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Introduction
Traditionally chiefs were the leading or among the leading personalities in all communities that came to make up present-day Uganda. Depending on rank and the specific cultural area in which they were found, chiefs enjoyed different levels of prestige and authority. While in monarchical cultures they were authority figures and commanded the obedience of all members of the communities over which they presided, in segmentary cultures they were only symbolic heads, and in reality merely primus inter pares (first among equals) with elders of the community. After the introduction of colonial rule, the colonial government and successive post-colonial regimes tried to establish and maintain central government authority and control at the local level while attempting to ensure varying degrees of local autonomy. At the local level chiefs remained the bastion of governmental authority, albeit with numerous changes as regimes came and went. Local autonomy has historically been promoted by regimes that saw it as conducive to good governance and curtailed by those which perceived it as a threat to central authority. Centralisation featured from independence in 1962 up to 1986 a new tide of reformism reversed it.  

This paper examines shifts in local government policy over the years, and how they have impacted on the institution of chieftainship. The history of chieftainship in Uganda is so intimately linked to that of local administration in general that it is difficult to appreciate the overall scale of change in either of them without examining them in tandem. The paper therefore surveys the history of local administration up to 1986
, focusing on changes in degrees of local autonomy and popular participation, and how they have affected the position, status, and roles of chiefs. It examines the changes successive regimes have instituted, their justification, and eventual outcomes. It advances three main arguments. One is that the top-down manner in which local democracy was introduced in colonial Uganda and the destabilising effect it had on relations between chiefs and their subjects accounts for its lacklustre results. The other is that the over-centralisation of power by post-colonial governments- especially the First Republic - in response to the excesses or shortcomings of local democracy was a mistake and accounts for the ineffectiveness and inefficiency that followed. Thirdly, the introduction of popularly elected councils by the National Resistance Movement government and the subsequent further marginalisation of the institution of chieftainship also failed to address the issue of how to promote democracy without undermining the effectiveness of state institutions.   

Local administration on the eve of colonial rule
This section is a brief examination of local administration in monarchical states, especially Buganda, whence the colonial government copied aspects of traditional local administration and exported them to traditionally non-monarchical areas.
 Although there were significant variations in political organisation in all the kingdoms, the narrative emphasises similarities.

Kingdoms had elaborate hierarchical but decentralised political systems with kings exercising authority through hierarchies of appointed territorial chiefs. From village headmen to big territorial chiefs, they were all answerable to the monarch himself. In non-monarchical states which with a few exceptions
 did not have paramount leaders, people belonging to the same tribal groupings were divided into several sub-groups, each under the leadership of an elder or a group of elders. The elders did not exercise political authority to which the rest of the community were required to submit (Southall, 1956; Middleton, 1965; Middleton & Tait, 1958; Lawrence, 1957; Tosh, 1978; Edel, 1957).

Throughout the kingdoms kings appointed territorial chiefs on the basis of a mix of patronage and merit. Whilst some owed their elevation to personal attributes such as valour and bravery in war, others rose through the ranks from lowly positions as pages or household servants at the royal court. All chiefs were tightly controlled from the centre. The most senior chiefs lived at or near the royal court while their deputies undertook day-to-day territorial administration and kept their superiors informed of all developments. Besides allowing them to play their role as advisors to the king effectively and to be available for consultations as and when needed, residence at or within royal courts ensured that the centre and periphery remained connected through constant communication between senior chiefs and their deputies. In that way local autonomy was kept in check.   

Public roles of pre-colonial chiefs

Chiefs served political, social and economic functions. In addition to taking up military leadership in times of war, they collected tribute, settled disputes, and mobilised labour for public works projects. Public works included the construction and maintenance of the royal courts and chiefs’ residences in some kingdoms, to that of public roads in Buganda.
 Relations between chiefs and members of their communities were of the symbiotic, patron-client type. Where arable agriculture was the mainstay of the economy as in Buganda, appointment to chieftainship entailed entitlement to landed estates and the exercise of authority over communities living on them. Among a chief’s main duties, therefore, was the allocation of land to peasants wishing to live under his jurisdiction. From people living on their estates, chiefs were entitled to free labour and tribute. In return, in addition to the production rights they already enjoyed, subjects were entitled to support and security from their chiefs (Fallers, 1964; Mair, 1962). In largely pastoralist Nkore, where the concept of ownership over land did not exist, relations between chiefs and their subjects revolved around the latter paying homage and giving gifts to the former. In times of misfortune chiefs’ courts were the place from which to seek assistance (Karugire, 1971).

In these pre-democracy societies, relations of mutual dependence between rulers and the ruled formed the basis for holding leaders accountable. It was imperative that chiefs live up to the expectations of their subjects, particularly with respect to conventions of social reciprocity. Chiefs had to tax their subjects moderately and plough the proceeds of tribute back into the community. Chiefs perceived as ungenerous were often deserted for those who gave some of the tribute they received back to the community. Also, one of the reasons a king might depose a chief was if the latter became unpopular and was deserted by large numbers of his subjects. Sensitivity by kings to the behaviour of their chiefs can be understood by looking at the sources of their own prestige.

 A king’s own reputation and standing in the eyes of other monarchs, both friends and rivals, depended on whether or not he ruled over a well-populated kingdom with the ability to mobilise a large army to expand his domain and defend its territorial integrity. It was therefore crucially important that territorial chiefs remain popular among their subjects and therefore have the ability to attract more settlers, including from rival kingdoms. Consequently, although chiefs were wealthy and powerful and derived their power directly from the kings who appointed them and not the people they led, institutional and social conventions prevented blatant abuse of power.
 Although ‘imposed’ rather than elected, chiefs were subject to the collective will of the people they led as should be the case in modern electoral democracies. Such was the nature of local politics in monarchical states and the position and status of chiefs within it on the eve of colonial conquest.    

Local administration under colonial rule
In Uganda modern bureaucratic and multi-functional local government was introduced by the British. The colonial government took an early decision to introduce ‘good government’ and to ensure effectiveness in administration. However, in the very initial stages of its establishment, the colonial government was preoccupied more with the pursuit of effectiveness and efficiency than with local autonomy or democracy. It was only in later years that it took up the agenda of democratisation. The strategy for introducing formal democracy into local administration was the establishment of elected local councils. Its efforts to democratise local administration, however, disregarded an important reality about formal democracy, and this was that, with the exception of very few cases, historically democracy grew out of a demonstrated desire by people within a particular country to have a say in the way they were governed. The desire for popular involvement also came with the capacity by the people concerned to apply democracy to efforts to promote and safeguard their interests. In Uganda, however, democracy was being introduced as the product of a belief by colonial officers that ordinary people should have a say in how they were led.
 Both public demand for it and a public able to make it work for them in the same way it worked for people elsewhere were absent. Subsequent events demonstrated the pre-maturity of the drive for democratisation.  

How it all began
Colonial rule in what was to become Uganda began in 1894 in the kingdom of Buganda. It was from Buganda that colonial agents extended British sovereignty to other areas. Financial and manpower constraints necessitated adoption, for purposes of local administration, of institutions with which natives were familiar. In Buganda and to an extent other kingdoms with well-structured hierarchical and fairly centralised political systems, adoption of local institutions proved relatively easy. However, societies with no history of hierarchical leadership presented a dilemma. They had no paramount rulers through whom they could legitimise colonial rule, nor centralised political institutions on which they could superimpose it. With only a few colonial officers available, direct rule was not possible. A solution was found in Buganda’s highly organised and partly bureaucratic administrative system, elements of which, if absent in other kingdoms, had already been exported there. 

Before its exportation, the Buganda model was restructured to suit British ideas of good government. Thereafter, it was exported to other parts of the Protectorate.
 After structural standardisation the Protectorate was divided into provinces, and below them, districts, counties, sub-counties, parishes and villages. Territorial demarcation was followed by the Native Authority Ordinance defining the structures and functions of district administrations and making the district the basic unit of local administration. Presiding over local administrative structures was a double-layered hierarchy of British officers at the provincial and district levels. Below the district came African chiefs making up the ‘African Native Administration’.
 

