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Introduction

Local government in Malaysia occupies the third dmdest level after

federal and state governments. Under the Malayfigdaral constitution

(paragraphs 4 and 5 of the Ninth Schedule), loealegiment is the

responsibility of the states, but the federal gowesnt also exercises
considerable power and influence over local govemtmespecially in

peninsular Malaysia. The dynamic of the Malaysian federal system @hsu
that it has shifted the balance of power to thereen

Local government accounts for only 1% of GDP. TEhare 144 local

authorities divided into cities (major administvati and commercial
centres), municipalities (other urban areas), argfricts (chiefly rural

areas). Executive powers rest with the Mayor €s)tior President,
supported and/or overseen by a system of committéasrrently, local

councils in Malaysia are not elected: councillams a@ppointed by the state
government for 3-year terms (with the option ofapgointment) and in
most cases come from the ruling coalitfon.

Dynamics of Inter-government Relations

The Malaysian federal constitution, which came ift@we when the nation
obtained its independence in 1957, outlines themdxmork of the
relationship between the three levels of governmdhivas conceived to
strike a balance between the need for a strongategvernment at the
federal level, the rights and powers of the stades, the expectations and

! sarawak and Sabah have special constitutionailsséad exercise more independent
control over local government than the peninsuiates.

2 Recent elections have significantly weakened t@ition’s position nationally and in
several states.
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needs of the local level (Sheridan and Groves, 198However, the

division of powers between levels of governmenigeats a central bias.
While each state is recognized as an independentofi government
exercising legislative and executive powers witkonstitutional limits,

federal laws take precedence over those of thessifafor any reason there
happens to be conflict or inconsistency. It hasnbebserved that “in
practice the states have little real autonomy. hdugh some federal
functions have been decentralized, most decisickifrgaremains at
national level” (Morrison, 1994).

The table below shows the constitutional divisioh ppwers between

federal and state governments:

Federal List

State List

Concurrent List

External Affairs

Muslim Religious Law

Social Welfare

Defense and Security

Land Ownership and Use

Public Health

Trade, Commerce and
Industry

Agriculture and Forestry

Town and Country
Planning

Shipping,
Communication and

Transport

State Works and Water
Supply, when not
federalized

Drainage and Irrigation

Water Supply, Rivers and
Canals

Loans for State
Development and Public
Debt

Rehabilitation of Mining
Land and Soil Erosion

Finance and Taxation

Malay Reservation and
Custom

National Parks and
Wildlife

Education and Health

Local Government

Labor and Social
Security
Public Works and Utilities

Source: Andrew Harding,aw, Government and the Constitution of Malay4@96

Historically, state-local relations in Malaysia weiproblematic, with

intermittent federal interventions whenever the asten demanded,
especially in financial and political matters (Neyr1980; Phang, 1997;
Garzia-Jansen, 2002). State governments wererseida position to offer

financial assistance to their local authoritiesjoitherefore came to rely
extensively on federal funding. This further emabtentral government to
reinforce its control.

Extensive reforms took place in the 1970s. Underltocal Government
Act 1976 the federal Minister for Housing and Lodabvernment is
responsible for implementing laws relating to logavernment policy in
peninsular Malaysia. Federal influence is alsor@sed through the
National Council for Local Government (NCLG), whialas established in
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1960 to ensure uniformity of local government laassd policies in
peninsular Malaysia. Section 95A of the federaistibution provides that
after consultation with state governments the NCt&h “formulate
policies for the promotion, development, control lotal government
throughout the federation and for the administratid any laws relating
thereto.”

Current Position of Local Government

State and local governments in Malaysia now opesgtgin a framework
of being politically, financially and economicakybordinate to the federal
government. Whilst previous moves for reform, sashthe 1976 Royal
Commission of Enquiry to Investigate into the Wads of Local
Authorities in West Malaysia, have proposed reitigting responsibilities
between tiers of government and greater commuratyigipation, local
government remains tightly controlled from the cenwith limited
revenues and only a minor role.

As a result, the local government system has serififficulties meeting

the challenges of a changing global environment anal community that
has become more aware of local government’s irtghii deliver what it

wants. As a consequence, local government’s pgocepf what is being

‘delivered’ may often not match that of the commyni There is a gap
between ‘demand’ and ‘supply’ both in service detivand in judgements
of local government’s performance. Increasinglgnowunities are focusing
on the need for more efficient and effective primrisof services by local
government, and for more public participation.

Rhetorical support for decentralization has nonbeanslated into practice
and local government continues to function fromaoaifion of weakness.
Indeed, recent research suggests an emerging nealisn: there is a
growing tendency for central government, under ghetext of providing
better services to the public, to remove traditiohactions of local
government and privatise them (Phang and Beh, 200ppusamy, 2001).
This approach means cutting back on local autonand strengthens an
apparent trend towards re-centralization in theefadlocal government
relationship.

At the same time, local government autonomy andadfp has been
further constrained by the delegation of burdenseergices from central
government. Two current examples are highlightedeh The first
involves the central government’s objective of @dg urban poverty, in
pursuit of which local government has been givenagor role. Secondly,
the need to address a rise in the nation’s urbemecrate has also been
linked to the role of local government, which hasrefore had to engage in
crime prevention activities. These additional oespbilities have severely
taxed local government’s financial and human resesir As a
consequence, its performance is generally congldgreor and its
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relationship with the public is fragile. Yet logdvernment has never been
mandated to carry out these services in the fiestep and its pleas for more
and better infrastructure, personnel and finanee&entimes ignored.

