboul by apartheid,
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is thought, will conver! them into agencies of
social justice, designed and equipped to
address the basic needs of the atizenry,
Here lies the rub. To what extent can the local
state provide services and lacilities to match
the expectations of the populace? And, a
relaled question, to what extent can the
worlds of urban insider and outsider con-
verge!

The primary line of demarcation between
the two worlds should disappear torthwith.
Oy when all are entranchised can we start to
concetve of the beginnings of political equal-
ity in this country. Only then can a sense ol
belomging grow in each South African, linking
each tra specific locale and community,

On such foundations, agreed terms of par-
ticipation and deliberation in urban gover-
nance can be forged. Bul getting there is
proving highly problematic,

The interim proposal, of merging existing
racially defined local authorities so as to
vield “single city” governance;, has
foundered for the moment an the rock of
right-wing hositility. The current govern-

ment has capitulated and, no doubt, the
onus will now be on the Transitional
Executive Council to find a way ahead,

Very recently, the aty councils of Durban
and Pietermaritzburg fended off efforts to
open mayoral elections lo other than the
white councillors already in place. The closer
ko home the imperalives for political change
are experienced, the fiercer the reargurard
action by those who fear the futore.
Dremocracy at the local level is crucial, yet it
1s the most daunting step of all - for every-
one, no matter their political hue.

Still, muddling along tewards democracy
is preferable to doing nothing, If we can pro-
ceed towards this goal in our cities, keeping
our aspirations muted despite our wildest
dreams, we will crack the shell around the
treasure of democracy, For it is a fruit with
an urban fHavour, and it is nol an exaggera-
tion to say that much of our political salva-
tion depends on the fate of democracy in the
cities.

Ralph Lawrence teaches political science at the
University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg,
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