The Protectorate Government assumed powers to appoint and where applicable, as in the kingdoms, to vet the appointment of local chiefs. Its officers had made an erroneous assumption that traditionally appointment to chieftainship had been a simple matter of patronage and that chiefly office had bestowed privilege rather than imposing obligations of public service upon its occupant. The self-arrogation of ultimate authority for the appointment of chiefs by the colonial government therefore aimed at what its colonial officials conceived as turning chiefly office into one of public service, and opening up the field of competition to wider talent recruited “on merit”.  

Nonetheless, the Protectorate Government’s desire to keep administrative costs at a minimum by instituting indirect rule rendered inevitable the appointment of the first generation of colonial-era chiefs from among individuals with legitimate claim to authority. Thus in the kingdoms they were selected from among traditional chiefs and members of chiefly families. With time, however, this changed, much to the chagrin of ordinary peasants whose views about the new chiefs were not always flattering. They saw modern chiefs as lacking in good family background and being mere “paid labourers” concerned only with their salaries and prospects of promotion, and not interested, as chiefs traditionally were, in knowing and caring for their people as individuals (Beattie: 46, Richards:122).

In societies where the institution of executive chieftainship had hitherto not existed, they settled for the non-executive clan elders whom they elevated to executive office and saddled with duties stretching beyond their traditional functions of conflict resolution and mobilisation for war. However, the co-option into colonial administration, with all its complexities, of men with traditional claims to authority, whether previously powerless clan heads or powerful traditional chiefs, did not solve the problem of skills shortage. It merely led to the emergence of additional problems and rendered attempts to set up a workable local administration system throughout the Protectorate much more difficult. 

The consequences of change

The Protectorate Government’s original objective had been to use chiefs to achieve several objectives: maintenance of law and order; tax collection; mobilisation of free labour for public works; enforcement of public health regulations; issuing beer-brewing permits; organising the eradication of vermin and crop pests; summoning offenders to court; and promoting vaccination and improved hygiene and agricultural techniques. These functions demanded a greater diversity of skills than demanded by the functions of traditional chiefs in areas outside kingdoms, especially Buganda. Moreover, although they were ultimately the responsibility of senior chiefs, these duties were for the most part delegated to parish chiefs and village headmen. Senior chiefs dealt mostly with office work and, as accounting officers personally responsible for any financial irregularity at their respective levels, spent much time on financial matters (Fallers, 1956).

The new chiefs lacked experience at exercising authority in the manner called for by the exigencies of the colonial system. For example, in traditionally egalitarian societies, the mobilisation of manpower for non-reciprocal communal tasks and tax collection proved beyond the capacity of men who previously had been simply opinion leaders, senior warriors and adjudicators of intra-clan conflicts (Tosh, 1978). Also, in other kingdoms many chiefs, old and newly appointed, were not conversant with some of the duties their counterparts in Buganda had traditionally performed, such as the supervision of large-scale public works projects. Moreover, in addition to broadening the range and scope of chiefs’ functions beyond their traditional roles, the colonial government had introduced aspects of modern administration such as record keeping and written correspondence, which required functional literacy. During the early stages of colonialism functional literacy had not yet spread outside the confines of Buganda, where early missionary influence had by the late 1800s equipped a sizeable minority with literacy and numeracy skills.

The Protectorate government’s response to skills shortage was characteristic of its well-meaning but misguided disregard for local traditions and conventions. In a pragmatic but potentially problematic approach to problem solving, Baganda Agents were posted to serve as chiefs, tutors or clerks to local chiefs in areas outside Buganda. In their enthusiasm to extend the highly effective and efficient but authoritarian Buganda model to other areas, however, colonial officers had taken its suitability to local conditions for granted. In many areas locals resented the exactions of the new system and the often overbearing and authoritarian Agents. Violent clashes between ordinary people and chiefs were not uncommon (Tosh, 1978; Twaddle, 1993; Dunbar, 1965; Vincent, 1971).   

The government’s view was that, in order for chiefs to succeed at fulfilling their duties and responsibilities, they had to be supported and their authority upheld as much as possible. To that end the Native Authorities Ordinance and the Native Courts Ordinance were enacted.  The former empowered chiefs to issue administrative orders and the latter made county and sub-county chiefs statutory magistrates. In the exercise of their powers chiefs were backed up by, and subject only to, the authority of the colonial government. The boosting of chiefs’ powers led to a radical shift in relations between rulers and the people they ruled. By this time chiefs could do almost as they pleased, provided their colonial masters raised no objection. Given that people, particularly in traditionally non-hierarchical societies were never inclined peacefully to submit to authority let alone domination by outsiders, Baganda Agents had to use force to quell local resistance or sweep aside attempts to obstruct or frustrate the government’s policies. Locally recruited chiefs adopted similar tactics to establish and assert their own authority. Fearful of undermining the chiefs, colonial officers routinely turned a blind eye to acts of cruelty (Tosh, ibid.:164 &187-88).

Thus, although it sought to promote ‘good government’, the colonial government ended up promoting local despotism. Paradoxically, however, one could argue that the reduction of what in modern times might be referred to as ‘people power’ was a practical necessity in the circumstances. The policies the government wished to pursue to further its aims of political and economic modernisation were often incomprehensible to, and unpopular with, local people. They would have had little chance of success if their implementation was to be dependent on popular consent and not top-down imposition. As agents of transformation in a rapidly evolving world whose inhabitants were often resistant to change, chiefs had, of necessity, to be figures of authority with the ability to secure compliance. Charged with the responsibility to promote political and socio-economic innovations whose value was more obvious to them and their colonial masters than to peasants, and in an age when public education campaigns were not an option given the communications difficulties, it seems as though they had no option but to be autocratic in their conduct. As argued by analysts (Tilly, 2003; Machiavelli; **) state building is an inherently violent and coercive process. 
The outcome of efforts by the colonial government to professionalise chieftainship illuminates a dilemma at the heart of devising and implementing local administration policy: how to safeguard the autonomy of local officials while simultaneously guarding against arbitrary abuse of power. There is no indication that outside the kingdom areas the colonial government was exercised by considerations of local autonomy. However, it was not oblivious to or unconcerned about the dangers abuse of power by chiefs posed to orderly administration and to the authority it wished to establish and maintain. Colonial officers viewed the chiefs’ excesses with increasing concern (Vincent, 1971; Tosh, op.cit.; Dunbar, op.cit.). With time concern for stability, good government, and the general welfare of the peasants led to efforts to reform the system and bring the chiefs under greater control, without necessarily removing their right to use compulsion. 

Democracy and popular empowerment
By the late 1920s popular discontent against chiefly tyranny was such that it could no longer be hushed up. In addition, corruption and nepotism were widespread, and contact between colonial officers and the public minimal (Tosh, op.cit.:220). Short-term measures to rectify matters included several dismissals, demotions, and transfer of chiefs, and intensified supervision and inspection tours. Long-term measures came in the form of new structural reforms, including changes in the criteria by which chiefs were to be recruited and posted to their duty stations. County and sub-county chiefs would no longer serve in their native counties. In areas where they had been government officials, village chiefs became unpaid headmen elected by villagers. Elections were supposedly meant to turn village headmen into conveyors of public views to higher authorities. This measure had significant potential implications for relations between chiefs and members of the public, particularly where abuse of authority was rife.

Supervision and inspection of chiefs’ domains by colonial officers was to become slower and more intensive, with less time dedicated to checking chiefs’ paper-work and more to “leav(ing) the beaten track from time to time..” (Tosh, op.cit.:224). In addition, the government brought in more radical measures than closer inspection and punishment of offending chiefs. An unofficial element was introduced into the local councils established by the Native Law Ordinance 1919. Previously membership had comprised only chiefs. It was now believed that the presence of unofficial members would act as a counterweight to the hitherto locally autonomous, increasingly ‘unrepresentative’, and authoritarian chiefs, and render them accountable to the public.

