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Service Delivery, Conflict Management or Local Participation? 
Decentralisation in the DR Congo 

 

	

Abstract 

Over the last two decades, decentralisation has been a very popular policy choice among 

developing country governments, and donor agencies have demonstrated a strong willingness 

to support such decentralisation reforms. This trend has been accompanied by the emergence 

of a dominant discourse on the potential benefits of decentralisation. This article analyses the 

impact of this dominant discourse on one particular case, namely the on‐going 

decentralisation reforms in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. It deconstructs the 

international discourse into three models –the service delivery model, the conflict 

management model and the local participation model‐ and explores the theoretical 

foundations of each. Subsequently, the article shows that while a combination of these models 

is used to conceptualise the Congolese decentralisation, a number of basic conditions for their 

applicability are not met in this particular case. The article concludes that the emphasis on 

context‐specificity found in general donor strategies does not always translate into realistic 

models for conceptualising the costs and results of concrete instances of decentralisation. It 

argues that such a misfit of models is not inconsequential, as the underlying model crucially 

influences the strategy and expectations of all actors involved in a decentralisation process. 
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Introduction 

 

Over the last two decades, decentralisation has been a very popular policy choice 

among developing country governments, and donor agencies have demonstrated a 

strong willingness to support such decentralisation reforms (Bardhan 2002: 185; 

EC 2007: 2-6; Marivoet 2009: 246; OECD 2004: 9; Prud’homme 1995: 201; Smoke 

2003: 7-8; WB IEG 2008: 5). This trend has been accompanied by the emergence of 

a dominant discourse on the potential benefits of decentralisation to developing 

countries. As Smoke already pointed out in 2003, decentralisation is usually 

associated with a number of typical goals or expected benefits (2003: 9); since 

then, this ‘consensus discourse’ has only crystallized further. Strongly similar 

themes and phrases appear in the decentralisation strategies of various donors, 

such as the European Commission’s Supporting Decentralisation and Local 

Governance in Third Countries (2007) and the World Bank Strategy Reforming 

Public Institutions and Strengthening Governance (2000). The same themes also 

find their way into the policy documents of developing country governments 

undertaking decentralisation reforms; one such case will be analysed in the 

sections that follow. 

This article assesses the impact of this dominant discourse on concrete instances 

of decentralisation, through a case study of the on-going reforms in the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo (DRC). The aim in doing so is threefold. First, the article 

seeks to render explicit some of the theoretical foundations of the dominant 

discourse on decentralisation. To this end, it constructs three models -the service 

delivery model, the conflict management model, and the local participation model- 

and explores their basic assumptions. Each of the three models captures a typical 

goal of decentralisation in developing countries (without claiming to be exhaustive 

- equity concerns, for example, are not discussed here). Secondly, the article asks 

whether the models’ assumptions are justified in the case of the DRC, where a 

combination of the three models is currently being presented as the rationale for 

the country’s decentralisation. Thirdly, the analysis seeks to demonstrate the 

importance of grounding each decentralisation process in a country-specific 
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understanding of its goals and potential, rather than in a more general discourse 

on the benefits of decentralisation. 

Section one provides a brief overview of the DRC’s decentralisation process. 

Sections two through four critically discuss three key ways of thinking about the 

merits of decentralisation, each of which has been used as a rationale for the 

Congolese reforms. The sections start by exploring the theoretical foundations of 

each model, and then go on to contrast these assumptions with the current 

situation in the DRC. Section five argues that a ‘misfit of models’, as appears to exist 

in the Congolese case, is problematic, because models impact upon the strategy 

and expectations of all actors involved. 