Consequences for Participation and Service Delivery

Local government in Malaysia thus operates withiceatralized political
system that does little to encourage autonomy btipparticipation at the
local level. While the federal government exhoaplication of the
principles of good governance such as transparemogountability and
participation, local government's subordinate posit within the
government hierarchy stymies or curtails its apitin engage freely with
the community. Local government faces constaricigins over delays,
poor attitude, weak enforcement and displayinggamnce.

Such problems are not confined to local governm&ihen the Malaysian
Administrative Modernisation and Management Plagrimit (MAMPU)
conducted a week’s survey on how to improve thdipdervice delivery
system, it received nearly 700 emails of criticisamsl suggestions from the
public (The Sun, 2007). As far back as 2000, then@laints Bureau of the
Prime Minister's Department had received complaintsgarding
weaknesses in government administration includiog nd ill-mannered
public counter services (New Straits Times, Augunst September, 2000).

In response to such problems, the Ninth Malaysian P2006-2010
highlighted the urgency of improving the local goweent delivery
system:

The Government commits to improve the quality dluservices as it is a
fundamental prerequisite toward achieving the Natid/ission. Towards
this end, the Government will continue to reduceshucratic red tape,
especially at the local authority and district lsv@lalaysia, 2006).

This is indicative that for a nation to deliver \gees efficiently and
effectively, effective leadership at the local levs essential. The
government appears anxious to bridge the percepam between the
demands coming from the community and what locahauties are
currently delivering.

Addressing the Weakness

While much depends upon local government, it carmmtdenied that
central agencies too are responsible for effecégerin service delivery.
The civil service has to re-examine its work masuahd try to reduce
burdensome procedures. “Public organizations dsmntified as rigid
bureaucratic cultures which are shaped by their mtgrnal interests, and
are therefore not responsive to the needs or prefes of those who
receive public services: ordinary citizengMinogue, 1998) Clearly,
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cutting back complex bureaucratic procedures is oin¢he proclaimed
objectives of the New Public Management philosofshywhich Malaysia is
committed. This is evident in various governmegparts espousing the
need for excellence in service delivery and pertoroe (see unpublished
reports of Ministry of Finance, 2006; Ministry ofodsing and Local
Government and Economic Planning Unit, 2006; NiMblaysia Plan,
2006).

A number of research projects have been carriedsounte in collaboration
with the relevant ministries, to address the issipublic dissatisfaction
with local government service delivery and seek suess to improve its
performance. For instance, a recent report of Nf@stry of Finance
discussed work culture and monitoring mechanismsyell as questioning
the calibre of local leadership that has been mesipte for a decline in the
quality of service delivery (Ministry of FinanceQ@6). Prior to this, the
National Institute of Public Administration had cefed to federal cabinet
on how local authorities can improve their functoand services by
following a prescribed format (National InstituteRublic Administration,
2004). This was followed closely by a report o tMinistry of Housing
and Local Government and the Economic Planning bimibecessary local
government reforms (Ministry of Housing and Locav@rnment, 2006).

Various studies have revealed that current advpeseeptions of local
government are not solely the result of a weakisemelivery system, but
can also be attributed to the absence of a tramspanethod for public
participation and consultation. The community vgatiot be involved in the
decision making process of its local authority, dmekitates to accept
decisions which appear autocratic and are vieweétbpsdown’ directives

(Ministry of Housing and Local Government and EamimPlanning Unit,

2006; Phang, 2006; Kaur, 2005). In response, i#81he Ministry of

Housing and Local Government supported a nationagram for

implementation of Local Agenda 21 (LA 21), highliglg the need to
expand community participation and involvement fre twork of local

government. However, the initial enthusiasm fas throgram was not
sustained and not all local authorities embrace@1 &r actively promoted
public participation (Ministry of Housing and Loc&overnment, 2002).
Nevertheless, LA21 did generate a number of preomishitiatives and

associated research (Kuppusamy, 2006; Kaur, 2006r Nazilah, 2003),

whilst various non-governmental organizations antlintary groups have
renewed calls for better community participationd &ansparency.

Conclusion

The current situation in Malaysia highlights theditional top-down
approach to local administration (Phang and Ahn2@01). However,
global influences and growing community awarenessnaw challenging
the practice of centralized administration, andalgovernment leadership
is being forced to reappraise its role and contidlouin local affairs. The
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community seeks empowerment and to reinforcegtst tio be consulted in
the decision making process of its local coundNonetheless, it seems
unlikely that federal and state governments willeaite to calls for greater
devolution of powers, or to change the currentesysbf appointment of
councillors. This lack of political decentralizati strains the relationship
between citizens and their local councils: impletimgn administrative
decentralization without adequapmlitical reforms will result in formal
harmony but informal discord. In the absence ¢égitimate transfer of
powers and increased accountability to the commuthie local leadership
may instead become primarily accountable to itselfl to local elites
(Phang, 2006). The system lacks the necessary [lekween
decentralization and patrticipation through demacratepresentation
(Gaventa, 2004).

Under such circumstances, questions arise as tovitislity of local

government within the federal system and its cdpdoisustain challenges
from an increasingly aware community. Its weaknesources of finance,
service delivery and community participation haweeg local government
a negative reputation. Without elected councilldusther attempts at local
government restructuring to make local governmemremtransparent,

accountable and efficient may well fail. It seentigely that
decentralization will remain elusive with powersnaning consolidated at
the centre.
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