These early reforms focussed on the northern and eastern parts of the Protectorate where executive chieftainship had first been introduced.
 It was here more than in areas where executive chieftainship had preceded colonial rule that chiefs, free from any traditional constraints, had been terrorising the local population. In the northern and eastern parts of the Protectorate changes introduced into the District Councils were followed by the introduction of councils at each of the three lower administrative levels. To ensure popular participation and representation, some of the councillors were to be elected by popular acclamation at meetings of all eligible voters - adult males - at the village level. The unelected councillors would include village headmen and other members of the community, mostly local notables - clan elders, members of the clergy, traders, businessmen, etc. - nominated by chiefs. The non-chief members of the higher councils were to be indirectly elected by members of the lower councils from among themselves. 

A notable feature of the reforms was the top-down delivery of electoral democracy to societies the vast majority of whose members had neither the desire nor experience of selecting their own leaders. The desire by members of the public to be rid of corrupt and autocratic chiefs was (mis)taken for a popular wish to participate in selecting leaders and making decisions. To a large degree the colonial government was abdicating its responsibility to regulate the conduct of chiefs and instead passing it onto the subjects themselves long after it had destroyed, in the pursuit of ‘good government’, traditional institutions that had played that role, and with whose workings they had been familiar. It seems not to have occurred to the formulators of this policy that the people onto whom responsibility for regulating chiefly conduct was being passed lacked familiarity with the workings of the weapon at their disposal, the vote. What difference did the reforms make to the life of the ordinary peasant, or to the way chiefs conducted themselves? 

Counting the benefits of democratisation

The complexion of the new councils defeated the over-riding objective behind their creation, the subjection of chiefs to local control and consequently the curtailing of their freedom of action in matters of purely local importance. First, by packing councils with chiefs, the government ensured that chiefly influence within them remained strong.  Councillor-chiefs whose professional fortunes depended on retaining the goodwill of their superiors could not afford to jeopardise their career prospects by appearing to be troublesome in council. As for other councillors, many were ‘political entrepreneurs’ more eager to further their political ambitions than to rock the boat (Vincent, op.cit.:56). By this time candidates for village and parish chieftainships were recommended by sub-county councils. The domination of these councils by parish chiefs should have been sufficient to concentrate the minds of aspiring chiefs on the implications of being troublesome and incurring the wrath of their would-be backers. There is therefore no doubt as to who wielded influence at the parish level. People-power remained a pipe dream.

The role of councils was to advise chiefs and colonial field officers, act as courts of law,
 and facilitate the dissemination of information and orders from above. The veneer of representativeness did not affect the chiefs’ freedom of action. As a purely advisory body a council’s decisions were not binding on the chairman; he could accept or reject its advice at his own discretion, as the testimony of one parish councillor in Gondo Parish, Teso District, illustrates. Asked to describe what role their council played in the parish, he exposed the façade of democratic accountability erected by a government that had failed to enforce accountability on its own servants. He said:

“...our purpose is to settle land disputes and to look into all everyday problems concerning the common man. We are not concerned with crime or taxes; they are the job of the parish chief. We don’t really do anything very useful because if we pass judgement in a case and the accused is defeated, the parish chief always encourages him to appeal to the sub-county chief. This hinders our progress. We settle cases; then we hear they are still going on at the next level. We can’t do anything about it because we don’t want to push ourselves ahead and annoy the administrators. This is common to all the parishes I know about” (Vincent, op.cit.:55-56). 
Evidence from Lango District shows that there, too, the peasantry did not benefit from the political windfall democratic or ‘representative’ councils were meant to deliver. At the village level elections were marred by lack of interest from a disillusioned and suspicious public, while at levels above the village interference by senior chiefs ensured the triumph of their preferred candidates (Tosh, op.cit.:230). Thus the role of councils created during the 1930s in ensuring the accountability of chiefs to the general public was far from satisfactory. The responsibility for restraining chiefs or holding them to account had been put in the wrong hands. Democracy remained an alien concept to ordinary people. Nonetheless, their ineffectiveness notwithstanding, the councils laid the foundation for more efforts to democratise local administration after the Second World War. 

Deepening Democracy, 1949-1962
The post WWII period witnessed far-reaching structural changes in local administration. For the most part the motive force behind them was the shift in opinion within the Colonial Office in London in favour of speeding up the pace of political development in the colonies, in preparation for independence. Even this time round, reform was not in response to grassroots pressure demanding representative government, but a paternalistic hand-down from above, driven by a combination of domestic and international pressures (Jackson, 1990; Hyam, 1988; Apter, 1961; Furley, 1982a and 1982b). Specifically, it was the famous dispatch from Creech Jones, the Secretary of State for the Colonies, to the Governors of African Territories in 1947,
 which set off the wave of reforms. Under a Labour Government eager to promote ‘African freedom and African responsibility’ (Apter, op.cit.), the Colonial Office ‘had woken’ up to ‘the inevitability of self-government’ for the colonies, and sought to pursue policies aimed at political, social and economic development in preparation for it. Reforms in local government were seen as key. 
Local government had come to be regarded as the arena in which future national politicians were to cut their political teeth, and where policies stood a better chance of having greater direct impact on people’s lives and being understood and appreciated by them, than if they were implemented from the centre. In the words of one commentator:  

“The objective slowly emerged of establishing, under the guidance of the District Commissioner, a District Authority, with an African personnel, enjoying financial autonomy based on a growing annual income derived from a proportion of local revenue, and executively responsible for an ever-increasing number of local matters. This was to provide an avenue for African experience and training in general local government, in methods of democratic election for which it would be a focus, and in legislative work of local importance. .... It is the first step in bringing home to the Africans that the show is theirs, in a way that has so far not been possible in rural areas” (Southall, op.cit.:314). 
In addition to promoting social, economic and political development, influencing public opinion in favour of the reforms was an important objective, as is evident in the text of Secretary of State’s dispatch:
I wish to emphasise the words efficient, democratic and local. ... I use these words because they seem to me to contain the kernel of the whole matter; local because the system of government must be close to the common people and their problems, efficient because it must be capable of managing the local services in a way which will help to raise the standard of living, and democratic because it must not only find a place for the growing class of educated men, but at the same time command the respect and support of the mass of the people.

Official preoccupation with public opinion in the Uganda Protectorate had already manifested itself in the words of Sir John Hall who had replaced Sir Charles Dundas as Governor in 1945, when welcoming the first African members of the Legislative Council. He hoped that: 
“... outside the council they will have ... the duty of explaining to their own people the why and wherefore of government measures and policy, so that ... misunderstandings and suspicions, and the dissatisfaction and resentment that so often spring therefrom, may be dissipated, and the confidence between government and the governed, without which no true progress can be made, may be established on firm and durable foundations”.
  

At last the importance of carrying along would-be beneficiaries of reform had been realised. However, we shall see in due course that the public was once again left behind.

The extract from the Creech Jones despatch exposes the loftiness of the Colonial Office’s hopes about what local government could achieve, and shows how long ‘standard’ assumptions used universally to justify democratic decentralisation have been in fashion, despite evidence that there is nothing ‘standard’ about the results they produce.
 

Some analysts of the reforms were critical of the assumptions on which the despatch was based. Prominent among them was Lucy Mair (1967). Mair’s critique is worthy of examination at length, for it demonstrates the prevailing gaps in thinking about local government reform and the future of chiefs in it. According to Mair, one of the assumptions of the ‘Creech Jones Policy’ was that democratic government implied the existence of representative authorities at both the local level and the centre; and that some authority should be devolved to representatives of the community rather than to officials, in this case chiefs, responsible to superior authority. In Mair’s opinion this assumption was not fully explored. Further, the new policy foresaw the need for higher levels of taxation to enable colonial governments to expand the reach and availability of local services as part of the preparations for independence. It was believed, however, that people would be reluctant to pay higher taxes to traditional authorities. The way to forestall resistance to taxation, it was assumed, would be to allow people to elect their own representatives. The men elected, so the argument went, would be not only interested in the expansion of services, but also with ideas about how to do it. As a consequence, they would work out programmes and persuade their constituents to tax themselves for the purpose. A related assumption was that ratepayers who did not see value for their money would react by rejecting representatives who failed to deliver the goods. According to Mair, such ‘large assumptions’ about what the general public expected of its representatives were ‘pretty clearly false’.