 

 

Decentralisation in the DRC 

 

The key modalities of the Congolese decentralisation are laid out in the country’s 

2006 constitution. It outlines a state with three elected levels of government: a 

central authority, 26 provinces (instead of the previous eleven), and decentralised 

territorial entities (or DTEs: cities, communes, sectors, and chiefdoms). The 

constitution is highly specific on certain elements of the decentralisation, notably 

the division of competencies between the central level and the provinces (some of 

which are exclusive, while others are concurrent) and the distribution of domestic 

revenue (40% of which should be at the disposal of the provinces). Other aspects, 

mainly regarding the delineation and organisation of the subnational levels, were 

left to subsequent legislation (DRC 2006). While initially expected to be completed 

by January 2010 (Marivoet 2009: 246), the decentralisation process has proceeded 

only very slowly, with crucial laws still pending (see Millet and Nkongolo (2010) 

for a comprehensive overview of the required legislation). 

To grasp the significance of these constitutional stipulations, it is necessary to 

briefly look at some definitions regarding decentralisation. A distinction is usually 

made between deconcentration, delegation, and devolution. Deconcentration is 

“the transfer of power to an administrative unit of the central government at the 

field or regional office level” (Siegle 2006: 2). It entails a transfer of authority, but 
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not of resources or accountability (Olowu and Wunsch 2004: 5). Delegation is a 

transfer of managerial responsibility for a specific function outside the usual 

central government structure (e.g. to parastatal organizations), whereby 

accountability still resides at the central level (Siegle 2006: 2; Schrottshammer and 

Kievelitz 2006: 5; Olowu and Wunsch 2004: 5). Devolution is the most 

comprehensive form of decentralisation, requiring a transfer of authority, 

resources, and accountability (Olowu and Wunsch 2004: 5).  

Decentralisation in the sense of deconcentration has been inevitable in a country 

as large as the DRC (for a discussion of the Congo’s 1980s laws on deconcentration, 

see Marysse (2005)). This deconcentration, however, was a minimal form of 

decentralisation. Indeed, in 2002, Stephen Ndegwa ranked the DRC as the sixth 

most centralised of 30 African countries for which complete data existed (2002: 

12). The decentralisation envisaged in the new constitution, in contrast, amounts 

to devolution. The provinces will have exclusive competencies in some fields 

(including education, health and agriculture) and shared competencies in others 

(e.g. land and mining rights, energy production). In addition, they will have 

managerial autonomy over significant resources. Accountability is also transferred 

to the subnational level, as both the provincial assemblies and the deliberative 

bodies of the DTEs are to be elected (DRC 2006; DRC 2008). The constitutionally 

enshrined devolution is thus not merely an inevitable consequence of the DRC’s 

size, but a conscious choice for a comprehensive form of decentralisation rather 

than a more limited one. It is in that context that this article analyses the rationales 

presented for this decision. From now on, therefore, when ‘decentralisation’ is 

used, this should be understood as devolution. 

This article mainly focuses on the DRC’s provincial level, for several reasons. First, 

progress has been even slower on the level of the DTEs than on that of the 

provinces, with the former still awaiting their first elections. Secondly, the DTEs 

are in many ways dependent upon the provinces: financially, regarding permission 

for certain activities, and for the provision of basic infrastructure (DRC 2008). 

Finally, the competencies of the DTEs, as defined by a 2008 Organic Law, are rather 

limited (DRC 2008). Even the legal framework for the provinces, however, is not 

complete yet. Provincial elections were held in late 2006, but key laws regarding 
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public finance and territorial limits are still pending (Verheijen 2008: 2). The 

provinces will therefore be treated here as entities to be created, rather than 

already created. 

 

 

The service delivery model 

 

“The Constitution of the Third Republic seeks to strengthen the decentralised entities, to  

create an administration that is close to its citizens and effective in the field of development.” (1)(2)  

Government Programme 2007-2011 (3), Government of the DRC 

(DR, 2007: 13) 

 

When describing the hoped-for outcome of the DRC’s decentralisation, different 

actors use a strikingly similar terminology. Echoing the Government Programme, 

the Ministry of Decentralisation defines this goal as “accelerating the improvement 

of the social conditions of the Congolese population, through the access to basic 

social services” (4) (DRC 2009: 5). Donors also adhere to this discourse. The World 

Bank, in the Project Appraisal for its Enhancing Governance Capacity Project in the 

DRC, states that the aim is to bring government closer to the people and render it 

more accountable and effective (WB 2008: 3). Academics discussing the DRC use 

the same perspective. Wim Marivoet, for example, argues that “in specific 

circumstances and under certain conditions, decentralisation should encourage 

more grass-roots political/social participation, more locally-adapted policies and, 

in consequence, more effective development outcomes” (2009: 246).  

