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Shift the Power 
By Rustum Fortune 

 
From the time Martin Luther tacked his 95 thesis on the church door at Wittenberg, effectively 
breaking the concentrated power of the church and releasing religious freedom, to when Mahatma 
Gandhi broke the financial stranglehold of the British empire in India by encouraging Indians to spin 
their own cloth, to Malcolm X’s infamous speech entitled the “Ballot or the Bullet” in which he 
encouraged Black Nationalism and how blacks should control the economy of their own communities, 
up until the Montgomery Bus Boycott, started by Rosa Parks and led by the then up and coming Rev. 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., in which the city of Montgomery was brought to it’s economic knees, it has 
been proven time and time again that power in the hands of ordinary people, if used constructively 
can be creative. In this essay I will discuss Decentralization and how such policies have been 
implemented and used in Zimbabwe, Mozambique and South Africa. 
 
Centralization VS Decentralization 
 
In order to effectively define the concept and perspectives of Decentralization, I think it would be 
appropriate to define what Centralization is. 
 

“Hell is when you’re dumb. Hell is when you’re a slave. Hell is when you don’t have freedom and 
when you don’t have justice. And when you don’t have equality, that’s hell…and the devil is the one 

who deprives you of justice…..equality….civil rights. The devil is the one who robs you of your right to 
be a human being. I don’t have to tell you who the devil is. You know who the devil is” 

 (Cone 1991:174) 
 
Centralization, as used in the context of development, is when power and resources are concentrated 
in a particular area. A typical example of this is a city that evolves over time and attracts people and in 
some cases international interest. This often means a move of people from rural areas to urbanized 
areas. This is known as urbanization, as people move from rural areas to cities in search of better 
opportunities and broader prospects. Cape Town, South Africa is a good example of this kind of 
centralized development as it became a center of international trade because of the ports and 
harbors. As a result a city evolved and resulted in an influx of people from rural areas. Likewise cities 
like Johannesburg and Kimberley emerged due to the discovery of gold and diamonds. Not only have 
these cities gained prominence because of their centrality, but a huge political aspect is espoused 
upon when it comes to who controls these kinds of economic centers. As a result political power in the 
hands of the few can be disastrous and harmful. I will discuss this aspect later on. 
 

Rondinelli (1987:31) defines decentralization as: 
“the transfer of planning, decisions making or management functions from the central government and 

its agencies to field organizations, subordinate units of government, semi autonomous public 
corporations, area wide or regional development organizations, specialized functional authorities or 

non governmental organizations.” 
 
Decentralization is almost the direct opposite of Centralization as discussed above. It places as much 
emphasis on rural development as it does on the creation of urban centers. Urbanization often 
involves starving the rural areas and thus creating pockets of poverty within a nation causing those in 
these starved areas to become economically invisible and politically powerless. Decentralization aims 
to stem this inequality by empowering individuals with power, be it political or economic, with the 
same kind of power that stems from the centralized centers, be it political or geographical. 
Decentralization is in my opinion a pipeline from the centralized centers, to less urbanized, rural areas 
with the aim of maintaining equilibrium within a nation. Many governments achieve decentralization 
through national government structures extending its powers on a local level and with working with 
NGOs (Non Government Organizations). 
 
“The fact that the work which improves the condition of mankind, the work which extends knowledge 
and increases power and enriches literature and elevates thought, is not done to secure a living. It is 
the work of men who somehow find a form of work that brings security for its own sake and a state of 

society where want is abolished.” 
 (Carson 2001:188) 
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As long as centralization creates social, political and economic imbalances, want will never be 
abolished. When individuals are deprived of freedom, justice and equality, they are robbed of being 
human. When people and their needs become invisible, and they are just used as political pawns in 
some vicious political power play, they become “things” to be used and not humans to be respected. 
 
Decentralization means Participation 
 
Citizens participate in the activities of the state. Citizens have the right to cast their votes in an open 
and free election. They are also afforded to participate in forums and referendums. Whether the 
nation is a direct democracy, where citizens vote for a particular individual or an indirect democracy, 
where citizens vote for representatives who in turn represent their interests, the individual has a say in 
what becomes public practice and policy. However participation does not end with casting one’s vote. 
Like voting, everybody’s vote counts, but essentially everybody counts and should contribute. For 
example, many rural areas are still strongly influenced by tribal chiefs and the likes of such. A tribal 
chief is more relevant to these villages than some politicians in parliament. Decentralization aims to 
extend centralized government power to tribal chiefs to exercise power at the level where the people 
are at. 
 
