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CHAPTER 2 

Local Government Reforms in Tanzania: 
Bridging the Gap between Theory and Practice 

Ambrose T. Kessy 

The rhetoric and theory of decentralisation promise better governance and deeper 
democracy as public officials are held more directly accountable for their actions 
and as citizens become more engaged in local affairs. Practice over more than 
two decades, however, suggests that new experiments with decentralisation can 
result in unfulfilled expectations and the emergence of unanticipated problems 
(Grindle, 2007:2) 

Introduction 

For the last four decades, Tanzania has been involved in a number of comprehensive public 
sector reforms focusing on decentralisation as a major tool for improving social services 
delivery. Assessing how and what has changed in each phase of the local government reforms 
may be a difficult task to resolve. There are two major problems: first, it may not be easy to 
construct some reliable variables 'before' and 'after' a reform; and second, refonn is associated 
with issues of change and given the complexity oflocal governments' interactions with various 
sectoral policies, to single out a particular issue as an outcome of a reform is difficult (Stoker, 
1999). However, taking these challenges together, one may still find some ways of assessing 
the impact oflocal government reforms in Tanzania by focusing on establishment, purpose, 
composition, source of revenue and responsibilities. These five key issues are investigated 
through the prism of central-local relations (local autonomy). 

One principal argument about the success of any decentralisation measure is whether it is 
able to facilitate more citizens' participation, local autonomy, accountability, transparency and 
effective service delivery (Visser, 2009; Crook and Manor, 1998; Cheema and Rondinelli~ 
1983; Olowu and Wunsch, 2004). This chapter argues that this common rhetoric among 
academics, development partners, government leaders and local politicians needs to be 
reconsidered. The image is always of an inexorable movement from central to local. While 

this may sound good, the real challenge is about what is being said on the policy documents 



22 Ambrose T. Kess, 

and what iR being nc on the ground.As it i<; discussed later in this chapter, the experience of 

decentralisation in Tanzanfaforthe last four decades shows some mixed results with regard to 

mooting the stated g aJs. This chapter seeks to cJarify some of these challenges and tries to 

suggest how the gap between the tbetoric and rea1ity of decentralisation and local governance 

c uld be managed. 
Th,e chapter is organjsed as foJlows: the first part provides a schematic model of the life 

cycle of dccentral i ation which show an idealised proce s of decentralisation and the actual 

process from the field. The second part draw some experiences of central-local relations 
from both developed and developing countries by focusing on the legal status of local 
g vemments in the national constitutions. The third part provides a broad overview of the 
development of the local government system in Tanzania before and after independence, by 
attempting to assess the impac1:S of various reform initiatives so far implemented on the status, 

functions and re ponsibil.iti.es oflocal governments. The fourth part discusses the challenges of 

local government refonn~ in Tanzarua by trying to find out why decentralisation in Tanz.ania 
has only been partiaJ. The fifth JYdrt outlines some recommendations for the current LGRP II 
followed by a conclusion. 

Ideal Versus Actual Cycle of Decentralisation Policies 

Before setting out to discuss various local government refonns in Tanzani~ it is important to 
remind ourselves about the Jjfe cycle of decentralisation programmes which may necessarily 
1ead or not lead to effective local governance (see Table 1 ). 

Table 1: Ideal Versus Actual Life Cycle of Decentralisation Policies 

Idealised Process by which Local 
Governance Emerges from 
Decentralisation Rejonns 
J. Elite chooses to devolve authority, 

resources, and accountability to 
Jocalities 

2. Decentralisation refonns are defined 
and promulgated 

3. Redistribution of authority, resources, 
and accountability to the locality 
occurs 

Frequent Actual Experience of Decentralisation 
Reforms 

1. Elite announces refonns to devolve authority, 
resources, and accountability to localities 

2. Some decentralisation refonns are defined and 
promulgated 

3. Redistribution of authority. resources, and 
accountability is announced 

JI 



...... 

