CDE

debates

Closure of the RDP office - where

does this leave cevelopmenﬁ

CDE held its third debate on 29 July 1996. The speakers were Gill Marcus, deputy minister of Finance,
Thozamile Botha, divector general of the Eastern Cape province, and Phiroshaw Camay, director of CORE (Co-
operative for Research and Development). Gill Marcus, who joined the ANC in exile in 1970, returned to South
Africa in May 1990. She was elected to parliament in the 1994 general election and chaired the Joint Standing
Committee on Finance for two years before being appointed deputy minister in April. Thozamile Botha, who
previously chaived the Commission on Provincial Government, is now responsible for co-ordinating the activi-
ties of all ministries of the Eastern Cape provincial government. Phiroshaw Camay was the first geneval secre-
tary of the National Council of Trade Unions (NACTU) and now chairs Operation Hunger, the Community
Education Computer Society and Network Against Child Labour and is vice-chair of Rand Water.
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What the speakers had to say

Thozamile Botha opened by saying that the RDP as a policy has not been
done away with. It remains a core government commitment. The distinc-
fion must be drawn between the dissolution of a minisiry and the dissolu-
fion of a policy. At provincial level the RDP structures, although in a revised
manner, remain in place.

The previous sfructure which placed the RDP initiative in the office of
the President created the perception that there existed a super-ministry
supervising all other minisiries. It created the impression of a ceremonial
coordinating function rather than infegrating the RDP in fo the line func-
fions of other ministries. At provincial level, the feeling emerged that offi-
cials from the RDP ministry imposed their ideas for implementation with-
out due consideration being given to the views of provincial councillors.
What developed was o twortier system of delivery: on the one hand the
national ministry [say, health, welfare or education) would channel funds
directly o o province without the province having any say; on the ofher,
province would coordinate a second set of projects in consultation with
local authorities. At provincial level there were two sets of programmes -
one run at nafional level co-ordinated at provincial level, the ofher run by
the province coordinated by the local authority. This raised the question
of accountability and responsibility for funds.

The restructuring of the RDP should be seen as a positive step by gov-
ernment.

The new arrangement says no funds will be
channelled info province without that province
knowing about them.The new structure empowers
the executive councils of the provinces fo deter
mine their own priorities, plan their own projects
and budget. There should be no more duplication
of projects.

Now that existing central minisiries have been given the line function
of managing RDP funding, the accountability is clear. The previous struc-
fure which created a second, parallel budgetary fund outside the exche-
quer has been done away with. The changes mean that a new social con-
fract be negofiated between pariners of the community. This will have to
be shaped between the provincial and local governments and the depart-
ments concerned. The RDP is about delivery; delivery takes place at local
level. It is important that RDP delivery processes are devolved locally.

Gill Marcus pointed out that the RDP had enjoyed great success. What
did it achieve? It captured the imagination of the enfire country and set
the nation thinking positively after decades of internal warring. It was an
important inifictive in that government reprioritised and reset ifs focus. The
RDP had @ number of weak points in ifs former guise and it was fo elimi-

e these that the shift was made earlier this year.

Orie weakness was the focus on the RDP’s R2,5-billion as if this
173-bil-
lion would account for everything else. A second weak point was
achievement of the RDP goals. What developed was an emphasis on
specific projecis rather than the larger development piciure. The same
amount of attention and effort was going into a R100 000 project as
a R400-million inifiative. A third weakness was the previous
method of planning and budgeting.

The closure of the RDP office has not meant the demise
of the programme. Within the individual departments” bud-
gets, R7, Sbillion will be given to the RDP this year in addi-
fion o the R2, 5-billion. Noiably, South Africa’s debt servicing
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costs the nation some R3&billion a year, and this will rise to R42-billion next

© year. Reducing this amount and relecsing the resources spent on debt servic-

ing info producive use in the budget is a challenge to govemment.

What did the closure of the RDP minisiry entail? Firstly, the RDP Fund
had two parts in that donor aid, concessionary finance and technical aid
were channelled into both Finance and the RDP Fund. Now it is with
Finance alone and funding is channelled through the departments them-
selves. The onus is now on the departments fo clearly state their require-
ments and fo manage the opportunities presented and the funds spent.

Secondly, the members of the project/ programme mancagement feam
have been shifted into the depariments. They work with the directors gen-
eral to prioritise, plan, budget and coordinate. The developmental
approach of the RDP must be reflected in the projects which have been
brought info the line function of the department’s budget as a whole.

Thirdly, the project management team will oversee the crosscutting,
interdepartmental functions which the RDP requires.

The Depariment of Finance has ordered a complete audit of the RDP
Fund which should be complete by the end of August. This will itemise
money dllocated, promised, and spent, what is available and whether
there is any difference between allocation and expenditure. This will
reveal discrepancies - not that | expect money 1o have been misused -
where there are differences between unreal expectations and funds actu-
ally allocated.
~ Government's commitment to the RDP
remains very strong. |t has not diminished.
The changes are practical and shift the RDP
from an acronym fo reality.