Why Decentralization is a must – An example 
 
There are however problems that arise by addressing poverty and community development purely 
from a Public Administration perspective. One of these problems is that government as I mentioned 
above, is centrally controlled and can become almost “unattached” to the needs of a particular 
community or society. Having local government addresses this problem to a degree, but nonetheless 
the problem still exists. Government must be relative to needs of communities and societies, and 
through central control, government can become out of touch with these needs. Another problem that 
arises is that there is often corruption among government officials in whom this central power is 
invested. Even though there are checks and balances in government to prevent corruption, corruption 
still rears its ugly head. So officials tend to be more concerned about themselves than they are about 
others and there is no accountability for decisions made and actions taken. Lastly, the people whom 
the government is trying to assist, does not get an opportunity to get involved in the processes 
involved and causes government to make assumptions rather than having the facts. 
For example, Health budgets are often conditioned to suit the classes rather than the masses. Often 
this is not intentionally done, but simply because governments don’t know about much of the 
problems that exist. Some governments spend 40% of the health budget on about 1% of the 
population. That is a shocking ratio. With communities working with government, government can 
become more relevant to health care issues and be made more aware of areas that are often 
overlooked in terms of budget allocations. Decentralization allows for greater co-operation between 
communities and government and thus makes public policy more effective. 
 
Decentralization – A common trend 
 
As mentioned above, one of the most effective ways decentralization is achieved is through a 
decentralized government structure. In other words government is not restricted exclusively to a 
national level. It is extended right down to local spheres. Federal states like the USA and Unitary 
states like Germany have these structures in place in order to be more relevant to various regions and 
people in these regions. While concerns like national security remains exclusively within the national 
sphere of government, issues relating to education, culture and health can be filtered down to local 
spheres of government while still maintained on a national level. In my opinion, various spheres of 
government make government more relational and relative as seen in decentralization policies in 
Zimbabwe, Mozambique and South Africa. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Page 3of 4 

Decentralization in Zimbabwe 
 
After Zimbabwean independence, a decentralized system was installed in the form of Village, Ward 
and District Committees (VIDCOs). As a result much planning and development programs were 
imposed upon traditional leaders like chiefs and herdsmen. As often the case, many within 
government annals regarded these leaders as illegitimate and were thus frowned upon. This of 
course caused much tension which resulted in the failure of these decentralized efforts. These 
VIDCOs, as a result were abandoned and replaced with administrations that brought in traditional 
leaders again.  
Rural District Councils (RDCs) were also espoused upon as a route for decentralization policies in 
Zimbabwe. These on the other hand were also strongly criticized due to these RDCs lacking power 
and resources with unfunded mandates. 
However, decentralization policies in Zimbabwe experienced greater success with programs involving 
“natural” resources like conservation programs and water resource management. The CAMPFIRE 
program involved the decentralization of management and revenue from safari hunting and 
ecotourism. The Water act ushered in catchments based system replacing largely commercialized 
River boards. 
 
 
Decentralization in Mozambique 
 
After independence in Mozambique, Mozambique experienced “one party rule” also known as 
“democratic centralism”. As a result of amendments to the constitution, multi-party politics was 
introduced thus slowly introducing autonomy to lower levels of government. However to introduce 
more autonomy to lower levels of government, the public sector had to undergo some reforms. 
Improvements to the public sector was the aim of the Public Sector Reform Strategy, launched in 
2001, which aimed to improve how services are delivered at various or lower levels of government. 
The Public Sector Reform Strategy aims being improvements in government structures, procedures, 
financial management, accountability and community participation. Forerunners to the Public Sector 
Reform Strategy, included amendments to the constitution which provided for municipalities 
comprised of people and territory, receiving more autonomy and financial power. These 
developments were preceded by elected local governments administering urban and rural areas, thus 
also allowing for providing basic services based upon their own derived budgets. This allowed 
government to be more relevant to the population within these defined territories.  
 
Decentralization in South Africa 
 
Decentralization in the South African context is largely based within the annals of the 1996 
Constitution, as it defines the various spheres of government and the powers thereof. South Africa as 
defined by the constitution has a three tier government structure. 
 
National Sphere of Government 
 
In terms of section 85 of the Constitution of South Africa (1996), the executive in the national sphere 
carry out national legislation and provide public services prescribed by legislation. The national 
executive also implements national policy and co-ordinates functions of state departments and 
administrations. National executive provides public services to the country as a whole. Examples of 
these being Housing, Health Services, Agriculture, Environment and Education. 
 
Provincial Sphere of government 
 
The main difference is that the powers of the provincial executive and national executive, is that it is 
limited to the province. The provincial executive co-ordinates provincial administrations and 
departments and provide public services to the province. Examples of these being Municipal Health 
Services, Water Services and Sanitation Services. 
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Local Sphere of government 
 
In the sphere of local government, municipalities have the executive powers which provide public 
services with which they are charged under the constitution, national or provincial legislation. 
Examples of these being Municipal Roads, Noise Pollution and Markets. 
 
Decentralization thus makes governments more relative and relational with its citizens. The basic 
premise being that the closer one is to the problem, the better one is able to solve the problem. 
Decentralization also invests power in local communities and as a whole works towards further 
developing underdeveloped areas of a nation. 
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