Further, the preconditions necessary for the system of local government the Colonial Office sought to establish in Africa to work as envisaged were simply assumed to be in place. One was the existence of a frustrated desire for active participation in government. Another was that members of the public believed that participation was a civic duty, undertaken for altruistic reasons. Yet another was the capacity by the public to recognise the relationship between the taxes they paid and the services provided, and to apportion responsibility for failures in service provision. In Mair’s opinion these assumptions were based on misconceptions about local government in England. For instance, far from being the result of popular demand from the grassroots, as implied by the despatch, local government in England had been established in response to the demand by the well-to-do in cities to tax themselves to pay for improved amenities. The working class had played no direct role in the process. Again, it had been largely the well-to-do with time to spare who had maintained the tradition of public-spirited service to the community. Moreover, the attitude of people who on their initiative sought to provide amenities that did not exist at all was different from that of people who were simply informed of what was to be done about existing amenities (Mair, 1967: 94-97).   

The questionable logic underlying it notwithstanding, the despatch culminated in the passing of the Local Government Ordinance 1949. However, the Protectorate government’s response to the Colonial Office’s proposals had been less than enthusiastic (Gertzel, 1974:19). In Uganda, colonial field officers felt uneasy about the new changes, not least because they were seen as being pushed by a government led by the Labour Party with its decidedly anti-colonial sentiments (see Apter, op.cit.:234-35). In Tanganyika, too, officers were uneasy about the proposed changes. Many field officers regarded them as  “... easier to propound than to implement”, arguing the time was not yet ripe for full-scale European-style elections, and pointing to the absence of popular demand for representation as evidence.  They preferred to “proceed empirically, avoiding utopian solutions handed down from above”. Moreover, they believed a bureaucratic system such as the new policy called for, would require more educated manpower than was available at the time. As a consequence, seeing that the introduction of councils was irrelevant to actual practice, they continued to rule as they had always done (Heussler, 1971: 62-64). In Uganda, too, District Commissioners remained the lynchpin of local administration, acting like the rulers they had always done, supported by local chiefs. For some time the experience of field officers triumphed over the apparent sentimentalism of their superiors back in London. The triumph, though, did not last.

The Ordinance provided for an African Local Government system comprising the existing hierarchy of district and lower councils headed by executive chiefs. Council membership would include ex officio and nominated members, plus a small minority of representatives elected through the electoral-college method.
 It granted each district corporate powers and responsibilities, thereby re-establishing the district as the basic unit of local government. District Commissioners would no longer be chairmen of district councils. The position would go to a local councillor elected from among the ranks of county chiefs. 

Although the new policy had envisaged widening the functions of local councils and giving Africans an enhanced role in local affairs and the management of local services (Ocaya-Lakidi, 1982:302), in reality the local administrations of 1949 were not autonomous bodies (Gertzel, op.cit.:19). Far from acquiring any specific powers, the new district councils - like their predecessors - were simply advisory and deliberative organs. The power to prescribe their constitutions, membership and functions remained with the Governor. Further, the Governor retained the power to appoint chiefs or endorse their appointment by field officers and traditional authorities. As a result chiefs remained ultimately responsible to the central government, not local administrations or members of the public. Although local councils could make bye-laws on matters over which the chiefs had powers, such laws could come into force only if approved by the Provincial Commissioners. District Commissioners retained the power to appoint council committees. Thus, although the ordinance led to structural re-organisation of the local government system, it did not meet the principles enunciated in the despatch. Nonetheless, although more limited in scope than the Colonial Office had envisaged, the reforms produced a number of radical departures from past practice.

Local Politics and administration under the 1949 Local Government Ordinance
Despite lacking power, district councils had their standing considerably enhanced by the legal recognition the ordinance had bestowed upon them. Their role as arbiters in local affairs had been given a stimulus. Their lack of defined responsibilities was tempered by the freedom to discuss a wide range of local issues, some of which impacted on the lives of the rural population. This ‘freedom of discussion’ was particularly valuable to an increasingly vocal educated minority eager to challenge officialdom. Already council membership was keenly sought after by individuals seeking political influence beyond their localities, thanks to the rise of party politics and nationalist feeling. Indeed, some of the unofficial members were by now simultaneously members of local branches of burgeoning political groupings intent on promoting local interests as a means of bringing themselves and their political groupings into the limelight (Gertzel, op.cit.). With the exception of Buganda where the institution of chieftainship remained robust by virtue of its connection to a monarchy which still enjoyed high levels of autonomy compared to other areas, chiefs had been virtually completely eclipsed by local politicians and political party operators.  
Local Councils in Action

Although powerless and “as yet rather ineffective instruments of responsible local government” (Fallers, op.cit.:186), councils played an important role as forums for discussion of matters of public interest, a channel of communication between government and the public, and a vent for the pent-up frustrations of the politically active minority. Also, by now both district and lower councils could submit nominations for the office of chief, and could therefore influence the conduct of occupants of chiefly office. However, in practice chiefs still wielded influence in councils and on decision-making. Nonetheless, given their role at the local level, the participation of councils in their selection carried considerable significance (Gertzel, op.cit.: 30). Equally significant was that councils influenced appointments to various other posts, albeit with the District Commissioners’ approval.   

In a way, councils had also taken over the role traditionally played by chiefs, of serving as a link between members of the public and higher authorities on a wide range of issues. According to Southall (op.cit.:315), in West Nile District “All matters of importance were aired in the District Council, including the amalgamation of jurisdictions, dismissals or promotions of chiefs, changes in tribal law, and development projects”. In addition, the council made “...constant efforts to pass draconian legislation against witches and sorcerers; and proposals to increase the penalties for abduction, adultery and seduction, penalising the woman rather than the man wherever possible”. In Bunyoro District, lower councils “...dealt mostly with such matters as produce prices, agricultural affairs, education, medical facilities and so on” (Beattie, op.cit.:12). Although “somewhat” preoccupied with staff appointments and staff salaries and allowances in the 1940s, by 1950 the concerns of the Acholi District Council included “a wider variety of district affairs”, including agriculture, health bye-laws; education, environmental matters, and the selection of chiefs (Gertzel, op.cit.:58).

Some district councils went further than simply discussing local matters. In April 1950 ‘fierce and uncompromising’ elected members of Lango District Council “criticised the working of the cotton marketing system and the behaviour of European administrative officers on tour, ... questioned the status of the native administration, as compared with the African local government, and demanded more authority for the district council”. After a similar meeting in October 1951 “they wrote to the Governor to complain that resolutions passed in the council were ignored by the provincial administration, and asked whether this (sic) was ‘training for democracy or dictatorship system of government’”. Further, “They challenged the District Commissioner when he ignored the provision which gave them the right to vote on elections of chiefs” (Gertzel, op.cit.:32). 
Higher-level councils and their lower-level counterparts interacted regularly. When necessary, parish councils could submit recommendations ensuing from their deliberations to the sub-county councils which then submitted estimates of the cost of possible action and made their own recommendations to county councils. After considering the estimates from sub-county councils, county councils would in turn submit them to the finance committees of the district councils. Although district councils could discuss any matter about their districts, no resolutions could be acted upon without the approval of Provincial Commissioners.  
Chiefs versus elected councillors: testing the idea of representation
Did elected councillors act as a counterweight to the autocracy of unrepresentative chiefs as intended? The picture is mixed. In Busoga District lower councils had authority over few matters, with the district council referring to them only those over which it was unwilling to risk unpopularity. Also, lower councils were still under domination by chiefs (Fallers, op.cit.:186). In West Nile, too, chiefs were still “noticeably dominant” at the county councils where the elected members were deficient in the skills necessary for effective participation. For instance, elected members were less familiar than chiefs with formal council procedures and lacked their wide experience in the general problems and working of the system. In sub-county councils, however, the two sides were more balanced, with the gulf between chiefs and their unofficial counterparts “in all respects slight”. Although previously dominated by the sultans (county chiefs), by 1949 the District Council had acquired members “... with a background of experience in school teaching, trade, or other extra-tribal activity which enable[d] them to speak with confidence and independence in the presence of the sultans” (Southall, op.cit.:316).