Phiroshaw Camay said the RDP was a diffr
cult proposo| made inifially by the ANC but adopted by the government of
national unity - @ move which the country had o respect. However, establish-
ing the RDP minisiry was most probably a misicke which had been cortected
by closing the office and placing the accouniability with the line functions of
the various depariments.

But where did this leave South Africa’s NGOs? Before 1994, the fradi-
fional role of NGOs in South Africa was one of opposition fo government.
Given the polifical changes, how are the counry’s NGOs going fo re-posi-
fion themselves? They have been on the cuting edge of change not only in
working with beneficiaries but by participating with beneficiaries fo find
appropriate solutions. NGOs are able fo revise their programmes midstreom
and replicate themselves which has given them an advantoge govemment
does not have. Also, the kind of pre-project appraisals conducted by NGOs,
followed by moritoring and evaluating the projects, create a special flexibik
ity which government does not have. NGOs are able 1o sustain themselves
and operate more cost effectively than government.

High on the agenda for South African NGOs must remain the issue
of human rights protection. NGOs need 1o ensure participation of people
in the political as well as the development process. There remains much
scope the their involvement in matiers such as legal security (securing
equality of all before the law), and in ensuring an independent judiciary,
“and an open, reliable government. NGOs have a role to play
in ensuring that the new economic social order which will
) replace apartheid is sustained in terms of property and
land rights; and that development programmes remain
not only the focus of the NGO movement, but also of
govermnment.



The deputy minister referred to an audit of the RDP Fund. NGOs must
make sure that they, as agents for development and change, must access
all the unobligated money which has been set aside for the RDP.

Donors moved from supporting ‘social responsibility' programmes to fund-
ing ‘reconsruction and development’ programmes. How has this benefited the
community? Now that the RDP office has closed, are grants to be rescheduled
o the NGOs? And what will happen io the "social responsibility’ money?

Many government white, green and draft papers see a role for NGO
activity. Most policy documents leave room for NGOs fo facior themselves

info implementation of policy. It is for the NGOs themselves to decide how
they will cooperate with government and in which areas they will oppose
govermnment.

Another issue is the benefit of aid flows to South Africa as a country.
Are they made solely to benefit the donor couniry? NGOs need fo ques-
fion foreign governments on where these aid flows will end up.

Finally, we must ask the NGO community: what is on your agenda?
It is a blank slate? If there is an agenda, will the NGO council and oth-
ers involved with the NGO Council make it public?

Points raised during open discussion...

Central to the ANC election manifesto was the establishment of the
reconsiruction and development programme. Now the office has been
closed and, | understand, the RDP Fund will cease to exist in about 12
months’ time now that the funds have been shifted to the Finance ministry.
What about the objectives of the RDP? How will the ANC and the provin-
cial governments account fo the electorate at the next general election?

Gill Marcus replied that there will be an RDP Fund. It won't be funded
from the exchequer, but will continue fo exist so long as infernational grant
aid is made to South Africa. The exchequer will not foot the bil for any recur-
ring costs the fund may incur. It should be reasonably subsiantial; the EU on
its own is confributing some R750-million per annum at present. Government
is looking at expanding this sort of donor base. The RDP objectives remain.
These cover the vital areas of housing, health, educa-
fion and job creation. Are they measurable? What
has been brought home sharply over the past two
years is the extent of the legacy this country inherited
and how much has 1o be overcome. The crux is how
much the country can afford in any given time span.

The director general raised the question of a social contract between
government and the community when idenfifying RDP projects. In devel-
oping these social contracts, fensions between the politicians, the provin-
cial authorities and the beneficiaries are frequently evident. Do we require
an act of government fo define each player’s role?

In answer, Gill Marcus said this was something South Africa has not
begun fo address in its complexily. It involves addressing ourselves: are we
becoming gatekeepers? To what extent are local councillors deciding what
is good for everyone else? Elected local government has @ role fo play, par-
ficularly in delivery of services. There is the quesfion of capacity. There are
some 930 local authorities in South Alrica whereas @ sophisticated couniry
like the UK has only 430. When we look at what happens at local govern-
ment level, we are placing enormous responsibilifies on the level of capaci-
ty. What resources do local authorities have as ways of redress or in deler
mining their needs? VWhat will the role of provincial government be once the
local authorities are on their feet? At national level, there remains o commir
ment fo the infrastruciure required. Consuliation is essential, but when does
one cut it off ? Consultation ofien becomes the mission. local capacity, cor
ordinafion and planning, too, is an issue. If funds are not going to be
released 1o those involved in the planning, planning is useless. Of concern is
the lack of communication between provincial and local governments. The
challenge is to deliver efficiently fo local, particularly rral, areas.

The deputy minister mentioned the audit cur-
rently being conducted of the RDP Fund but siressed
that there was no reason to suspect misuse of funds.
Rather the audit is to show that the allocated money is
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where it is supposed to be. But if you do not know where millions of
rands actually are located, it conjures up a frightening image of incom-
petence and culpability.

The auditor general will monitor the RDP Fund for any misappropria-
tion, sgid Gill Marcus. As Finance absorbs what has been a R15-+billion
commitment over three years, the department, through its own audit, is
hoping fo esftablish what was promised o whom, what communities
expect which may not have been promised, what people thought they
could access, what the Finance Depariment's obligations are for next year.
The exchequer expecs fo carry over R6,5-billion. Provincial RDP plans
must be submitted by December.