It is remarkable how closely these assessments of the Congolese reforms resemble 

the more general discourse on decentralisation within development agencies. The 

World Bank, in its strategy document Reforming Public Institutions and 

Strengthening Governance, summarises the “economic rationale [for 

decentralisation]” as “the view that greater local involvement in expenditure and 

taxing decisions will lead to services that better reflect local needs and 

preferences” (WB 2000: 24). The European Commission’s Reference Document 

Supporting Decentralisation and Local Governance in Third Countries describes one 
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of the push factors for decentralisation reforms as “the quest for improved 

efficiency in the delivery of basic social services (health, education, water and 

sanitation, etc.)” (EC 2007: 6). Indeed, a key element in the dominant discourse on 

the benefits of decentralisation is a focus on more effective services for 

development, or what this article refers to as the ‘service delivery model of 

decentralisation’.  

 

The service delivery model has drawn heavily upon a specific body of theory, 

developed in the context of European and North-American reforms. It can be 

deconstructed into several components. First, the increased proximity between 

governments and their citizens is thought to lead to governments that are better 

informed about the population they serve. This is expected to result in a more 

efficient resource allocation, well targeted at citizens’ needs. The end result is 

enhanced service delivery (Bardhan 2002: 185-186; Marivoet 2009: 247; Marysse 

2005: 189-190; Saito 2008: 1-9). 

Secondly, better information is expected to combine with stronger accountability 

and responsiveness of subnational governments. Citizens will be better able to 

monitor the performance of subnational governments, and will have stronger 

channels to hold them accountable (Bardhan 2002: 185-186; Marivoet 2009: 247; 

Marysse 2005: 189-190; Saito 2008: 1-9). The Tiebout model, developed in 1956 

but still widely cited, provides a very strong version of this argument, suggesting 

that decentralisation allows citizens to ‘vote with their feet’ by moving to areas 

with better service delivery (Tiebout 1956: 416-417). The continued salience of 

the Tiebout model is clear from the World Bank’s recent statement that “”choice” 

and “exit” are key to effective decentralisation” (WB 2000: 24). According to Paul 

Seabright, however, the strengthened accountability brought about by 

decentralisation stems instead from the increased probability that regions are able 

to vote in or out governments based exclusively on their own evaluation of that 

government (1996: 65). Decentralisation is also thought to give people new ways 

of assessing the performance of their governments, as citizens can compare the 

accomplishments of their own incumbents to those in neighbouring jurisdictions 

(Besley and Case 1995: 25).  
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The service delivery model is one of the most dominant elements in the 

international discourse on the benefits of decentralisation. It has clearly also found 

its way into the conceptualisation of the Congolese reforms. However, as was just 

discussed, its theoretical underpinnings were conceived within a very different 

socio-political context. This raises the question whether an extension to the 

Congolese case is justifiable. This article argues that the service delivery model is 

not an adequate basis for understanding the potential benefits of decentralisation 

in the DRC, because the mechanisms expected to lead from subnational 

government to better service delivery are unlikely to unfold in this particular 

context.  

First, the notion of ‘proximity’ needs to be nuanced. With an estimated total 

population of 73 million and an area the size of Western Europe (CIA, 2012), each 

of the 26 provinces will still have a population size and territory similar to that of 

many small countries. And in the many rural localities where access to transport 

and electronic communications are very limited, even the degree of proximity that 

exists between leaders of decentralised territorial entities (such as the sectors and 

chiefdoms) and their populations is questionable (Smith 2009: 15). Moreover, the 

provinces will not be ethnically or linguistically homogenous; in only three 

provinces will one ethnic group constitute an absolute majority (Marivoet 2009: 

250). The notion of a subnational government that “knows its people” should thus 

not be overestimated in the case of the DRC. 