Chapter 2: Local Government Reforms in Tanzania 23 

Idealised Process by which Local 
Governance Emerges from 
Decentralisation Reforms 

4. Deci s ion making institutions 
broadened, participation by the public, 
and greater accountability in locality 
emerges 

5. Improved performance and 
accountability oflocal governance 
ins ti tut ion s reinforce local support for 
reformed system 

6."Local governance" is a going concern 

Frequent Actual Experience of Decentralisation 
Reforms 

4. Several patterns emerge: 
• Incomplete statutory reform blocks effective 

control by local authority 
• Resources are retained or recaptured by central 

actors via "conditional" grants, continued 
control of civil service posted to localities, 
ignoring local authority 's decisions, etc. 

• Resources of localities are consumed paying for 
salaries of officials they do not control, or for 
basic administrative overheads 

• Local councils are ineffective because oflow 
level of education, poor organisation, infrequent 
meetings, internal division, and executive 
dominance 

• Local institutions are designed to maintain 
ccn tral control 

• Local elites dominate local governance from 
behind the scenes. 

5. Poor performance and non-accountability of local 
governance institutions discourages local support 
for them 

6. Local governance remains weak and ineffective 

7. Recentralisation occurs 

Source: Adapted from Olowu and Wunsch (2004) 

Table 1 above suggests that decentralisation is a process full of opportunities and many risks. 
Opportunities include greater participation and the ability to deliver social services more 
efficiently and according to local needs. Risks include power being captured by local elites 
and the possibility of unequal distribution of scarce resources. According to Litvack et al. 

(2002), it is difficult to design a comprehensive decentralisation approach suitable to all the 
developing countries, because decentralisation as a policy affects many aspects of public 
sector performance, and depends on the nature of institutions involved. Moreover, the process 
is more difficult in developing countries because institutions, information, and capacity are all 
very weak (Litvack et al., 2002). 

As for the case of Tanzania, the goal of any decentralisation policy has been to give power 
to the local people and enable more citizens' participation. However, experience has shown 
that the culture of centralism inherited from colonial local administration followed by the 
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philosophy of Ujamaa (literarily translated as 'African Socialism' or 'Familyhood') dominated 

the thinking of both political leaders and local bureaucrats in realising local governance (Shivji, 
2009; Mawhood, 1983). Before discussing in detail some various refonns so far attempted 
to restructure the system of local government in Tanzania, it is imperative to review some 
experiences of central-local relations from both the developed and developing countries. 

Central-Local Relations: Some Empirical Cases 

Experience from Western Europe 

It must be stressed that decentralisation does not seek total independence of local government 
from the state, but that there are specific powers defined and respected by the central 
government Consequently, local government authorities can continue to discharge their primary 
functions under the auspices of national policies. Local government authorities are also obliged 
not to go beyond the national guidelines as they may be committing ultra vires. The doctrine 
of ultra vires as pertaining to local government means that "local authorities have no powers 
except such as defined by the statute" (Page and Goldsmith, 1987:6-7; Elcock, 1994:4; 
Byrne, 1990). The constitutional-legal status of local government implies also that central 
government can continue to monitor local government authorities by making sure that they 
comply with the laws of the state. This area is characterised by many conflicts. Since the 
constitution is regarded by many democratic governments as 'the mother law', it also acts as 
a reference point when it comes to dividing up national power. When local government 
authorities are well-enshrined in the national constitution, it becomes harder for any other 
institution to undennine their status, roles and functions as local democratic institutions for 
citizens' participation and social service delivery. However, practice indicates that local 
governments, instead of being enshrined in the national constitution, are merely regarded as 
creatures of central government through legislation. Ba1dersheim and Stahlberg (2002) contend, 
for example, that although local government authorities in Nordic countries are not sovereign 
states (as they are subordinate to central control), there has been harmonisation between 
central and local government on local governance that may surprise outsiders, often involving 
more consultations but fewer bureaucratic procedures. Except for Norway, all local 
government authorities in _Nordic countries have protection in their National Constitutions 
(see Table 2). 

