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State decentralisation 

and local politics in Mali

Ole Martin Gaasholt
School of Oriental and African Studies, London



No Mali, a descentralização concretizada pelas eleições municipais de 1999 era suposta
constituir o ponto de chegada do processo de democratização no país e de permitir uma acrescida
autonomia regional e local. Porém, um estudo da realidade efectiva da descentralização numa
municipalidade dominantemente Tuareg revelou que esta reforma serviu para diminuir as
despesas do Estado, transferindo funções para os municípios e limitando-lhes a atribuição de
verbas. Dada a sua economia extrovertida, a municipalidade começou a depender do apoio da
parte de ONGs. A apropriação de fundos oriundos do Estado e das ONGs, por parte de notáveis
locais apostados em desenvolver áreas habitadas pelos seus seguidores, redundou em rivalidades
locais. Esta situação favorece conflitos violentos entre grupos populacionais bem como a
corrupção no seio da administração e entre as forças armadas.

In Mali, the decentralisation as manifested in the municipal elections of 1999 was to be the
end-point of the country's process of democratisation and also allow for increased regional and
local autonomy. However, an inquiry into the reality of decentralisation in a Tuareg-dominat-
ed municipality revealed that the reform served to diminish state expenditure by transferring
tasks rather than funds to the municipalities. In a strongly extroverted local economy, the
municipality came to depend on NGO support. Diversion of funds from the state and NGOs
by local notables anxious to develop «sites» inhabited by followers fed into local rivalries. The
situation fosters violent conflicts among population groups and corruption in the administra-
tion and among the military.

Au Mali, la décentralisation concrétisée par les élections municipales de 1990 était censée
constituer le point final du processus de démocratisation du pays, tout en permettant une
autonomie régionale et locale accrue.  Une étude de la réalitée effective qui a résultée dans une
localité à domination Touareg révèle cependant que cette réforme a servi à diminuer les dépens-
es de l'État qui a transféré certaines tâches aux municipalités tout en limitant les subsides qui
leur sont attribués. Étant donnée son économie extrovertie, la municipalité a par conséquent
commencé à dépendre de l'appui d'ONGs. L'appropriation de fonds provenant de l'État et des
ONGs par des notables locaux cherchant à développes des «sites» habités par leurs clients est
alors à l'origine - ou renforce - des rivalités locales. Cette situation conduit à des conflits violents
entre groupes sociaux et augmente la corruption au sein de l'administration et des forces armées.



Introduction

The present paper originally appeared in the context of the panel named
«Political Structures» of the AEGIS Conference. However, the materials upon
which it is based come from the fieldwork undertaken for my doctoral thesis,
which was carried out for the most part in a small town in Northern Mali1. My
main concern was thus with politics as it is enacted in a local setting, or in other
words, with political action. On the other hand, the fieldwork took place right
after the setting up of the new municipal structures created by the reform of
decentralisation in Mali, and this reform did of course modify the conditions for
the exercise of local politics. 

These modifications were not necessarily of the kind promoted by the
reform, however. In fact, there are important discrepancies between the official
version of the decentralisation on the one hand and its enactment and the ways
in which it is being perceived on the other. This is why I shall largely, but not
completely, leave the changes in the official politico-administrative structures in
Mali to one side. In my opinion, an assessment of the reform in question that
overestimates the importance of such official structures will most likely over-
look other, potentially more significant, developments.

This is not to say that I intend to privilege the local for the sake of the local,
or that I think any given locality is somehow insulated from processes external
to it. Rather, I shall argue that through close attention to developments on the
local level, one may become aware of rather more insidious changes, not least to
the ways in which the state is operating. Behind the reform of decentralisation,
then, state institutions take on new and for the most part reduced roles, thereby
opening up space for new forms of political organisation. From this point of
view, one may even say that a new structure is gradually appearing. This will
also constitute my main point of interest in this paper.