Secondly, even if proximity in principle creates opportunities for better 

information, these can only be realised if the subnational government has the 

capacity to actually seize such opportunities. The provincial level in the DRC, 

however, lacks both information and statistical capacity. A very telling illustration 

of this dearth of information gathering capacity is that in various Congolese 

provinces, up to 60% of civil servants are undocumented (Millet & Nkongolo 2010: 

9). The argument here is not that building information capacity at the subnational 

level is not a worthy undertaking, but simply that such capacity cannot be 

presumed to exist when predicting the benefits of decentralisation in the DRC. 
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Thirdly, the notion of increased accountability and responsiveness is even more 

problematic. The Tiebout model is of limited relevance to the DRC, due to material 

and social limitations on mobility (Marysse 2005: 189). Moreover, it can be 

questioned whether the other accountability-arguments discussed above, which 

centred on new channels for accountability and more informed citizens, truly 

touch upon the core of accountability problems in the DRC. As Bardhan argues, 

political accountability in poor countries is in to a large extent determined by the 

presence of corruption or capture by interest groups (2002: 192). This has 

important consequences, as elite capture may be more likely at the subnational 

level for a number of reasons. The combination of less heterogeneity and strong 

inequality can make it easier to form small special interest groups, compared to the 

larger heterogeneity of the central level. The subnational level might also have less 

institutionalized mechanisms for checks and balances, and less media scrutiny 

(Bardhan 2002: 194-195). In addition, the rank and file bureaucrats elites need to 

co-opt are often poorer at the subnational level (Olowu and Wunsch 2004: 19). 

Ultimately, the question of which level of government will be more accountable 

cannot be answered a priori in favour of either subnational or national 

governments. As Bardhan and Mookherjee argue, this varies across countries, 

depending on many factors (relative levels of voter awareness and interest-group 

cohesiveness, electoral uncertainty, electoral competition, etc.) (2000: 135-139). A 

complete assessment of all these factors for the case of the DRC is beyond the 

scope of this article, but the available information suggests that accountability is 

currently very limited at the subnational level. The credibility of provincial 

legislatures has been damaged by suspicions of corruption during gubernatorial 

elections, and the prospects for accountability to the public seem limited when 

taking into account the personalized character of politics and the negligible role 

played by political parties (Millet and Nkongolo 2010: 11). Corruption in the DRC 

has been described as so endemic that it should not be seen as an aberration 

within a functioning system, but instead as the system itself (Izzi 2010: 188). 

Olowu and Wunsch’s statement that “patron-clientage and “big men” are often 

present at the local level of politics just as they are at the national level” (2004: 19) 

seems to capture the Congolese situation quite well. 
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The experience of one of the DRC’s neighbours is very instructive in this regard. In 

their study of Uganda, Devas and Grant conclude that “the assumption that 

decentralisation of decision-making will automatically result in decisions that 

reflect the needs and priorities of local citizens is naïve” (2003: 314). Although 

improvements have been achieved in some localities, on the whole decision-

making fora are still dominated by elites, and “there continue to be major problems 

over corruption and rent seeking” in many local councils (2003: 311).  

 

 

The conflict management model 

 

“The final goal of the decentralisation is to contribute to […]  

the prevention of the risk of conflict.” (5) 

Strategic Framework for the Implementation of the Decentralisation (6), Ministry of Decentralisation 

(DRC 2009: 24) 

 

“Although potentially divisive in the short-run, decentralization has a significant  

potential to promote stability and prevent conflict in the long run.” 