There sfill seems to be a problem amongst the gen-
eral public as to the current status of the RDP. It was
meant to bring about synergies between depart-
ments and levels of government. Are they strategi-
cally aligned towards the development issue? It was
meant fo bring about parierships between differ-
ent sectors - government, private sector business, the
community, NGOs and international donors. It was also meant to
strengthen institutions and their delivery. Perhaps there is still something
missing between the macro-economic siructure which we need and a
more efficient civil service. It has to do with whether our development net-
works are sufficiently developed, and whether we have the vision and
leadership o galvanise institutional energy to fit in with these better
financial arrangements and drive development but not lose momentum.

Do the deputy minister and director general feel uneasy about the
constitutional clause which says that everyone shall have access to
education, housing, clean water and health services? There is a saving
clause which says ‘within available resources’. What is the DG going
to do when the local authorities in his province demand their constitu-
tional rights and accuse him of not allocating sufficient access to health
services, clean water, education and housing? How many court cases
will arise out of this? Surely the new constitution should have put
access to these very important services as an aim of government
rather than entrench it.

Thozamile Botha said the new constitution must be seen in its totality.
The right of access must be linked fo available resources. Some areas
may have no revenue base at all. This will lead fo clashes between the
local authorities and the provincial governments. The debate on
local government resources must be addressed. There is
another clause of the new consfitution which is also con-
ceming. It states that all three tiers of government shall
have a ‘'fair share’ of revenue. How is this ‘fair share’
io be defermined?



The RDP office may have been closed to address criticisms of incom-
petence and to streamline the management of funds by allocating the
responsibility to the separate ministries. Interestingly, shortly after its
closure, the Sarafina episode broke within the Health ministry. Will this
not create a precedent for other ministers?

Gill Marcus replied that there are two real dangers. Excluding how
that money was accounted for, the Sarcfina episode raised the issue of
the relationship between a minister responsible for policy and a civil ser-
vice responsible for administration. The minisiry must not move away from
matters of policy and become involved in areas under the responsibility of
the director general. Ministers must play their poliical role which must
include an oversight. The role of the directors general is to administer the
detail. Ulimately the buck stops with the minister and there must be no
passing of the buck. Whatever happens in the ministry is the minister's
responsibility. This episode highlighted the weakness of ~ financial infor
mation and management systems which has been exacerbated by the
proffered severance packages. This is a major challenge. It reflects on

departments’ professional capacity. There must be very clear reporting
mechanisms and struciures and no ambiguity about responsibility. Ve
must get the skills and capacily necessary within government.

Phiroshaw Camay stressed that a strong civil society exists in South
Africa; it will not be diminished. lts farreaching and deep-rooted  role
in the local government elections is an example of its effectiveness. It
was through the NGOs that government was able fo reach, educate
and register vofers in even the most remofe rural areas. This was not
achieved by government employing a sophisticated advertising or pub-
lic relations company. The sooner government realises the pofential role
that NGOs can play and the sooner it forms parinerships with NGOs,
the sooner NGOs will be able to deliver.

NGOs together with government have o responsibility, before
December, to ensure that RDP funding is allocated and not returned fo
the exchequer because it is unspent. This money was set aside for devek
opment; it should be spent on development.

Concluding remarks by CDE executive director Ann Bernstein

This debate should not be reduced to whether or not we have an RDP
minisiry; the recl issues are much more complex and revolve around finding
solutions fo several quesfions. How do we manage our money as a country?
How does the country view ifs development issues? Rural and urban devek
opment sfrafegies come fo mind. How do we make the choices between
local and provincicl government, between rural and urban, between this
township and that one? Determining solutions and arriving af actual delivery
require vision and leadership. Where is the development vision going fo
come from? Who is responsible for appointing the overarching task teams,
and where does accountability rest? Government's afiitude to NGOs remains
unclear. Draft papers may well call for NGO participation and delivery, but
then the government has assisted with the establishment of the Inferim
National Development Agency and given it only a very small sum of money.
These moves are confusing; what is government’s approach?

There are imporiant lessons to be learnt from the RDP experience thus
far. The first is that growth and development is o complex business. It is

not selfevident how fo achieve these worthy goals even when the major
ity of those involved have similar intentions. There are many different
approaches to achieve success. And it is very easy to make mistakes.

Secondly, it is dangerous when public policies are adopted with-
out public scrutiny and dissent is actively discouraged. Policies adopt-
ed without public debate will almost always entail costs. Vigorous
debate is necessary before policies are adopted and continuouisly
thereafter. On the other hand, democracy must not be inferpreted as
endless consultation with selt-appointed spokesmen for poorer commu-
nities. Rather democracy means decision taking and implementation by
elected governments, in consuliation with the intended beneficiaries in
parficular communities with respect o iheir needs and desires for hous-
ing, land or whatever.

CDE hopes this will be the beginning of a great deal more debate
and discussion - more publicly and more vigorously - on the 'how’ of
development and reconstruction.
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