For such an argument to be intelligible, however, a certain amount of back-
ground information will be required. Below, I shall therefore first briefly discuss
the reform of decentralisation in its official form as well as explain why it is
being undertaken. There are in Mali quite particular reasons for the reform,
linked to a rebellion that took place in Northern Mali. The feature that both the
decentralisation and the rebellion have in common is a concern with and wish
for more political influence to disfavoured constituencies. A concern with access
to state resources is also of importance, however, although the significance of
such resources changes as the rebellion gives way to the reform. Having pro-
vided this background information, I shall then proceed to a discussion of local

1 The research for this article was made possible by a grant from the Central Research Fund of the University
of London and an Additional Fieldwork Award from the School of Oriental and African Studies.



politics in the town of Gossi. Through the use of a few examples, the new rela-
tionship between the state and the localities will become apparent. Anticipating
my conclusion a little, I may say that the state increasingly concentrates its activ-
ities on the realm of control and oversight, while reducing its role as a provider
of resources. Ambitious actors are thus free to take over the local arena, while
relying more and more on funds deriving from sources other than the state. For
the majority of the people, devoid of this requisite organisational capital, «par-
ticipation», which is allegedly made possible by the decentralisation, consists
henceforth primarily in building a relationship with one such influential figure.
The result is an increasing fragmentation where each group of people backing
such a leader tends to become a semi-autonomous community. 

Why Decentralise?

Decentralisation has become something of a trend in many parts of the
world. In Africa, the notion appears to have gained increasing favour following
the growing emphasis on democratisation from the early 1990’s onwards, and
thus to have become part of a conceptual package including democratisation
and good governance as well as participation. The latter form part of an inter-
national discourse prevalent among African governments and among donors
such as the World Bank and the IMF (e.g., Manor 1999).

Decentralisation as a concept nevertheless denotes very different projects of
reform. In the literature on the subject, despite debates over the apposite nomen-
clature, there is a consensus that a process of decentralisation should entail more
than a simple deconcentration of state services; it must involve a real devolution
of powers of decision-making (e.g., Mahwood 1993, Manor 1999). The question
still remains to what level power will be devolved and to what organ. Only a
decentralisation to popularly elected councils may be equated with democrati-
sation in the general acceptance of the latter.

Compared to other African countries engaged in processes of decentralisa-
tion, Mali has chosen a radical approach to the issue. The reform process
involves the creation of municipal councils elected by general suffrage. The
municipalities correspond to what was formerly the lowest echelon of the state
administration, and their modest size should ensure the accessibility of the local
authorities. The former system, meanwhile, placed all decision-making powers
locally in the hands of centrally appointed state administrators who were only
accountable to their superiors (Républic du Mali 1999a). 

The stated purpose of the reform, then, is to remedy the lack of popular influ-
ence on the management of local affairs and the distance separating the author-
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ities and the people (République du Mali 1999b). These being the intentions, the
people responsible for the elaboration of the reform commonly present it as the
crowning achievement of the country’s process of democratisation (Sall 1993).
Ever since the overthrow of the single party regime of Moussa Traoré in 1991
and the subsequent exemplary transition to multi-party democracy, the Malian
government has been anxious to promote the democratic credentials of the
country. This image has been propagated in the media2, but also through close
co-operation with the UNDP and the Bretton Woods institutions (see Poulton &
Youssouf 1998). Mali has thus become a display case for democracy in West
Africa. This in turn ensures continued funding from the major donors and from
NGO’s, as the country now ostensibly conforms to the new conditionalities for
external funding, which rest on successful democratisation. 