Background Paper on the DRC for the UNDP/BDP/DGG global Community of Practice Meeting of 

February 2010 in Dakar 

(Izzi  2010: 198) 

 

It is perhaps hardly surprising that the service delivery model, a way of thinking 

developed in a European and North-American context, is of limited applicability to 

the Congolese reforms. It is therefore important to note that the dominant 

discourse on decentralisation also comprises, though somewhat less prominently, 

a set of ideas developed specifically with conflict-affected countries in mind. This 

second model, here termed the conflict management model, centres on the 

potential of decentralisation to reduce tensions and prevent civil conflict from 

(re)emerging. As is clear from the above quotations, this model has also fed into 

the thinking about the Congolese reforms. 
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Regarding the theoretical foundation of this model, there are two common ways of 

linking decentralisation to conflict management. First, there is the idea that 

allowing each side in a conflict its own ‘state-within-the-state’ can reduce fears of 

exploitation and violence, meet demands for self-rule and ultimately even enhance 

national cohesion (Lake & Rotschild 2005: 109; Gjoni et al. 2010: 291).  

While it may seem quite promising at first, the application of this thinking to the 

DRC is also fraught with difficulties, for three reasons. First, on a theoretical level, 

the impact of decentralisation on conflict remains contested, with several 

academics and practitioners arguing that decentralisation actually increases 

conflict and secessionism. They suggest that decentralisation reinforces regional or 

ethnic identities, can create a sphere for local majorities’ domination over 

minorities, and gives regions resources that can enable conflict and secession 

(Schrottshammer and Kievelitz 2006: 7-8; Diprose and Ukiwo 2008: 4-5). This 

view was confirmed in a recent case study of Kosovo, which concluded that 

assymetrical decentralisation had indeed reinforced ethnic divisions (Gjoni et al. 

2010). Authors have therefore tried to identify intervening variables; Brancati, for 

example, argues that the conflict outcome of decentralisation depends on the 

strength of regional parties (2006).  

Even if there were a stronger theoretical consensus, it is unclear whether this logic 

could be applied to the recent wars in the DRC. Rather than pitting one secessionist 

region against the central government, or two ethnic groups against each other, 

these wars were extremely complex, involving a multitude of (types of) actors in 

continuously shifting alliances (Reyntjens, 2009). There is no self-evident 

decentralised institutional set-up that could accommodate the concerns of all these 

groups.  

Thirdly, even if decentralisation could in principle peacefully accommodate the 

demands of certain Congolese groups, it seems unlikely that the country’s current 

decentralisation process will capture such benefits. The key point here is that the 

creation of new provinces did not start from an analysis of relevant group 

identities but was based simply on the pre-existing districts. The new provinces 

will be far from ethnically homogenous. And in two of the provinces where 

violence is seen to have been most ethnically motivated, North- and South-Kivu, 
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the existing provinces will simply be maintained (Marivoet, 2009: 250-251). The 

delineation of new provinces has moreover failed to consider other types of 

identity. The constitution divides Katanga, historically one of the provinces with a 

strong regional identity and desire for autonomy, into four new provinces (DRC, 

2006), a decision that is strongly contested by Katangese leaders (Millet and 

Nkongolo 2010: 7).  

 

In light of these constitutional provisions, the second broad strand in the literature 

on decentralisation and conflict may be more relevant to the Congolese case. 

Whereas the first strand focused on the macro-level dynamics of conflict and how 

those may be tackled by creating more homogenous subnational entities, the 

second starts from conflicts at the local level, and how these can be resolved 

through the creation of subnational (but not necessarily homogenous) units. The 

key point is that civil wars are often at least partly about local claims, usually 

access to certain resources located in the area. A local institution that is familiar 

with these resources and claims might therefore be in the best position to manage 

the local aspect of the conflict, increasing the chances of peaceful resolution 

(Braathen and Hellevik 2006: 26; Schrottshammer and Kievelitz 2006: 6). Such 

views echo the type of conflict analysis launched by Kalyvas (2003) and elaborated 

for the case of the DRC by Autesserre. Autesserre stresses that during the wars and 