' 
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Table 2: Nordic Regulatory Regimes' Features of Coordination and Control of Central-Local 

Relations 

Norwa~ Sweden Denmark Finland 
Constitutional No Yes Yes Yes 
protection of self-
local govermneot 
Tax levels set by Ceiling by govermrent Local freedom, Local freedom Local freedom 

1990s voluntary 
moratorium 

Volume of transfers Consuhatiol"6 rentral- Constitations Consultations Consultations 
fixed throuf?b local central- local central-local central-local 
Review of legality Complaints-prefect Co~laiTts Complaints- Complaints 
-initiathe initiative Committee 
-decision making Bureaucratic Admini&rative initiative Administrative 

Court Collegial Cotrt Court 
Budgetary review Yes, automatic merit No No No 

review 
Land use ~an Fra~nted, Conslitations Coordinated Consultations 
3~J!:OVal objections veto objections 
Economic Rudimentary central- Planning, ~mi- Mo&ly upto Movet>wards 
devek>pmeot regional coordination co ltr octual regions and regional aEreetrents 
initiative ~eerrent municipalities 
Trends Develop supervisory Reduce supervisory Focus on county Focus on county 

bureaucracies and -more advice, authorit£s' legal authorit~s· legal 
profe$ionals-roore co11mltations functions functions 
advice 

Source: Adapted from Baldersheim and Stahlberg (2002) 

Local government authorities that have no constitutional protection fall under strict control 
exerted through acts of parliament, extensive judicial control through courts, substantial 
administrative control through central departments and financial control through central 
government (see also Jones and Kavanagh, 2003). The issue of ingredients for effective 
local autonomy is not only a matter of constitutional guarantee, but also a strong commitment 
from central government (Kessy, 2008). The importance of having strong local government 
cannot be overemphasized here. In the words of Tony Blair, the fonner UK Prime Minister, 
"Local government is the lifeblood of our democracy" (Guardian Newspaper, 3th 
~eptember, 1997 cited in Jones and Kavanagh, 2003:225). In that spirit, the autonomy of 
local government authorities in UK seemed to have increased when Labour was in power 
because of strong commitment from the national leadership, compared to the Conservative 
period (Cochrane, 1991), although this remains debatable. 

Indeed, as Table 2 above indicates, it may appear difficult to explain the pattern of central
local relations across countries in Western Europe. There seem to be a myriad of other 
explanations which together make it difficult to write a chapter or single study about the 
differences and similarities. For example, in their study, Page and Goldsmith ( 1987) concluded 
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that factors such as culture, religion, economic and social conditions of a particular country 
have huge impact on its type of central-local relationship, especially on what type of services 
should be devolved to local government authorities. Their framework laid a good foundation 
for classifying central-local relationships, though later John (200 I) found it had missed a 
number of factors such as the nature of the political systems involved On the whole, the 
framework of Page and Goldsmith ( 1987) indicated that there was a lot of variation of central
local relations across Western Europe where some countries had high levels of discretion and 
a wide set of functions whilst others had the opposite (John, 2001 :27). See Figure 1. 

Fig. I: Functional Allocation, Discretion and Access in the Local Government Systems of Western 

Europe 

Functions Discretion Access 

North High 

South Low 

Source: Adapted from John (2001:28) 

Toe countries of the North (according to Page and Goldsmith's analysis -Britain, Denmark, 
Sweden and Norway) are characterised as welfare states, and local government authorities 
are given a range of responsibilities in administering welfare services. On the other hand, 
countries in the south which include France, Italy, and, in part, Spain, have powerful local 
politicians in central government who represent local communes with little legal discretion and 
fewer responsibilities (Page and Goldsmith, 1987; John, 200 l ). 