To democratisation, whether in earnest or as a showcase, must be added one
more factor, in the case of Mali This is the rebellion, which, although it did proba-
bly not influence the decision to decentralise, nevertheless affected the scope and
the timing of the reform process3. The rebellion was of too complex a nature for
me to discuss it in much detail here. I shall only give a brief summary of its caus-
es and development, before bringing to the fore the issues of political influence
and access to resources that matter most for my argument. The rebellion started
when, in 1990, exiled Tuareg based in Libya and Algeria revolted against the cen-
tral state by attacking army posts4. Through such attacks they maintained their
supplies and armaments, but were never able to establish much territorial control.
Repression against the civilian Tuareg and Arabs ensued, as the army was unable
to hunt down the rebels, and a refugee crisis was the result. Two peace agreements
were negotiated between succeeding governments and the rebels, but only partly
implemented. In the midst of growing ethnic polarisation, some rebel leaders
managed to approach notables of other ethnic groups and reach a new deal with
the government. The end result was an offer of positions in the state, and particu-
larly in the army, to the rebels and not least to their leaders, after which the con-
flict died down while the refugees gradually returned to the country.

The rebels had all along made claims of an independent state for the Tuareg
and the Arabs, a state carved out from the territory of the three northern regions
of Mali. Through the course of the rebellion, some rebels tempered their
demands to one of autonomy, provisions for which were included in the second
peace agreement, which remained the final one, albeit with modifications. The
northern regions had thus been granted a so-called special status. Intense oppo-
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3 A similar argument is made by Seely (2001).
4 The following account of the rebellion is based on Boilley 1999, Diarrah 1996 and Poulton and Ag Youssouf
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sition from other regions of the country was the result, however, and the notion
of a special status may even have fuelled the conflict. When it ended in 1996,
therefore, the decision was made to implement the process of decentralisation as
soon as possible in all regions of the country. This was justified on the basis that
the decentralisation allowed a large measure of local autonomy. The people of
Northern Mali who had revolted against exaggerated state interference could
now freely manage their own affairs, it was held. 

The grievances of the rebels involved certain other issues, however. In spite
of the calls for autonomy, they consistently laid claim to a larger proportion of
state development funds and positions in the state, on the basis of alleged dis-
crimination. And the rebellion did finally end by their being granted a greater
share of state resources. 

There is thus an apparent inconsistency between claims of independence and
of stronger incorporation into the Malian state. It may be attributed to differ-
ences of opinion among the rebels and changing strategies throughout the
course of the conflict. On the other hand, such apparently contradictory
demands may reflect a wish for a state capable of facilitating a process of devel-
opment rather than a state simply exercising control. Unfortunately, the state
was already characterised by the weight of its security apparatus, and the rebels
reinforced this imbalance. Already hard pressed for resources even without the
rebellion, the state thus concentrates increasingly on the task of surveillance. The
one of development, meanwhile, is turned over to the decentralised entities and
their external partners, as the following case study will show. 

The Local and the State

My fieldwork location, Gossi, is a small town in the region of Timbuktu.
Since the droughts of the 1980’s, it has been the host of several NGOs because of
its central location next to the only paved road traversing the area. This location
and the NGO presence have both contributed to the growth of the town and
have turned it into a regional centre. Its livestock market attracts pastoralists
from all the neighbouring localities and is of central importance in an area where
the economy is to a large extent based on pastoralism. A trading and adminis-
trative centre, the town has attracted people from other regions of the country as
the NGOs drew drought victims here. The result is considerable complexity in
the ethnic composition of the local population and its social organisation. 

This ethnic diversity is of significance in local politics, of course, but not quite
in the way one would expect. Local political struggles are not simply factional
ones opposing the main ethnic groups or first-comers and latecomers. In fact,

80 STATE DECENTRALISATION AND LOCAL POLITICS IN MALI



the most visible opposition in ethnic guise matters but little in local politics. This
is the opposition between the people most closely associated with the rebellion,
the Tuareg and the Arabs who are known as the «Red», and the remaining eth-
nic groups the members of which are known as the «Black». The rebellion did to
some degree exacerbate this opposition, but earlier relationships of co-operation
across such boundaries have persisted despite the conflict. 