transition in the DRC, “many conflicts revolved around political, social and 

economic stakes that were distinctively local” (2010: 128); she lists land, mineral 

resources, traditional power, taxes, and the relative social status of specific groups 

and individuals as contested resources (2010: 68). Combining the conflict analysis 

of Autesserre with the argument by Braathen and Hellevik, it could be argued that 

the DRC’s decentralisation might have some potential for assuaging future 

tensions. Importantly, the concrete set-up of decentralisation in the Congo has 

harnessed this potential, with the constitution granting the ethnically 

heterogeneous provinces shared or exclusive competences in a number of salient 

areas, such as local taxes, the execution of customary law, land and mining rights, 

and customary rights (DRC 2006). 
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There is, however, one important caveat. Subnational governments can only be 

expected to contribute to the peaceful resolution of local conflicts when they have 

minimal legitimacy among the various groups that constitute their population. 

How crucial this is, has been illustrated by the case of decentralisation in Warri, in 

Nigeria’s Delta Region. Against a history of (perceived) domination by the Itsekiri, 

the Ijaw saw the local councils as a new instrument created to further reinforce 

their marginalisation. This was a direct trigger of violent attacks by Ijaw youth in 

1997, leading to one of Nigeria’s worst incidents of ethnic violence in decades 

(Diprose and Ukiwo 2008: 19-20). 

 

As was the case for the service delivery model, the basic assumptions of the 

conflict management model do hence not seem to be sufficiently in line with the 

current political situation in the DRC to provide an adequate conceptual basis for 

the decentralisation reforms. 

 

 

The local participation model 

 

“one of the principal objectives of the decentralisation is to promote a new culture of citizen 

participation, engaging the population in all the levels and stages of local development and public 

affairs management” (7) 

Strategic Framework for the Implementation of the Decentralisation, Ministry of Decentralisation 

(DRC 2009: 25) 

  

Besides service delivery and conflict management, policy documents on the DRC’s 

decentralisation usually mention a third benefit of the reforms, namely in the field 

of democracy. This is not only the case for the Congolese government itself, but 

also for key donors. The European Commission, in its DRC Country Strategy Paper 

and Indicative National Programme 2008-2013, states that “by progressively 

transferring competencies, this decentralisation will contribute to the 

development of local democracy” (EC 2008: 31). Again, the thinking in this 

particular case reflects a broader discourse, termed here the ‘local participation 

model of decentralisation’. 
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Over the last two decades, an extensive theoretical literature has developed on the 

relationship between decentralisation and democratisation in developing 

countries. Many authors routinely use the term ‘democratic decentralisation’, 

though its precise meaning remains unclear (cf. the diverging definitions in Ribot 

(2002) and Barnett et al. (1997)). The core idea generally is that strengthening 

subnational levels of government will strengthen a country’s democratic 

framework, by introducing an element of citizen participation (Barnett et al. 1997; 

Brinkerhoff 2007; Devas and Grant 2003; Kauzya 2007). This idea has inspired 

numerous initiatives around the world; within the African context, the motivation 

given for decentralisation in the cases of Uganda, Rwanda and South Africa are 

examples (Kauzya 2007: 75-76). 

 

But the adoption of this model as a point of departure for the Congolese case is 

problematic, for two reasons. First, like the service delivery model, it tends to 

equate subnational decision making with participation and accountability. This 

basic assumption is not tenable in every country-context. The Ugandan experience 

is illustrative. In Uganda, the rhetoric of participatory democracy was an important 

part of the decision to decentralise, resulting in the creation of many formal 

mechanisms that enabled citizens to participate at the local level, with special 

protection of gender and minority interests (Kauzya 2007: 79-85). In reality, 

however, participation is much weaker than one might expect on the basis of the 

legislation, and good practice mainly emerged in those places where there was 

already a committed local leadership, a strong civil society, pressure from local 

media and widely available information (Devas and Grant 2003: 313-315). The 

conclusion that the prior existence of local political and civil society capacity seems 

to be a precondition for democratic decentralisation has also been reached in 

recent case studies of non-African countries (for example Brinkerhoff et al. 2007: 

207). Hence, even when decentralisation explicitly targets democratisation 

through the creation of formal participation mechanisms, good results depend on 

stringent conditions. These conditions are likely to be unfulfilled in many parts of 



14 
 

the DRC, where the need for civic education is tremendous, especially in rural 

areas (Smith 2009: 24). 