Experience from Developing Countries 

Central-local relations in developing countries have common features of high centralisation of 
power. However, centralisation varies from country to country, area to area and even sector 
to sector. For example, the centralisation imported from colonial regimes could be applied 
differently throughout one nation, with wban authorities less centralised than rural areas (Ox.horn 
et al., 2004; Maw hood, 1983). Generally, the legacy of the past has great impact on the 
central-local relations: " ... in many countries colonial regimes left a legacy of highly centralised 
government institutions but these coexisted with the existence of significant regional elites that 
competed for power and influence" (Oxhorn et al., 2004:297). 
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A review of decentralisation practices in Africa further suggests that the road towards 
effective self-local governance has been held back by three major factors: ideological, 
institutional and social legacies of colonial state. For example, Olowu and Wunsch (2004:55) 
argue that i) the intellectual model of states and institutional legacy that the European colonial 
experience imbued in Africans; ii) the p~trimonial political patterns that colonialism and the 
early independence stimulated and sustained in Africa; and iii) the class/elite structure the 
colonial era left behind; each had devastating consequences on the democratic decentralisation 
and local self-governance. The outcome has therefore been a mixed picture of central-local 
relations across all African, Latin and Asian countries. Using examples from Mexico, Chile, 
South Africa, Kenya, Philippines and Indonesia, Oxhorn et al. (2004) have shown that some 
institutional arrangements have been enshrined in the constitutions (South Africa, Philippines); 
constitutional amendments (Mexico, Kenya); or major pieces of legislation (Philippines, 
Indonesia and Chile). In all these cases, the efforts seemed to be the creation of weak local 
institutions for local governance which depend on more than 80% of their revenues from 
central governments. 

However, in other countries, such as Uganda, Nigeria, Ethiopia and South Africa, there 
are constitutional mandates that are difficult to amend by central government (Olowu, 2004; 
Livingstone and Charlton, 2001). Uganda has been more explicit in di vi ding responsibility 
between the centre and local through its Constitution ( 1995) and the Local Government Act 
( 1997) (Livingstone and C11arlton, 2001 ). For example, Chapter 11 of the Ugandan Constitution 
outlines the main functions and finances oflocal government, the establishment of District 
Service Commissions (DSCs) and the Local Government Finance Commission (LGFC). 
Furthermore, the Local Government Act of 1997 contains detailed articles relevant to the 
expenditure and revenue assignments of local governments (Shah, 2006). However, while 
decentralisation in Uganda has been successful in transferring resources and some control to 
districts, other institutions such as Villages (LC 1) have hardly become arenas of grassroots 
democracy (Oluwu and Ottemoeller, 2004). The reasons identified by these authors relate to 
the lack of effective power and limited resources. All in all, decentralisation in Uganda has 
been hailed as successful, although it did face some problems in developing its local councils 
in delivering their responsibilities. The rest of this chapater explores various local government 
refonns in Tanzania Mainland before and after independence. 

Historical Account of Local Government Reforms in Tanzania 

To have clear understanding oflocal government refonns in Tanzania, a historical approach is 
necessary. This is because analysis of the previous local government reforms will provide us 
with some useful insights into where local governments have come from, how they have been 
shaped by various forces from the centre, and the enduring legacy bequeathed by' centralised 
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establish district, town or county councils under the approval of the National Assembly 
(Warioba, 1999). The Ordinance also introduced a tripartite voting system in which every 
eUgible voter had to cast three votes: one for an African, another for a European and the third 
for an Asian. This system was strongly opposed by the newly established political party-the 
Tanganyika African National Union (TANU) which favoured a 'one-man-one-vote' system 

(Max, 1991: 19). 
Accordingly, the structure of the native administration under British rule could be said to 

be a top-down structure, in the sense that there were no actua] powers granted to the local 
authorities in terms of financial and human resources, people's participation in decision
making, and insnuments of accountability and transparency. In many respects, the local chiefa 
and their counci]s were mere stooges of the colonial regime; they collected taxes and maintained 
law and order. 