This is not to say that local communities based on ethnic groups or sub-
groups are of no importance. For a host of activities, such communities are the
obvious frame of reference. In the local discourse, therefore, local politics is often
presented as a struggle between local groups, while an important aim is to be
represented in the main decision-making organs, most notably the municipal
council. However, certain features of local social organisation should make us
wary of taking this ethnicised discourse at face value.

The great mobility of the people coupled with changes to the economic situ-
ation since the droughts has already modified many aspects of earlier social
organisation. Many sub-ethnic groups now appear in local branches, as it were,
that only have relevance in a given locality. Such groups, known as «fractions»,
alongside their leaders or «chiefs», should normally be recognised by the state
administration as being resident in a particular municipality. Both chiefs and
fractions, then, in spite of their «traditional» flavour, are technically extensions
of the state administration. Chiefs should thus be elected by the fraction mem-
bers, but they more frequently inherit the position, when they not simply man-
age to gather a sufficient following to create a new fraction of which they them-
selves will of course be the chief. Furthermore, the «fractions» quite frequently
fission or give rise to sub-divisions, one of the main reasons being struggles over
the chieftaincy. Some enterprising chiefs will even include people from socially
sub-ordinate categories, such as the descendants of slaves, into their fraction to
boost its numbers, which, among other things, adds to its voting strength. There
is thus no one single principle such as kinship underlying local social organisa-
tion, although local discourse privileges such connections. The resulting com-
plexity entails that there is considerable scope for alliances cross-cutting the
most strongly publicised rivalries, as it were.

The game of alliances engaged in by the chiefs when establishing their posi-
tions adds to the complexity of local alliances and rivalries, however. A closer
look at the municipal council, to which fraction chiefs supply most of the coun-
cillors, should make this clear. Among the councillors, for instance, only three
councillors do not belong to the ruling party, ADEMA. All political parties habit-
ually channel resources towards their local branches to build support, but the
ruling party has, unsurprisingly, more to offer than its rivals. Usually, the local
members of the party share these resources, although the distribution is affect-
ed by the balance of power between them. Two of the councillors representing
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different parties thus left the ruling party not long before the elections because
they had not profited much from party resources. 

In other words, the chiefs in their capacity as councillors co-operate across
the boundaries of the fractions they ostensibly represent, and not necessarily to
the benefit of their constituencies. In fact, in addition to resources from political
parties, they sometimes manage to access those of NGOs by emphasising their
role as representatives of their communities. When a wildlife project offered
indemnities to victims of damages made by a herd of elephants, the councillors
and some associated chiefs swiftly set themselves up as the leaders of the vic-
tims, without having suffered any damage themselves. As the example shows,
the co-operation of the chiefs in this regard made them benefit from what should
have accrued to their fraction members. 

Much the same can be said in the case of the resources of the municipal coun-
cil itself, even if they cannot be controlled as easily. This is because the state
administration still keeps its representative in every municipality, the person
formerly representing the only formally recognised decision-maker locally. His
role has been redefined to one of assistance, but it is also his duty to report any
irregularities to his superiors, who may in theory dissolve the council in cases of
serious mismanagement. In Gossi, the state representative has remained on
good terms with the councillors, however. In the past, he relied to a considerable
extent on the main fraction chiefs, as the resources at his disposal were too lim-
ited for an integral control of the locality. Today, it is thus with his collusion or
tacit support that the diversion of council funds is possible. 

In this way, the chiefs appropriate much of the public resources. On the other
hand, many people are accustomed to the chiefs’ taking care of communal mat-
ters, and within certain limits, it is accepted that the chiefs eat, as it were. This
may have been some of the reason why many local people showed little interest
in the decentralisation as such, although most had clearly heard about the
reform. Their main interest was thus in the personnel of the municipal council.
Not everyone was so lenient, however, and there were quite a few voices
denouncing the corrupt practices of the chiefs. 

In view of the inactivity of the council, this is scarcely surprising. The coun-
cil only convened almost a year after the municipal elections. Council staff was
either not hired or not paid; only when it came to tax collection did the council
exhibit any degree of expediency. The result was that the pressure of taxation
increased because of the creation of a series of new taxes, while there was no
marked improvement in the services provided by local authorities. 

