The Role of Local Development in a Post Crisis World

In my Chapter in The Human Economy (Hart et al: Cambridge: Policy Press, October 2010), I explore the concept and practice of ‘local development’. I link the concept to similar concepts of ‘bottom up development’, ‘community development’, ‘endogenous development’ and argues that it started as a social movement somewhat in opposition to the centralising State and globalization but became, after the 1970s a ‘project’ of the State, manifest in ‘local development programmes’. He asks the question why powerful States support such programmes, and offers several explanations, drawing on a rich literature. I explore some key elements in a ‘local development manifesto’ for the post-crisis world.
I claim that “The project of local development may be seen from two standpoints: ‘alternative’ development or ‘radical practice’ aiming at political change; and official ‘development policy’ based on contradictory processes of centralization and decentralization that emphasize administrative and bureaucratic procedures and relations.” I argue that the economic crisis “will probably strengthen social and political movements reflecting both standpoints in a struggle played out especially at the margins of society or ‘peripheries’”. On the one hand we see a ‘market’-led ideology, “espousing decentralization, subsidiarity and self-reliance as means of reducing national commitment to ‘equity’ or ‘equivalence’ between regions, transferred responsibility without real power or public funds in order to reduce budgets.” However, I believe that this ideology is increasingly “faced with the contradictions inherent in the development of social and territorial inequality and in particular in the waste of human capacities and place-based assets”. ‘Market forces’ cannot be effective in delivering the benefits derived from public goods: equivalence policies are essential, in other words, for the effective functioning – and regulation - of the market. The radically contrasting Nordic and UK cases are demonstrating this as I write. 

Growing dissatisfaction with those same market-based ideologies and policies, is compounded by a deepening lack of trust in central states and their combined impact on society, environment and economy as well as their failure to deal credibly and swiftly with the key challenges of our time, notably growing national and international inequalities, food and energy security and cost, climate change, and the major threats to the ideals of human rights and democratic practice. 
I suggest that these factors will lead to a resurgence of ‘alternative development’ ideologies and practices, with significant political ramifications. We can perhaps detect similarities with the period of the 1970s and 80’s when there was a flowering of ‘alternative development’ ideas and praxis in Europe and elsewhere (see for example Galtung et al, 1980; Seers et al, 1983;  Bassand et al, 1986; Stohr at al 1992, Freidmann 1992)
So what might Local development look like in a post-liberal world?
In The Human Economy I argued that the following policies “combine a radical practice of local development with some elements of the new public management”:

Economizing in the use of critical resources, including water, nutrients, energy and space. This means switching to ecological sanitation, renewable energy, waste control and recycling and efficient irrigation systems, as well as living in smaller settlements with local government, green space and means of livelihood within bicycle distance from habitation (see also the chapters on Ecological Economics and Mobility in the same book).

Encouraging community ownership and control of critical resources as a way of democratizing capital and ensuring local benefits, for example through community land trusts and community enterprises, including some dealing with renewable energy and waste management.

Aligning economic and political democracy by limiting the power (and rights) of monopolies, oligopolies and large corporations and making them locally accountable. Tackle issues of poverty through minimum wages and pensions, and providing adequate welfare safety nets.

Transferring land ownership to communities and individuals, while imposing residence and use requirements. 

Creating socially useful roles and occupations for segments of the population that the dominant society has marginalised, including the young and elderly, handicapped and in some cases women.

Encouraging the use of endogenous untapped resources, especially natural and cultural assets, to improve the quality of life and generate opportunities for small enterprises, both individual and cooperative.

Promoting local fresh food production, including individual allotments and cooperative gardening and local food systems.

Stimulating place-based education that retains and promotes local knowledge as well as connection with and understanding of place and environment.

Encouraging collective approaches to solving problems of high-speed internet access and to the development of creative local uses and applications of information technology.

Developing ‘green money’ schemes to exchange skills and labour locally (see Community currencies above).

Given more space, I would have argued for locally grounded innovation systems and related apprenticeship schemes to solve local problems – and for a critical approach to IPR issues which are in too many cases anti-human development. 

These suggestions are drawn from a number of sources, as well as from my own work on sustainable rural communities, tangible and intangible assets, information technology, rural innovation, renewable energy, the dynamics of rural areas and land reform. They should form at least part of a post-liberal agenda for value-based action aiming at self-reliant local development. They pose a challenge to the state to re-think regulation, modes of investment support and physical planning, as well as to local communities themselves.
Can we do more local development with fewer state resources? 
Yes we can. But we also need a more responsible and much more democratic State, much less prone to special interests and financial power, and so much less corrupt. I am talking here about the West and North, not only about the South to whom the North likes to preach. Because responsible state governance at local as well as central levels is necessary, state resources are still needed to secure equivalence of human rights and economic conditions, and equivalence is needed to secure social solidarity and the social contract itself.
What are the implications for the social sciences?
We must be more critical of social science approaches restricted to analysis of large data sets and abstract models based on naïve behavioural assumptions. The current economic crisis has its roots in these methods. Social scientists should work less with governments and more with people, communities and citizen movements in a spirit of equal collaboration. We must write for people and not for each other. Approaches to managing the universities, such as Britain’s ‘Research Assessment Exercise’ are implicated in this. And we must use more mixed methods, tools designed to solve real problems and freed from disciplinary tyranny. 

We also need on-going assessment of the impact of different policies on local people, communities and places. This is too important to be left to government alone. Researchers, somewhat removed from and certainly independent of government, are vital if local development is to have its own valid evidence base and is to be honest and open. At present, the practice of ‘policy proofing’ has descended from its original high ideals to a ‘tick-box’ exercise typical of the new managerialism’s shallowness.

We must also address concrete areas neglected by social science. One concerns local government, which must surely remain the core of democratic community empowerment and legitimate local action. This is still subject to reforms in many countries employing a primitive rationale focused on economies of scale and critical mass. The field is largely ignored by social scientists despite its critical role in democratic practice, the defence of minorities, the integration and coordination of areas of public concern and the prevention of damaging ‘grand plans’ that ride roughshod over  contextual conditions and priorities. The fiscal and decision-making autonomy of local government and its scale of operations are critical for local economic performance. This should be the bedrock of local democracy, a political arena for real places and communities to work out their idiosyncrasies, varied resources and opportunities, challenges and priorities. 

An associated concern is the relationship between political and economic democracy, a relationship that was widely denied by neoliberals in acquiescing to growing inequality at home and internationally. People must be able to vote equally with both their pocket and the ballot if democracy is to function. And they must see that their votes have an impact or apathy will set in. We need more critical discussion of and research into the concept and practice of democracy.

We must better understand the differences between a ‘development’ born of big capital and central government, in which benefits to locals are at best elusive, and one created and owned by local people and communities. These differences are social, cultural, and political as well as economic. Some Scandinavian governments once understood this point when they attempted to mitigate such differences, for example, in Norway’s fresh fish acts and concession laws and in the Denmark’s regulations for wind farming. Too few social scientists have researched and articulated these differences in outcomes over time.

In the end, a self-reliant community in charge of its own development is, as John Friedmann aptly observes, “an inclusive, non-hierarchical society that stresses cooperation over competition, harmony with nature over exploitation, and social needs over unlimited personal desire. It represents the one best chance for the survival of the human race”. This is not just of interest to local inhabitants, but is consistent with the possibility of international harmony and coexistence. As such, a more effective strategy of local development would take us towards the Kantian ideal of ‘perpetual peace’ rather than away from it.
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