Post Independence Local Government Reforms 

a) Local Government Reforms after Independence ( 1961-1971): Re-centralisation 
of Power 

The transfer of power from the colonial to postcolonial state did not significantly affect the 
structure and functions oflocal government authorities. Unlike other countries such ac; former 
Zaire, Uganda and Senegal which abandoned or restructured their local govennnent institutions, 
Max ( 1991) argues that this was not the case for Tanzania. The postcolonial state maintained 
and continued to use almost all the local administrative structures that were inherited from the 
colonial period. Moreover, the local government system inherited after independence was 
anchored on the same law establishing local government in 1953. For example, the structural 

changes that were made by the postcolonial state in the early 1960s to reform the system of 
local administration were not significantly different from their predecessors. Even in the case 
of admmistrative structure, most institutions were still under the picture of the British model of 

local administrative set-up. To emphasise this point, it is useful to quote the then President of 
Tanzania, Julius Nyerere who, when addressing the pub]ic at Jangwani grounds in Dares 
Salaam on isi1i November 1964, said: 

There are quite a few thjngs which must be decolonised before independence .. . but 
I venture to suggest that one of the most difficult things to decolonise is going to be 
the minds of some honourable members here. The colonial system has done such a 
good job on a few of them that I doubt if they believe that this is the people's 
government that they are addressing ... there is nobody to fight. .. (Pratt, 1976: I 09) 
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ad.mini tration. Thus, the review will cover the following periods: pre-colonial period, cobuaJ 
period, and post independence period. 

Indigenous Forms of Local Government in Tanwnia 

The development of a local government system in Tanzania started before the advent of 
colonialism, with some form of political organisation under the local chiefs, who had jurisdiction 
over areas like kingdoms and sub-kingdoms. The leaders came from the bravest and most 
warrior-like people who had talents to win wars, and some supernatural powers (for instance, 
rain-making). Socially, people used to ]jve in groups like nuclear and extended families which 
finally made up a clan (Iliffe, 1979). People were also united on the basis of blood ties and 
cultural values, so there was a strong social bond between the leaders and the local people. · 

Administratively, there was no real separation of powers as in modem local government, 
but there was a sense of organised activity at the local level. Toe local chiefs were regarded as 
true leaders of the local people despite the fact that they were not elected. In the later stages, 
the chiefs were made to be more democratic by the introduction of councils of elders whose 
members were drawn from the local people, to act as advisory bodies to the chiefs ((Iliffe, 
1979; Max, 1991 ). In the words of Sir Donald Cameron, Governor of Tanganyika from 
1925 to 1931, "people had real attachment to their chiefs and it would surely be mere vandalism 
to set out to smash an organisation like this" (Cameron, 1937:5). These words sound deeply 
sympathetic to the idea of local self-governance on the swface, but the colonial state had a 
different mission. The literature available indicates that the process of colonisation sabotaged 
the identity of African people who had strong feelings of advancing their tribal identity to be 
later inherited by their children. For example, when the colonialists arrived in the late 19m 
century, the powers of local chiefs were curtailed, followed by the establishment of highly 
centralised colonial rule (Max, 1991; Dryden, 1968). 

Local Government under the Gemuzn Rule (1885-1918): Direct Rul.e 

Generally, the establishment of German rule was through military power in most parts of the 
then Tanganyika, under garrisons; civilian rule followed. On the other hand, despite the central 
administration operating like a military rule, it is commonly understood that every imperial 
power in Africa established some fonn of local governance (Iliffe, 1979). This was a very 
important infrastructure to facilitate the administration of colonial rule. In many cases, the 
traditional fonns oflocal administration were either abolished ( as by the Gennans) or retaine.d 
but placed under the close supervision of colonial officials, as in the British colonies of Western 
and Eastern Africa (Enemuo, 2000). The local chiefs, who were highly respected by their 
people, lost their powers to the foreigners. As a result, they became a link between the 
colonial power and the local people, and the self-rule experienced by traditional societies was 
either destroyed or accommodated by the new fonns oflocal governance. 












