The most common view was thus that the reform would not change much.
No one had asked for it; the reform was simply an external imposition decreed
by a foreign power such as France, or, according to a more sophisticated version,
the donors. In any case, everything was in the hands of the ruling party which
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was on the road to becoming a new single party. As the municipality was effec-
tively in the hands of the same constellation of chiefs grouped around the state
representative as before, one may agree that little indeed had changed. 

In this situation, the reason that there was not a massive popular protest
against the chiefs in spite of there being some criticism of their undertakings is
because their support is built on redistribution. Lest I turn this into another sor-
did tale of corruption, however, I wish to draw your attention to some features
of the local economy. A strong dependence on external inputs accounts to some
extent at least both for the limited success of the decentralisation and the ongo-
ing fragmentation characteristic of local social organisation.

Since the droughts of the 1970’s, there has been a growing need for external
inputs into the pastoralist economy. Such inputs, typically, come from labour
migration, to Côte d’Ivoire for instance, and trade. With an increasing amount of
capital in the hands of some traders and politicians, the latter have also invest-
ed in livestock. Add to this a growing long-distance trade in livestock, and it
becomes clear why the prices of animals have risen making the pastoralists ever
more dependent on cash. 

The situation in Gossi illustrates this development admirably. Most of the
houses in town are owned by traders from elsewhere, while the autochthonous
groups who have largely stuck to livestock raising are losing out even in their
own domain as town-based traders acquire herds of their own that are entrust-
ed to hired herders. The success of the traders is based on their access to cash in
an economy becoming ever more monetarised. Trade in Gossi is nevertheless
subject to the fluctuations of the livestock business, which remains the driving
force of the local economy. Only two other sources of cash and credit exist, the
state and development agencies. This is as true on the individual level as on the
level of the municipality. 

In the case of local authorities, it is clear that their increased autonomy has
been accompanied by an expectation of greater self-reliance. In the official
rhetoric, this is called «responsibilisation» (République du Mali 1999b). Popular
participation entails less state intervention; this, however, applies not just to con-
trol, but to the support of development efforts as well. 

It is true that the decentralisation laws state that every transfer of tasks
should be accompanied by a concomitant transfer of resources (République du
Mali 1999a). The actual transfers, however, remained modest and often arrived
late. The sums intended for the setting up of the municipal councils, for instance,
only arrived more than a year after the elections. 

The lethargy of the municipal council in Gossi did thus to some extent find
its origin in the one of the state administration, which was responsible for the
preparations of the reform. In spite of the rather grandiose statements regarding
the importance of the decentralisation, then, the state administration did little in
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the way of practical measures to prepare for the reform. For instance, little infor-
mation was provided to people outside the urban areas; in fact, the main contri-
bution of the administration was to arrange the elections. Afterwards, little
assistance was awarded in the setting up of the newly elected councils, and no
provisions had been made for the training of their staff. On the other hand, some
training of councillors as well as more general information campaigns had been
undertaken by NGOs commissioned by the state administration. 

When the decentralisation is approached in this manner, it appears above all
to have served the purpose of reducing state expenditure. This is because the
state transfers costly tasks such as health and schooling to the municipalities.
Meanwhile it retains all the most valuable categories of land whose natural
resources, such as firewood, would constitute important sources of income if
handed over to the municipalities. Legal provisions for such transfers that
would strengthen the self-reliance of the municipalities have been made, but
they are seldom implemented (Rép du Mali 1999a). The only substantial trans-
fer of resources is thus certain categories of taxes. However, these are mainly
local taxes that the state administration had difficulties collecting in the past. 

The decentralisation opens another opportunity to the municipalities, how-
ever. This is the right to negotiate partnerships with external agencies, indepen-
dently of the state administration (République du Mali 1999a and 1999b). The
dearth of resources locally must now be made up for by inputs from such
sources. However, the mode of operation of these agencies tends to fuel the com-
petition between the local groups or fractions and their chiefs. 