Secondly, the local participation model assumes that decentralisation ‘deepens’ 

democracy in a context of broadly democratic politics at the national level. 

According to Barnett and co-authors, democratic decentralisation “addresses the 

extension of democratic processes to lower levels of government” (1997: 2 

emphasis added). As a consequence, the central government is expected to lead the 

process and safeguard its democratic character. Brinkerhoff and his co-authors 

argue, for example, that whenever elites and special interests become too 

dominant in subnational governments, central governments should discipline 

subnational governments (2007: 190). These ideas have been incorporated into 

the thinking of the World Bank, which argues that “effective decentralisation 

requires an active role for central government, because rules and restraints are 

absolutely necessary to distribute responsibilities across levels of governments” 

(WB 2000: 25, emphasis in the original). This includes those rules that “govern 

political processes that link citizens to their government” (WB 2000: 25). The 

application of this approach to the DRC is problematic, because, after decades of 

public mismanagement under authoritarian rule and years of conflict, democracy 

and capacity at the central level are nascent at best. The large delays already 

incurred in crucial steps of the decentralisation process (such as the organisation 

of local elections) are testimony to this caveat. 

 

 

The importance of models 

 

The aim of this article is not to criticize the dominant discourse on decentralisation 

in developing countries per se, or to argue that it lacks nuance or attention to 

context. Indeed, the strategy documents on decentralisation of donor agencies are 

filled with cautionary notes, stressing the importance of country-specific factors. 

Rather, this article has sought to demonstrate that this caution and nuance on the 

general level do not yet necessarily translate into the use of a nuanced conceptual 

framework for specific instances of decentralisation. In the case of the DRC, it 
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seems that both the Congolese government and donor officials have adopted as the 

starting point for their action in the field of decentralisation what could be called a 

‘thin’ version of the international discourse: a combination of key elements from 

the service delivery, conflict management and local participation models. Critical 

scrutiny of the theoretical basis of these models, however, quickly reveals that they 

are ill-fitted for the case of the DRC, as crucial assumptions are not in line with 

Congolese social reality. 

This misfit might not seem overly problematic. After all, the decentralisation has 

been approved by the Congolese people in the referendum of 2005, is 

constitutionally enshrined, and will hence certainly remain a priority for the 

government and for donors active in the country in the years to come. The time for 

broad considerations about the benefits of decentralisation to the Congo might 

appear to have passed, as what now remains to be done is the gradual 

implementation of the constitutional provisions. 

Quite to the contrary, this article argues that the construction of an adequate 

model that can serve as the starting point for government and donor action 

remains crucial. The reason for this is that such underlying models heavily 

influence the expectations and strategies of the actors involved, in three key ways. 

First, they have an important impact on the benefits that are expected, and on the 

timeframe within which those benefits are expected. For example, the World 

Bank’s statement with regard to the DRC case that “it is important for 

governments, especially at the decentralised level, to show some initial results in 

terms of improved service delivery” (WB 2008: 4) has clearly been heavily 

influenced by the service delivery model. This statement does not seem 

particularly realistic, however, when taking into account the various caveats made 

here regarding the application of this model to the DRC. The prediction of 

improved service delivery rests on the assumption of capability and accountability 

on the subnational level. As both largely remain to be created in the Congolese 

case, more tangible benefits such as enhanced service delivery should at best be 

expected in the longer run. An apt consideration on the part of the Congolese 

government and the international community of the benefits of decentralisation 

(and their timing) is moreover a prerequisite for creating realistic expectations 
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among the Congolese public. It is not clear what the population expects from the 

reforms, and these expectations might not at all be realistic (Weiss & Nzongolo-

Ntalaja 2009: 9). Jennifer Smith concluded, after conducting focus group 

discussions in South-Kivu, that “people seemed to have high hopes in general that 

“change” would happen, without any specific understanding of what “change” 

meant or their own part in bringing about that change” (2009: 20). It is clear that 

such a public opinion can rapidly result in disillusionment and waning support for 

the reforms, and that this is exacerbated by unrealistic expectations on the part of 

the government and donors. 

