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Ladies and gentlemen

Allow me to begin by referring to a quotation from President Thabo Mbeki’s address at the Annual Opening of the National House of Traditional Leaders earlier this year. This is what he had to say:

“…the democratic government has sought to preserve many of the key African pre-colonial constructs of governance, believing that the ancient African philosophy and practice of governance was indeed visionary and efficacious in that it was responsive to the key yearnings of the people.”

For me, this statement is very important because of the emphasis it lays on the following:
· Preservation of the key African constructs of governance;

· Belief in the vision and efficacy of ancient African philosophy and practice of governance; and

· How this was responsive to the key yearnings of the people.

Seen from the particular context of this conference, these are very important issues which, I hope, will form part of the deliberations and discussions that you are going to engage in during the next two days.
When I came across the quote from the President’s address that I have just referred to above, I couldn’t avoid seeing it in the context of the vision and mission of our university. Those of you who are familiar with the UKZN will know that its vision is “To be the premier university of African scholarship.” And its mission is stated as “A truly South African university that is academically excellent, innovative in research, critically engaged with society and demographically representative, redressing the disadvantages, inequities and imbalances of the past.” You will therefore agree with me that the preservation of the key African constructs of governance; the vision and efficacy of ancient African philosophy and practice of governance; and being responsive to the key yearnings of the people clearly are integral aspects of the vision and mission of our university.

This leads me to a different but related point: The role of academics in a university. Such a role, as you know, is three dimensional. It includes teaching, research and community engagement. There is no doubt that this conference is a manifestation of two of the major roles of academics, namely, research and community engagement. Talking about research, I am proud to report that the research output of our university has been rising dramatically over the last few years. According to the 2005 statistics we had a total research output of 1078.4 research units, second only to the University of Pretoria, in the whole country. For 2006, we have submitted a total of 1280.47 research units to the DoE. If these are all accepted we shall have increased our output by about 15% from the previous year. This is phenomenal. The point I am trying to make is that conferences like these are important research vehicles whose role in the academic enterprise cannot be overemphasised. 

In so far as community engagement is concerned I really can’t think of any better way of doing this than to sit down with the relevant stakeholders and discuss the critical issues relating to traditional leadership and local governance in South Africa today.

This conference takes place at a time
· When the institution of traditional leadership is in the process of defining a role for itself in the social and political agenda of this country

· When issues of service delivery are at the forefront of the national debate

· When issues of poverty, human rights and democratic governance are critical aspects of the national discourse

· When there is overwhelming interest in the future governance of this country
Ladies and gentlemen, this conference couldn’t have taken place at a better time. And I hope it will throw some light on how some of these issues can be better dealt with. In that regard, the task of this conference, as I understand it is threefold. Firstly, at this conference we should be able to assess the relationship between traditional authorities and local government structures in present day South Africa. In so doing, we should be able to scrutinise the legislative and policy framework within which this relationship operates. Secondly, we need to stand back and honestly confront our own assumptions, attitudes, and opinions about the role of traditional leadership in local economic development and service delivery. And thirdly, the conference will hopefully draw upon the experiences of other African countries on how they are dealing with these issues. 
It would be totally inappropriate for me to welcome you here without extending a word of thanks to the organisers of the conference. Many thanks to the School of Public Administration and I would here wish to make special mention of Professor P. S. Reddy, an outstanding academic of international repute. My sincere thanks also to the DDP whose partnership with our university is a source of great pride and productive collaboration. In particular, many thanks to Dr R A Naidu for his role in organising this conference. May I also thank all those who have worked behind the scenes to make this conference happen.
With those few words, on behalf of the College of Law and Management Studies and on behalf of the University of KwaZulu-Natal, I wish to welcome you all to the 4th Annual Local Government Conference. May I also take the opportunity to welcome you to the UKZN. Although the conference is taking place outside the university campuses, you are our visitors and we are proud to be your hosts. So, feel at home and make yourselves comfortable. 
Finally, although it is not within my power so to do, let me also welcome you to the friendly city of Durban. You will probably know that it is known as the city where the fun never sets. I am not sure exactly what that means, but what I am sure of is that in South Africa, Durban is the best place to be at this time of the year. And for those who come from outside our borders, welcome to Mzansi. 

