23 May 2000

AFRICAN CHARTER OF PARTNERSHIP BETWEEN INHABITANTS AND LOCAL COLLECTIVITIES

PREAMBLE

We, the inhabitants of African Cities, salute this May 2000 “Africities” meeting by placing in it a great hope: the assertion, through the local collectivities, that all of us belong to one continent. 

We can congratulate ourselves on the projects carried out in the autonomy of the African local collectives. This should allow reconciliation between the local authorities and the populations of nations. However, without the active involvement of communities in the deliberations, this will remain a dream. 

We, the inhabitants, expect that this autonomy will exist through partnership in management, transparency and meeting our basic needs.

After having exchanged our experiences between inhabitants of West, East and Southern Africa, we take note of the diversity and the intelligence of the initiatives undertaken by the people to address their needs : access to land, the right to shelter, provision of basic services, a clean environment, retention of public space, education, professional training, job creations, urban security, access to credit through loan schemes, primary health care. These remain the core essential for a good life, of which many communities throughout Africa provide themselves. These initiatives need the support recognition and institutionalisation of local authorities. Where local authorities do provide these services, partnership with community groups may ensure maintenance and substainability of the services provided.

We therefore strongly appeal for a real partnership with local authorities based on mutual respect and clear principles on which other public and private partners can also participate in.

A.  MUTUAL RECOGNITION

Community based organisations whether formal or informal, are a form of representations of the people. They act in the interest of the people, bringing them together in one voice, and are accountable to the community at large.  Local authorities are as a result of election by the people. Hence the call for the recognition of each other legitimacy. Mutual recognition is a precondition for partnership. In a democratic society, popular participation is not about toppling elected representatives but to consciously make them aware of the needs of the people and their right to participate in governance.

The recognition of communities means also the recognition of their histories, organisations and cultures.  It is not to idealize traditions but to recognize them because they often play a critical role in the cohesion of the community and in the management of many local issues such as land distribution, social conflicts, education, etc.

In many cases, communities provide their own services without local authorities.  The recognition to the value of their work, of their skills empowers them to play a meaningful role in the provision of services.

Communities may need external support from local authorities or NGOs in capacity building, provided that the external support do not impose themselves.  The empowerment of communities means the ??? of their strengths to identify, articulate and prioritize their needs.  Networks, alliances and federations of communities at various levels allow for building significant information, exchange of experiences and mutual support


Recognition also means the acknowledgement of the internal diversity of communities and relevant forms of representation of this diversity such as women, youth, elderly people.

B. ORGANISATION OF LOCAL COLLECTIVITIES AND PARTNERSHIP

A partnership between local authorities and inhabitants may be difficult due to bureaucracy delays even when the political will is there. The different partners, local elected representatives and communities, must ensure that the conditions for the success are or will be gathered. The most common problems, which must be overcome, are:

1.
The reluctance of local authorities to listen, dialogue, respect communities views and to negotiate with the people make it very difficult for constructive partnership. The need for training on both sides to ensure qualitative partnership becomes important.  

2.
Useful information is not given to the habitants, or is given in a difficult way (the language and the words used) for poor people to understand it. It is necessary to institute a system of information adapted to the needs of the communities in order to create the best conditions for mutual trust.

3. 
The legal role of local authorities is limited and does not permit them to deal seriously with the real problems of the inhabitants.  The means to solve problems are imposed on inhabitants.  In order to address the situation new methods of working together must be explored between the state and the local authorities or to enhance their responsibilities.

4.
The municipality services are too divided : health, housing, education are treated separately while they form a whole for the inhabitants. Municipalities therefore need to develop integrated plans that will provide services to the people at once.

5.
The public finances given to the populations do not answer to their real needs. They are assigned in a way, which is too rigid; they do not allow the municipality to take commitments beyond one year, etc… We must either modify the rules, create new structures, or find other types of finances (international or privates funds).

C.  BUILDING THE PARTNERSHIP

Partnership means mutual confidence. It is an outcome of the role that local authorities and civil society play in the development process.

Partnership cannot remain informal.  It supposes space for dialogue. It needs contextual obligations and the identification of assets and potentials of each partner.

Partnership calls for a participatory process. The co-produced projects which results from such process give a sense of ownership and sustainability since it ensures the participation of all partners.

The rules of the game for the decision making process should be elaborated in common.

The elaboration of participatory budgets is a bottom up approach to citizenship’s and active participation.

Transparency in the information, in the decision process, in the setting of priorities, in strategies and actions has to apply to all stakeholders.

Shared decisions make partners accountable to each other and to the public.

D. FINANCING OF PARTNERSHIP ACTIONS

Participation in the budgetary process can strengthen our citizenship and can improve mutual trust.  Transparent supervision of the existence of global donations to the local authorities and the supervision thereof are a good solution. The accounting must be simple, accessible to any person with a low level of training and the habitants must be able to appreciate the usefulness and efficiency of the expenses.

The partnership has always –or most of the time- had a financial dimension. It means, in general, a contribution from the local collectivity, from the habitants themselves and from others partners, often international aid agencies, for the financing of partnership projects. This mixture of finances makes the communities responsible and plays a positive role in the right appropriation of the projects, according several conditions:

.
The saving and repayment modes must be adapted to the means of the population.

.
The habitants remain in control of the use of their money, especially in the choice of the skilled persons they prefer to be involved in the conception and realization of the projects.

.
The collectivity must not be released from its responsibility and must not become a commercial developer.

.
The International Aid Agencies must not dictate to the communities in exchange for its money. Priorities must be those of the inhabitants.

E. GLOBAL

Global forces largely affect the relationship between Local Authorities and inhabitants.  This is mainly in view of the factors that have direct influence on the ability of LA’s to provide services, e.g. structural adjustment programmes.

However, consolidation of the relationship between Local Authorities and inhabitants will be greatly enhanced if efforts are made to involve the communities in the formation of policies that directly affect them.  At the same time when communities are able to understand the global issues that affect their way of life, then they have the capacity to identify realistic solutions to the challenges that confront them.

As African countries, in influencing global policies the networks and alliances must be establish and strengthen as they would be a source of bargaining power.

If our voice is unison then this will produce impact.
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