Although Bunyoro kingdom resembled other districts in that councils remained under heavy domination by the more politically astute chiefs, it was different in the sense that unofficial councillors were more docile. Members of the District Council would say only what they thought the Mukama (king), who usually spoke first, wanted them to say. According to Beattie, “the lack of initiative generally shown by council members, especially by members of the district council” was a matter of concern to colonial officers who “frequently complained of their inefficiency, the frivolity of some of their recommendations, (and) the irregularity of their meetings (Ibid.).  

The problem in Bunyoro sprang from a deeply rooted politico-cultural conservatism within the society, which the Colonial Office in its determined but questionable attempt to promote ‘democratic’ local government in the colonies had all but disregarded. Many Banyoro would not oppose or contradict opinions expressed by their political superiors, especially in open debate, more so in public. For chiefs especially, such conduct would have almost certainly led to being passed over for promotion, or to outright dismissal. Although “able and ambitious individuals were beginning to emerge from outside the ranks of the official chiefs, and to contribute significantly to the work of the councils, ... opinion was still widely held that the proper people to rule were the rulers, and many people found it difficult to adapt themselves to a state of affairs in which they were not only permitted but required to express opinions which might contradict those of their political superiors” (Beattie, ibid.:13-14). It was therefore difficult to imagine a member of the public - councillor or not - arguing with, or contradicting a chief, a junior chief doing the same to his senior, or a senior chief opposing the views of the king. The effect of ‘democratisation’ in Bunyoro demonstrates the folly of making universalistic assumptions about people’s aspirations, based entirely on extrapolation from a different context. While the Colonial Office was busy extolling the virtues of democracy, ordinary Banyoro were hardly moved about asserting their supposed right to participate in politics. 

Despite monarchical traditions akin to Bunyoro’s, in Buganda things were different.  According to Southwold (1964:240-241), elected councillors at parish level were “similar in type to the lower chiefs and not ... representative of the average peasant”, a factor that made them less prone to chiefly intimidation. Moreover, together with their co-opted counterparts who were chosen on the basis of wide experience “in some walk of life” - unlike their counterparts in Bunyoro - they formed a majority over the chiefs in sub-county councils. That, coupled with their similarity in background and outlook to the chiefs, allowed them to speak their minds freely, with the consequence that they kept the chiefs informed about the opinions of people of their class, - not of the peasants - to the benefit of both sides. In contrast to their counterparts in Bunyoro, councillors in Buganda during the 1950s were not afraid to disagree with chiefs or even criticise them should they decline to follow their advice.
 Nonetheless, many considered their role to be one of advising, not controlling chiefs, and resolutions put forward by the council chairman - always a chief - were “nearly always accepted”. Thus, here too, despite the assertiveness of the councillors, chiefs still had the upper hand. Another of the Colonial Office’s presumptions had been exposed. Decision-making remained as elite-directed as ever, with the average member of the public still showing no interest in challenging the status quo. The idea that councillors were representatives of the people was therefore more theory than reality. 
Local councils and politicians in the eyes of the general public  

Although most men spoke of them with approval, saying it was “good for them to meet, and to improve the country”, councils in Alurland in West Nile District did “not arouse marked enthusiasm” from members of the public (Southall, op.cit.:315). More significantly the average individual was hardly aware that “councils [were] officially intended to develop into organs of local government by the people themselves...” (ibid.:316).

In Bunyoro the public still generally regarded ruling “as the proper business of chiefs and emphatically not that of ordinary peasants”. Consequently, both chiefs and ordinary members of the public were only mildly enthusiastic about popular representation. Councils, particularly at the village and parish levels, continued to be packed with the personal nominees of chiefs in place of elected representatives; the peasants had no enthusiasm for elections and regarded councils with apathy. Meanwhile status-conscious members of the commercial and professional elite tended to consider it beneath their dignity to serve on lowly parish councils where they would be on equal terms with peasants and village headmen. As a result the councils were starved of much-needed skills and experience (Beattie, op.cit.:12-13). Peasant attitudes towards chiefs seem to have contributed to their apathy towards councils.  Many still looked to the past with nostalgia and regretted that chiefs - higher chiefs especially - were no longer members of aristocratic families with a tradition of ruling, but “different and inferior sorts of people” who owed their positions to the personal favour of the king or of the Europeans (Beattie, Ibid.: 15).

According to Southwold (op.cit.:242-243), although in Buganda “the majority of lower chiefs” appreciated the formation of councils containing elected members,
 peasants did not comprehend the fact that councils “represent(ed) an attempt ... to give people a voice in their own government”. Although many believed modern councils were good, their goodness was not associated with the idea that they might have any effect on the government. Rather, they were seen as good because “they allowed people to speak their minds”. While councils had not given the people any greater effective participation in public affairs, it is equally true that the idea of popular responsibility was still alien to the Baganda.

Thus, in the absence of a proper understanding of the workings of modern democracy by would-be popular representatives, and of demand for participation in public affairs by the public, it would seem as though for Ugandans ‘popular democracy’ had arrived ahead of its time. Consequently, the hopes espoused in the Creech Jones despatch to a large extent remained just that: hopes. According to Richards (1982a:24), “by 1952 it had become clear that the 1949 Ordinance needed amendment”. Leading up to the amendment was a review of the local government system by “an experienced” administrator from the Colonial Office, whose findings
 culminated in the District Administration (District Councils) Ordinance 1955.

‘Democracy’ Deepened?  The District Administrations Ordinance 1955
The Ordinance ushered in more radical measures than its 1949 predecessor had done. Although the previous reforms had fallen short of achieving many of their objectives, the colonial government continued to push for greater democracy and effectiveness in local administration. Under the new law, official and nominated members were to be in the minority in district councils and councils would raise their own revenue through local taxation and prepare their own budgets. Also, they would take charge of some social services such as dispensaries, environmental health, primary education, water supplies and local roads.
 Further, substantial responsibility for recruitment, remuneration, termination, transfer and promotion of chiefs and district officials were delegated to an Appointments Committee selected by and largely, from each district council. Effectively chiefs became officials of district administrations. Their judicial and executive functions were separated (Burke, 1964:40-41; Richards, op.cit). Under the provisions of the Native Authority Ordinance 1919, however, chiefs also remained central government officials responsible to the District Commissioners for the good administration of areas under their jurisdiction.
 

Despite seeming to have technically satisfied the objectives of the Creech Jones, despatch, however, the Local Government Ordinance was modest in its devolution of authority to local administrations. The limitations on local autonomy were especially blatant in the management of financial affairs. The Ordinance had granted district councils substantial financial powers, but they remained subject in minute detail to central government approval. Although they were granted the power to borrow money and to invest their surplus funds, both remained subject to central government approval. Further, although they had been granted the authority to tax all African males from the age of eighteen upwards resident within their areas of jurisdiction, local taxation rates had to be approved by the central government (ibid.:40). And, although the Appointments Committees possessed the authority to recruit chiefs and officials without advance approval from the centre, they needed it before they could suspend or discharge higher chiefs and officials. The centre retained a strong local presence.  

These reforms lacked the full backing of District Commissioners. Some foresaw complications arising from “the resulting ambivalent and potentially conflicting positions of the chiefs” (ibid.) who would be accountable to both the local and central authorities. Others’ misgivings about the reforms stemmed from “the poor educational standards” in the districts and “the consequent dearth of well-educated men” (Heald, 1982:82). Chiefs too were alarmed; they saw the reforms as a threat to their authority and status. Complications arose.  

Although intended as a major step in promoting the new democratic policies of the Colonial Office, the 1955 Ordinance, like its 1949 predecessor, bred difficulties. One of its objectives had been to turn chiefs from masters into servants of their District Councils, politically neutral, and insulated from politics in the good old British tradition. Unfortunately for the government, by the mid-1950s political parties and inter-party factionalism laced with religious rivalry between Protestants and Catholics had reached such a level as to rule out insulation of civil servants from politics. The rivalry between the protestant Uganda People’s Congress (UPC) and catholic Democratic Party (DP) as each sought to achieve political dominance was such that it was impossible for civil servants to be appointed without regard to their real or imagined political affiliation.
 Subsequently many district councils suffered debilitating conflicts as tribal, religious, and political factions struggled for the control of Appointments Committees to appoint their preferred candidates to vacant posts, or sack incumbents they did not like. Chiefs and other civil servants often had to endure considerable harassment as factions vied for supremacy (Gertzel, op.cit.; Sathyamurthy, 1982).