Secondly, the estimated cost of realizing the benefits of decentralisation varies 

greatly among models, as does prioritisation. The approach of donors in the DRC 

has been criticized for focusing too exclusively on legal change, the electoral 

process and institution and capacity building (Smith 2009: 30-32). According to 

the analysis presented here, one of the main drivers of this particular donor 

approach is the dominance of thinking inspired by the service delivery and local 

participation models, as those predict a fairly straightforward causal chain leading 

from formal competency transferral to better services and participatory 

democracy. Starting from an alternative model, in which local accountability is to 

be created or strengthened before any of those gains can be seized, leads to a very 

different ‘road map’ for the reforms. It draws the attention to the need for 

‘citizenship education’, and the establishment of meaningful relations of 

accountability between the population and their leaders, which will not be 

achieved through elections alone (Smith 2009: 30-33).  This is of course a far more 

encompassing, costly and long-term oriented task than the creation of new 

legislation or the organisation of elections. 

Thirdly, different models lead to different expectations regarding leadership. As 

was already briefly mentioned, the local participation model accords the national 

level the central role of moving forward the decentralisation and keeping it on the 

democratising track. Perhaps more suitable to the Congolese situation of nascent 

democracy at all levels is the statement by the German Development Cooperation, 

in its Guideline on Decentralisation and Conflict, that development cooperation 

should at the same time reinforce central and local government capabilities 
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(Schrotshammer and Kievelitz 2006: 11). This also means that control over the 

democratic character of the decentralisation should not be the exclusive 

responsibility of the central government, but should also be entrusted to others, 

such as Congolese civil society. This in turn entails that donors might have to scale 

up support to non-governmental organisations in fulfilling that role. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This article has analysed the impact of the dominant discourse regarding 

decentralisation in developing countries on one particular case, namely the on-

going reforms in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. It deconstructed the 

international discourse into three models, and explored their theoretical 

foundations. Subsequently, the article showed that while these models are often 

used to conceptualise the Congolese decentralisation, a number of basic conditions 

for their applicability are not met in the case of the DRC. It concluded, therefore, 

that the caution, nuance and context-specificity that are stressed in general donor 

strategies do not always translate into realistic models for conceptualising the 

costs and results of concrete instances of decentralisation. It was argued that such 

a misfit of models is not inconsequential, as the underlying model crucially 

influences the strategy and expectations of all actors involved in the 

decentralisation process.  
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Annex: Original French formulation of quotes and document titles 

 

(1) Where documents only available in French are quoted, the translation is the 

author’s own. The original French formulations can be found in the notes below. 

(2) « La Constitution de la Troisième République vise à renforcer les entités 

décentralisées pour davantage créer une administration de proximité efficace sur 

le plan du développement. » 

(3) Programme du Gouvernement 2007-2011 

(4) « en vue d’accélérer l’amélioration des conditions sociales de la population 

congolaise grâce à l’accès aux services sociaux de base » 

(5) « La finalité de la mise en œuvre de la décentralisation est de contribuer à la 

promotion […] à la prévention de risques de conflits. » 

(6) Cadre Stratégique de Mise en Œuvre de la Décentralisation 2009-2019 

(7) « Les principaux objectifs spécifiques sont: […] Promouvoir une nouvelle 

culture de participation citoyenne en impliquant les populations à tous les niveaux 

et dans toutes les séquences de développement local et de gestion des affaires 

publiques. » 
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