Admittedly, many NGOs still work in close association with local authorities
and make their plans with the municipal council. This is especially true of the
larger NGOs whose interventions last for several years. But there is also a grow-
ing number of smaller NGOs whose work is characterised by more punctual
interventions and which sometimes decide to start work in the locality on the
request of a particular chief. The co-ordination between these NGOs is on the
whole insufficient. The growing importance of assistance from various Arab
Islamic organisations that combine development interventions and the con-
struction of mosques hardly offers a remedy to this state of affairs.

The chiefs thus experience the push of the municipal council and its NGO
collaborators and the pull of the NGOs that target particular fractions. While in
the first context they will tend to make attempts to appropriate or divert the
available resources, in the second, the NGO contribution may suffice in itself. In
both contexts, of course, the presence of NGOs engenders spin-off effects and
employment opportunities, which can make them attractive even when their
activities are otherwise of little interest. Put differently, the most significant dif-
ference is the following one: Diverted resources must at times be redistributed
to ensure continued political support, as when votes are bought with gifts.
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Development efforts targeting an individual fraction or community, on the other
hand, foster such support in themselves. 

This raises the question of why the fractional logic, as it were, is to this point
self-perpetuating. Historical reasons may be invoked, as well as the ostensibly
kinship-based idiom on which the fractions appear to be based. However, as
mentioned above, even if local discourse emphasises such rules, practices at
variance with them abound. What was earlier the main local groups steadily
sub-divide, while some people associate because of long-standing ties of friend-
ship and a history of co-operation and association rather than simply kinship or
fraction links. Moreover, what appears as an even more ephemeral kind of
group is emerging, the site. Its raison d’être gives us a clue to the mechanism
behind the ongoing fragmentation. 

The emergence of sites probably harks back to before the rebellion, but their
numbers grew as a result of the conflict. During the repatriation of the refugees,
many people were settled in so-called sites or small hamlets to facilitate the pro-
visions of aid. A well, for instance, was of more use where there was a certain
concentration of people. Increasingly, people tend to settle in such sites and
become all but sedentary as the pastoralist transhumance becomes ever more
seasonal and only involves the people directly occupied with the livestock.

A main concern for the site is to attract an NGO to develop it with wells, a
school and a clinic. This is the task of the chief of the site, who may be a fraction
chief, but who is often simply a person capable of attracting development funds.
Depending on his success in this regard, his wealth and his personality, he may
attract more people to his site and potentially more funds as well. 

One could possibly argue that the fragmentation is due to historical causes or
local cultural idioms such as the importance of chiefs. But the lack of co-ordina-
tion of development efforts and the scarcity of resources locally undoubtedly
contribute to the growing prestige of the rather few persons who are able to
access the external resources. Furthermore, many external agencies readily
accept the claims of chiefs to represent a local group, and treat them as privi-
leged interlocutors. 

There is in any case an ongoing fragmentation, which is all the more serious
as the groups in question may also be in competition for access to natural
resources such as water and pasture. Disputes between these groups and occa-
sional violent clashes, albeit highly localised ones, have therefore occurred. For
the time being, however, there is a number of factors that keeps such a develop-
ment from reaching its logical conclusion, namely a high number of small com-
munities permanently pitted against each other. 

Firstly, there is the municipal council, and the fact that many external devel-
opment agencies work in close co-operation with the local authorities. To have
access to these resources, a degree of co-operation between the main chiefs is
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necessary. Secondly, there is the system of control and oversight of the state. The
main components locally are the state representative and a few divisions of the
armed forces. 