Besides the factional divisions within district councils, the troubles in local administration were caused by the councillors’ misinterpretation of aspects of the reform. Many of them understood devolution of responsibility for recruitment and dismissal of chiefs and officials to amount to a political coup against hitherto powerful chiefs. Those who had been popularly elected then sought to undermine the chiefs whom they saw as competitors for power and influence both within and outside the councils. The councillors’ insecurity and consequent over-assertiveness arose from their failure to understand that even as members of district councils which employed the chiefs and directed the administration, back in their villages they had no right to interfere in the work of the chiefs, but were required to submit to chiefly authority as all other members of the public were required to. Many councillors were unwilling to accept that; instead they sought to usurp the chiefs’ powers or purported to supervise their activities (Heald, op.cit.).

Yet another factor contributing to the crisis in local administration was the responsibility of chiefs to both the local administrations and the central government. While on the one hand they were servants of the district councils and responsible for executing their directives, on the other they were responsible to the central government for maintaining law and order (Ibid.). The chiefs’ dual responsibility was a recipe for friction between their two masters, at the centre of which they were often caught and exposed to charges of disloyalty from both sides. That by this time already district councils were being used as arenas in which to challenge officialdom in general and colonial rule in particular (Gertzel, op.cit.) only made matters worse. By far the most serious of the recruitment-related inter-factional feuds took place in Teso District, forcing the government to intervene.
 A Commission of Inquiry recommended among other things amendment of the 1955 Ordinance. Legislation as a policy tool was as yet to lose its attraction. The consequence was the Local Administrations (Amendment) Ordinance of 1959. 

Under the Ordinance Appointments Committees with locally elected members were replaced by Appointments Boards with chairmen appointed by the Governor and members selected by him from lists of names submitted by district councils. Councillors appointed to these boards had to resign their council memberships. Control over the Boards was effectively in the hands of the central government through the new Ministry of Regional Administrations set up in 1955. Although granted considerable discretion over lower chiefs and minor officials, they could not carry out appointments to positions of, or above the rank of, sub-county chief without the Governor’s approval. Regulations against “engagement in political activity” were put in place to ensure chiefs and other local civil servants remained politically neutral (ibid.:41&151). It had become clear that chiefs could not perform their duties effectively under exposure to local political pressure. One way to prevent it happening was to strip local authorities of the power of recruitment. Given the factional fighting possession of these powers had sparked off and the consequent paralysis in the administration of some districts, this measure was by no means a “retrograde step” as Burke argues (ibid.: 41), but a necessary one to guard against unwarranted interference in administrative matters by politicians. 

Chiefs, local politicians, and the public interest
The preceding sections illuminate the conduct of chiefs and elected local politicians. Here we examine the motivations of politicians for seeking public office. Besides the desire to seek the limelight, eclipse chiefs and challenge colonial rule, why were they inclined to join politics? Did these men, many of whom were increasingly educated, perceive their role as one of public service for the good of their communities? Whilst motivation is difficult to measure, here we use council deliberations and the light they shed on the issues councillors emphasised, to gauge the degree to which the ambition for council membership was motivated by a desire to promote personal or public interest.

British local government, on which local administration in Ugandan was modelled, has over the generations been based on participation by thousands of councillors devoting considerable amounts of unpaid private time to serving their communities. Therefore what has sustained local government in Britain is voluntary service, the result of a high sense of civic obligation on the part of many people seeking to become local councillors. Although deliberations in councils covered a wide range of issues, on the whole councillors in Uganda cannot be said to have been motivated by a civic obligation to serve their communities.

According to Burke, although well compensated, district councillors in Teso during the 1950s were “inclined, at nearly every session, to vote themselves an increase in their attendance allowance” (Burke, op.cit.:65). In West Nile District Southall talks of how “It did not take the unofficial members long to begin clamouring for pay...” (Southall, op.cit.: 315). Councillors in Bunyoro exhibited a similar tendency. Way back in 1951 it had been reported that ‘representatives of the people’ from county and sub-county councils did not attend district council meetings because they were not paid (Burke, op.cit.:101). And, for those councillors who attended district council meetings in later years, much effort was put into trying to vote increased attendance allowances, with only central government control over the budget preventing them from voting themselves much of the total revenues. According to Burke, the council rarely discussed “in any detail the mundane problems of government”, but instead tended “to concentrate on resolutions and petitions to the central government and on increased salaries while important decisions (were) made by the committees and officials”.  Meanwhile the Finance Committee decided on personal loans to officials and chiefs and frequently authorised warrants for special expenditure without the approval or knowledge of the district council (ibid.:116). 

Councillors in Bukedi District were no different from their counterparts in Teso, West Nile, and Bunyoro. As Burke puts it, there too, the British had not been any more successful in imparting a sense of public service and civic responsibility than they had been in the other two districts. Councillors felt little obligation to their constituents and asserted that they should be compensated for meeting to decide on matters relevant to an area comparable to that over which chiefs exercised authority and were paid a salary in return. In this spirit they often voted themselves increases in attendance allowances which British Administrators generally blocked, much to their fury for being refused to pay themselves for their own services (Burke, op.cit.:222). The myth propagated by the Colonial Office that local councillors would provide public service on the basis of altruism had been exploded.

Service delivery
Increase and improvement in the delivery of social services were two objectives behind the Colonial Office’s policy of democratisation. Here too British local government was the inspiration. Local authorities in Britain had for generations played a crucial role in service delivery. Once again, and for a number of reasons, the assumptions made by policy makers at the Colonial Office about the possibilities of replicating that role in Africa were not applicable to Uganda, a country with a different history. 

Historically the development and delivery of most social services in Britain had initially been financed and managed by voluntary organisations. Gradually the central government had taken over responsibility for some services. But in Uganda there were no voluntary organisations working for the public good at the time of the Creech Jones proposals, save for the churches that had founded a few schools and health institutions.
 It was up to the central government to develop, fund and manage social services on a wide scale, for which there was great need but as yet no expressed demand from the general public. A combination of resource constraints and the absence of active public demand for services meant that the government could afford not to pursue such an undertaking during the early years of colonial rule. Therefore the main government activities during the early decades of colonialism were the maintenance of order and revenue collection. When the central government started developing countrywide social services, their funding and delivery remained its responsibility. Transfer of responsibility for services - primary education, water supplies and agriculture - to local administrations did not begin until the 1955 District Administrations Ordinance had been enacted. Questions about the local administrations’ financial and technical capacity to handle their new responsibilities inevitably arise here.

However, by 1956 when significant responsibility for services was transferred to local administrations, the government was not awash with funds. Although by this time the emphasis of public spending had shifted from security to service provision (Pratt, 1965: 486), the sums being spent were still modest. Therefore service delivery would not improve simply because responsibility for delivery was in the hands of people presumably with local interests at heart. First money had to be found; thus the assumption that locally elected politicians would be able and willing to convince their constituents to tax themselves to pay for services.   

Before 1938 native authorities had not had their own sources of revenue. All income from the locally collected poll tax had gone to the central government. In 1938 the Native Administration Tax Ordinance authorising for the first time the levy and collection of a local administration tax on all adult males was enacted. However, its objective was to provide revenue with which to compensate chiefs for the income they had previously derived from compulsory labour, not to fund services. Up to 1949 the central government rebated 30 to 50 percent of the poll tax collection to the Native Authorities through the District Commissioner who maintained the local administration accounts. Thereafter the rebate was abolished and Native Administration taxes raised (Burke, op.cit.:68-69). Later on, graduated tax - first implemented in 1955 - became the major source of income for local administrations, despite the reluctance to pay tax by many members of the public (ibid.: 71). The funding of services by local administrations was therefore always bound to be a difficult policy to realise. 

Problems associated with tax collection impinged on the capacity of local administrations to deliver adequate services. Direct responsibility for tax collection lay with chiefs, while parish councillors carried out the assessment. Although individual taxpayers should have been assessed according to ability to pay, councillors were reluctant to assess their neighbours, peers and relatives above the minimum rate (ibid.:21), thus ensuring that local administrations earned far less than what they required to provide adequate services. As a consequence they relied on grants-in-aid to supplement revenue from local taxation to fund services and cover high and rising costs of administration, among which were salaries, allowances and loans for chiefs and other officials as well as councillors. As local expenditure mounted, so did grants and loans from central government and other sources (ibid.:122-123 & 176). Thus the men the Colonial Office had assumed could be relied on to campaign for higher taxes to fund local services were the same men busy putting their interests before those of their communities. Contrary to expectations, democracy had not translated into more services.

Technical Capacity
In modern local government decentralisation envisages both self-supporting and responsible local authorities. Self-supporting authorities are able to avoid domination by the centre on the basis of financial dependence. Responsible authorities preclude malfeasance associated with usually over-bloated central bureaucracies. Availability of financial resources is not enough for self-sustaining local authorities to emerge; skilful financial management is also necessary. A good supply of skilled personnel does not in itself guarantee the effectiveness and efficiency of an organisation. Their absence, however, guarantees ineffectiveness and inefficiency. One would therefore assume that if the Colonial Office sought to improve the supply and delivery of services, it likewise envisaged handing the responsibility over to people with the necessary skills to handle it. Was this the case? 

History shows that in Uganda the development of modern social services started with limited missionary activity in the areas of health and education. However, limited capacity as well as reach meant that the state had to take up the responsibility for universal delivery. Nonetheless, the state which assumed responsibility for services also had access only to limited skills and experience. Therefore the policy to off-load central government responsibility for service delivery onto local administrations ignored the inexperience of the men who would run them. Local administrations possessed neither revenue nor technical capacity to fund and manage the range of public services for which they had been assigned the responsibility. Significantly, the so-called devolution was no devolution at all, for the transfer of responsibility for many services was in name only. Funding and delivery remained the responsibility of central government departments with technical personnel at the local level formally accountable to their line managers at the centre, not to local administrations (ibid.:101).

Local administrations were directly responsible for campaigning on behalf of improved sanitation, new farming methods, vermin control, food storage and encouraging members of the public to take part in communal tasks such as road and well clearance. Here a different type of problem hampered their effectiveness. These responsibilities were of the type whereby success or failure depended on whether or not cooperation from members of the general public was forthcoming. However, many times the public was not enthusiastic about performing tasks for which they were not compensated. Chiefs who were directly charged with spreading the necessary propaganda and supervising communal tasks encountered public resistance. Although to ensure compliance they could resort to compulsion, many avoided doing so to remain popular. Moreover, since lower chiefs were not well-paid, many devoted more time to personal pursuits than on public duty.
  Therefore service delivery by local administrations before independence was far from satisfactory. 

Post-colonial developments
Independent Uganda inherited fairly autonomous and well-developed local administrations, although they were variously plagued by ineffectiveness and inefficiency and tormented by clan, ethnic and religio-political factionalism. The first post-colonial government therefore inherited a local government system already beset with problems (Davey, 1971) demanding remedial action. 

The new government’s search for solutions to problems bedevilling local administration eventually fell prey to the ruling party’s pursuit of narrow political interest: the domination of all levels of local administration. While the details of the government’s political programme are beyond the scope of this paper, it is important to point out its systematic reversal, through legislation, of many of the colonial government’s achievements in democratisation and enhancement of local autonomy. Four pieces of legislation were deployed.
The Local Administrations Ordinance 1962 which extended the range of local administrations responsibilities beyond that set by the 1955 District Councils Ordinance
, also handed the Minister of Regional Administrations the power to redefine the list of mandatory services and where he deemed it necessary, reclaim the functions of a local government back to the central government (Burke, op.cit.:47). Under the Local Administrations (Amendment) Act 1962 the Minister of Regional Administrations assumed powers, which previously belonged to the Governor and Provincial Commissioners under the 1959 ordinance, to approve the appointment of chiefs. No longer would district councils, even with the majority of their members elected, have any power at all over the recruitment of chiefs even as they remained accountable to them. Only lower chiefs would still be recruited locally. The Local Administrations (Amendment) Act 1963 further politicised civil service appointments and, because of political rivalry made it difficult for any appointments to win bi-partisan support. Reacting to conflicts its legislation had re-ignited, the government passed the Local Administration (Amendment) (No.2) Act 1963 to open the way for it to influence all aspects of local administration (Ocaya-Lakidi, op.cit.). 
Through the Local Administrations Act 1967, the government sought further to strengthen its powers and those of local branches of the ruling party over local administrations. The central government reclaimed most of the services of which local administrations had been in charge. The number of political appointments at the district level increased. As stipulated by the 1966 interim constitution which followed the abolition of monarchies, chiefs would be appointed by the Uganda Public Service Commission under the Ministry of Regional Administrations. Consequently, as political appointees owing their positions to the government of the day, chiefs were required to support government policy. The politicisation of recruitment into the civil service destroyed one of the most important legacies of colonial rule, “the British model of the perfect civil servant without political views” (Richards, op.cit.:34). 
Following the abolition of monarchies in 1966 and the transformation of Uganda into a republic, large numbers of chiefs were retired or ousted because of suspected disloyalty to the government.
 Those who replaced them were expected to propound the philosophy and policy of the governing party. Their duties too were changed. They remained responsible for law and order generally, and for assessing and collecting local taxes. In many areas, however, arbitrary assessment of taxpayers, inefficient revenue collection, and politically motivated exemption from tax payment became routine, discouraged payment of tax, and worsened the financial position of local administrations (ibid.:62; Davey, op.cit.:275). The transformation of chieftainship into a political institution had changed the role of chiefs from impartial to partisan policy execution and saddled them with the obligation to dispense patronage to government and ruling party supporters. 
Once again chiefs became objects of fear and hatred and less effective at performing their day-to-day administrative duties for fear of being attacked. To venture into villages they had to be accompanied by armed retainers, a practice reminiscent of the early colonial period and which further widened the gap between them and members of the public. Functions whose performance depended on chiefs and the public being on relatively good terms, such as keeping law and order, collecting tax, supervising communal tasks and spreading propaganda in favour of various government policies, suffered in the process (Sathyamurthy, op.cit.:61; Richards, 1982b; and Heald, op.cit). Also, failure by chiefs to perform their duties effectively was the outcome of increasing intimidation by local politicians in search of a role after they had been stripped of many of their decision-making powers (Sathyamurthy, ibid.:67). Worse still, politicisation of chieftainship meant that as supporters of the ruling party, chiefs could misappropriate public funds without fear of investigation and prosecution. Lack of financial probity became a marked feature of local administration (Nsibambi, 1971). 