As I have already shown, the state reduces its development efforts to reduce
state expenditure, hence the decentralisation, and concentrates instead on con-
trol. Ironically, the rebellion has contributed to this development. The demand
of the rebels for a more equitable distribution of state resources was granted pri-
marily in the form of positions in the armed forces, which are, I need hardly say,
the most profitable positions in the Malian state. As a result the number of the
members of the armed forces has grown and consumes a great part of state
resources. Meanwhile, so-called residual banditry following the rebellion justi-
fied a continued emphasis on the maintenance of law and order (see Poulton &
Youssouf 1998). 

Unfortunately, despite the considerable amounts spent on the armed forces,
insecurity is widespread throughout the northern regions. In Gossi, the town
itself was quite safe because of the presence of a company of guards, while in the
bush, the pastoralists victims of thefts of livestock were increasingly left to their
own devices. The result is a growing demand for firearms, the numbers of which
in circulation locally increased because of the rebellion. Furthermore, the mem-
bers of the armed forces are compromised by their involvement in criminal
activities ranging from extortion of money to collusion with smugglers.

The ability of the armed forces to counteract the process of fragmentation is
thus tenuous at best. A worst case scenario, meanwhile, was suggested to me
during fieldwork by the following incident. In Mali, there is a «Day of the
Armed Forces». On this day, in the town square in Gossi, the guards demon-
strated their close combat skills and their ability to defend the local administra-
tive structures which contain the armed forces arsenals. Similar demonstrations
took place throughout the country. They thus made clear that the military arse-
nals were protected against attacks such as took place during the rebellion and
which constituted the most important way of acquiring weapons for the rebels. 

To me, however, the need for the soldiers to defend their own weapons
became symbolic of the potential of the armed forces to fuel the process of frag-
mentation rather than contain it. 

Conclusion

A development such as the one suggested in my last example is perhaps too
much of an extrapolation. My purpose in invoking it, however, was to bring
attention to a situation characterised by a state that has largely withdrawn from

86 STATE DECENTRALISATION AND LOCAL POLITICS IN MALI



most activities other than control, but with little success even in the latter
because the armed forces remain the only profitable way of access to the state.
Even the state, however, has steadily less to offer, hence the inefficiency and
criminal propensities of the members of the armed forces. I shall end this paper
with another example which, although it is in some regards an extreme case,
serves to highlight the redistribution of roles among the main providers of
resources and the emerging principles of the new social organisation.

Shortly before my leaving the field in December 2000, a small-scale rebellion
broke out in the northernmost region of Mali. Many people considered it an
upsurge of the last rebellion and grew afraid that it would spread and become a
full-scale one. After a few skirmishes with the army, in which some soldiers were
killed, the rebel leader agreed to enter into negotiations with the Malian gov-
ernment5. An independent state was out of the question this time, of course, but
after a while the rebel leader settled for his own municipality. He also gave up
on the claim of positions in the state. The president was relieved, as the rebels
were responsible for the deaths of Malian soldiers. Instead, their leader claimed,
and was granted, development funds and the right to negotiate deals with
development agencies without state interference.

Rebellion against the state was initially also a struggle for access to the state.
In its last manifestation, rebellion against the state is not so much about autono-
my, as it is an attempt to exercise pressure on the state to provide resources, or
should I say, give access to them, as these resources do not belong directly to the
state. The municipality, meanwhile, may in extreme cases, such as the present
one, be completely subordinated to local dynamics, and represent little more
than a formal recognition from the state.

Although a form of local autonomy in which one is left to ones own devices
may allow for a degree of local development and economic activity, this is only
at the cost of insecurity and political instability resulting from the fierce compe-
tition for resources. Long-term development efforts, on the other hand, will be
difficult as long as the decentralisation is employed as a way of reducing the
responsibility of the state, especially in remote parts of the country. Only a co-
ordination of the development efforts can produce not just development but also
a demand on both state and municipalities to perform vital services for their
electorate, or in other words, to make them accountable to the people. In that
way, the improvement of the system of government and the development efforts
will become more closely linked and pull in the same direction. 
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5 For the solution of this particular conflict, see Jeune Afrique 2097 (2001), pp. 30-32. 
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