Winds of change?
Uganda’s First Republic fell to a military coup in 1971. As in every aspect of government there were major changes in local administration. Chiefs were left in place but the posts of Secretary General, Assistant Secretary-General, Mayor, Town Councillors, District Chairman and Councillors were also abolished, ostensibly to cut down costs of local administration. Details of the performance of local administrations between 1971 and 1972 are scant. However, whatever was left of local administration after the ‘Amin revolution’ remained under domination by the centre until 1986 when the ruling National Resistance Movement seized power and embarked on a new round of reforms. The reforms instituted by the NRM followed the appointment in 1987 of a Commission of Inquiry into the Local Government System.
 Chaired by Mahmood Mamdani, a longstanding critic of the institution of chieftainship
, the commission recommended its abolition on the grounds that it was dictatorial. 
The NRM government went ahead to establish a highly decentralised system of local government based on popularly elected local councils. The five-tier local council structure 
 with the district at the apex and the village at the bottom and in between counties, sub-counties and parish in descending order, is run by elected councillors alongside appointed administrators and service provision personnel or technocrats in the domains of health, education, and others. The administration in each district is headed by a chief administrative officer (CAO) assisted by assistant chief administrative officers (A/CAO) and then sub-county and parish chiefs. Every district council and its sub-county equivalent is headed by a chairperson and an executive committee whose members are each responsible for overseeing the provision of specific services by the civil servants employed in each sector. Parish and village levels are also headed by chairpersons assisted by executive committees mirroring those at higher levels but without service delivery responsibilities, as they do not manage budgets for the purpose. They are, however, responsible for ensuring that higher levels of local government deliver the services they are responsible for, even if only in theory, at their respective levels. Thus, for example, secretaries for health at parish and village levels will concern themselves with whether or not their sub-county-level counterparts are executing their functions as they should and if not, endeavour to find out why, in line with the principle of upward accountability on which the system is partly built. In return, villagers unhappy with the quality of health services will address their grievances to the village secretary for health. In practice things may work differently sometimes, as indeed they do,
 but at least this is the theory.       
Despite the recommendations of the Mamdani Commission that chiefs be gotten rid of, the government decided to retain them but only at two levels, as indicated. As in the old days, their roles were limited to tax collection, overseeing hygiene and sanitation in communities, and arresting wrong doers. To ensure that they did not abuse their powers, they were subjected to the authority of elected politicians as under late colonial-era legislation. Now, as then, chiefs work under the thumb of politicians eager to assert their authority and ingratiate themselves with members of the public who they purport to protect from abuse of power by chiefs. As a consequence the ability by chiefs to perform their functions is limited and their esteem in the eyes of members of the public low.
 Where chiefs used to call the shorts, it is now politicians. Nonetheless, even then, politicians do not enjoy the same kind of prestige or trust or even command the same level of respect as chiefs once did (Golooba-Mutebi, 2004). 
Conclusions
Chieftainship and more generally local administration in Uganda have undergone numerous transformations seeking to achieve a wide range of social and political goals ranging from a desire to impose and maintain tight central control over geographically peripheral areas, loosening central control and dispersing responsibility to local-level actors and institutions, to promoting social change at the local level. One picture that emerges from surveying reforms in the institution of chieftainship is of reformers rushing into instituting changes on the basis of, at best inadequate appreciation of the complexity of the status quo at the time of reform, at worst sheer prejudice based on false assumptions. It is clear, also, that the rush to reform has often left ordinary people, the supposed beneficiaries of reform, bewildered and sometimes disadvantaged by new developments they did not understand. Consider, for example, the mismatch between the views of colonial officers pushing for modernisation of chieftainship through opening up of opportunities for appointment to wide circles of potential recruits, and those of ordinary people who believed that chieftainship was the proper preserve of only people with certain attributes and who therefore refused to cooperate with the new chiefs. Also, consider the confusion arising from the suggestion that peasants should take part in decision making in direct contradiction of their own belief that decision-making is, and should be, the responsibility of people in positions of authority and not themselves, and the rejection of attempts to include them in decision-making processes. The paper shows, quite clearly, that reform ought to proceed hand in hand with education to ensure that the intended beneficiaries are fully aware of what is being proposed. On issues of democracy, Beattie’s advice is instructive:
“ ... democracy as Westerners understand it, does not always possess for others the self-evident superiority and desirability which we accord it. ... democracy cannot be achieved simply by legislation, however sympathetic and well-intentioned, unless this goes hand in hand with education, broadly conceived, and based above all upon a full understanding of the existing system. The inculcation of the principle of rule by consent itself requires consent” (1961:18). 

This chapter shows that the drive for modernisation which has seen the transformation of chieftainship into a political instrument and its eventual loss of credibility in countries like Uganda has often been significantly counter-productive for the governments themselves and for the people on whose behalf it has been pursued. It is perhaps too late to revive chieftainship in its antic form, but it is certainly not too late to learn from the lessons of history. 
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     �Space constraints have made it impossible to review the pre-WWII history in detail.


     �Aspects of socio-political organisation in segmentary states are examined in the next section.


�See, for example, Southall, 1956.


� Early visitors to Buganda such as the British explorer John Hannington Speke, marveled at the kingdom’s well-kept network of roads radiating from the royal capital to outlying areas (Mair, 1932; Speke, **) 


     �Kings too were subject to checks by a number of advisors and traditional leaders (Mair, 1936; Beattie, 1959).


     �Later on - towards independence - the same rhetoric was seized upon and deployed by nationalists seeking to participate in decision making and eventually take over the reigns of power from the British.


� Uganda never officially became a colony. It remained a British Protectorate until independence. 


�A special agreement signed by Buganda and the Protectorate Government in 1900 exempted the kingdom from many of these changes.  It remained largely autonomous, with the county as its basic local administration unit. Instead of Provincial or District Commissioners, it had a Resident Commissioner playing a consultative rather than executive role (Apter, 1961; Fallers, 1964).


     �Traditionally monarchical Busoga District being an exception, although by the late 1930s it too underwent the same changes (Fallers, 1956: 154).


     �Courts of record had been established at the three administrative levels above the village, each presided over by the relevant chief. 


     �Colonial Office Dispatch from the Secretary of State for the Colonies to the Governors of African Territories, 25 February, 1947.


     �Full quote in Apter, op.cit.:236.


     �Furley, 1982b:168.


     �Justifications for, and criticisms of, decentralisation are explored in Chapter 2.


     �In district councils chiefs, traditional leaders (kings, paramount chiefs and clan leaders), and District employees (the Secretary-General - formerly administrative secretary; and the Treasurer) formed the body of ex officio councillors; elected representatives came in via the electoral college method from lower councils; while nominated members were chosen by  their elected and ex officio counterparts  and the DCs. For details about council membership in general, see, for example, Beattie (1961); Mair (op.cit.); Gertzel (op.cit.); Southall (op.cit.); also Fallers (op.cit.). Colonial officers regarded this make-up of the council system as ‘combining old and new political influences’ and as such appropriate to the needs of African society as it was at that time. As one put it two years before the 1949 reforms were carried out : “ ...  The head of the clan is responsible for the welfare of the clan and representation from among the clan heads ensures that the interests of the clans will not be ignored, and that the traditional authorities of the elders will be given due weight in the tribal council. On the other hand the voice of the younger generation ... is represented by the leaders of the young men in the Local Councils and by the nominated members of all the councils. The balance between conservatism and reform is preserved” [quoted in Gertzel (ibid.:.23). The officer was wrong on many counts, as analysis of what went on in the councils will reveal.


 


     �Even during the pre-colonial era it had not been uncommon for chiefs to be criticised, although by then criticism was less open and much more tactful (ibid., p.241).


     �The attitude of higher chiefs is reflected in the words of a former ‘higher’ chief: “Naturally many chiefs did not like this change because they did not want commoners to interfere in the chiefs’ work” (Tamukedde, 1982:61).


     �”The Wallis Report” by C. A. G. Wallis “Report of an Inquiry into African Local Government in the Protectorate of Uganda”. Entebbe: Government Printer (1953).


     �Devolution of responsibility for social services was not carried out at once for all districts.  It was phased “according to the political development of the people concerned” until eventually all districts - with the exception of Karamoja - had been covered, beginning with West Nile, Acholi and Ankole (1955); Bugisu, Bunyoro, Kigezi, Lango, Madi, and Teso (1956); and Bukedi (1961) – (Richards, ibid.).


     �Like the 1949 Ordinance, its 1955 counterpart did not repeal the Native Authority Ordinance of 1919 which rendered the chief responsible solely to the Central Government and which granted him unlimited judicial, executive, and legislative powers (Burke, op.cit.:38-39).


� See, for example,  Richards, 1982b; Burke, op.cit., especially chapters 5&6; and Gertzel, op.cit., chapters 4&5).


�Details of this conflict are recounted by Burke (op.cit., chapter 5).


� See, for example, Byabazaire, 1979.


     �See, for instance Southwold  (op.cit).


� Henceforth their responsibilities included tax collection,  land administration, local roads, rural water supplies, agricultural extension, primary and junior secondary education, dispensaries and preventive health services. 


�In Buganda 95 per cent of county chiefs; 85 per cent of sub-county chiefs; and 79 per cent of parish chiefs were appointed following the abolition of the kingdom.  Among those dismissed were some of the most educated and experienced chiefs in the country, some after 20 to 30 years experience (Richards, 1982b:45; Swainson, 1996).  


� Otherwise known as the Mamdani Commission 


� See, for example, Mamdani, 1996. 


� For details see, for example, Golooba-Mutebi, 1999; Saito, 2003.


� See, for example, Golooba-Mutebi, 2005. 


� See Golooba-Mutebi, 2004. 





