Roeselare • Dogbo

Three of Dogbo’s European
partners working together

Dogbo is a fast growing city with about 100,000 residents in the northwest
of Benin near the country’s border with Togo and at 150 km of the capital
Porto-Novo. Dogbo consists of seven arrondissements (like boroughs) and 53
small villages. Every arrondissement has its own chief, secretariat and agency.
They embody the connection between the central administration and the
arrondissements and villages. The differences between the city centre and the
vast rural areas and villages are huge. In Benin the decentralisation process
only started in 2003. There have been local elections three times in 2013.
The Dogbo local council has nineteen members, seven of which are political
representatives of the seven arrondissements.
Roeselare is centrally located in the province of West Flanders. The city
has 59,000 inhabitants. Its boroughs are Beveren, Dekene, Roeselare and
Rumbeke.
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Municipal international cooperation between Roeselare and Dogbo is still
very recent. Over five years ago Roeselare sought the guidance of Ace Europe
and the input of the city’s North-South council to look for a twin town in the
South. The call was announced through organisations such as embassies and
North-South consultants and attracted 23 candidates. In 2009 an external
commission chose Dogbo and in the spring of 2010 the first identification
mission left Roeselare for Dogbo. This was followed by a return visit in the
autumn, when the municipal international cooperation agreement was
signed.
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Roeselare is not the only European city engaging in municipal international cooperation
with Dogbo. The Dutch town of Ridderkerk and the German town of Kleve also work
together with Dogbo. The three European partners are in contact with each other and
are trying to align their programmes and projects.

Ridderkerk’s support allowed
our municipal international cooperation
to take a flying start.
The fact that Dogbo and Ridderkerk had
been working together since 2003 caused
some mixed emotions for Roeselare. Was it
really necessary to engage in municipal international cooperation with the same city?
Would it not be better to choose a different
city? ‘We did have our doubts,’ NorthSouth official Delphine Lerouge explains.
‘Eventually an external commission made
the decision in favour of Dogbo. Our NorthSouth council also contributed to the decision process. Looking back, choosing Dogbo
was a very good decision. We received a
tremendous amount of information from
Ridderkerk. The consultant of the Association of Dutch Municipalities following up
the municipal international cooperation in
particular gave us an excellent introduction.
He introduced us to a lot of people in Dogbo
and he attended our identification mission.
The help from the Netherlands allowed us
to take a flying start and launch municipal
international cooperation right away. We
knew what we needed to pay attention to
and which aspects of the local culture we
needed to take into account.’

Which themes did you focus on over
the past few years?
‘We asked Dogbo in what areas we can play
a meaningful role. We started thinking
about archiving and eventually we arrived
at the simplification of administrative processes. This specifically happened within
the registry of births department. Many
parents fail to register the birth of their
children. Officially the children do not exist.
This means that do not have any rights,
they cannot obtain a qualification or driving
licence, etc. Dogbo had already started
a digitisation process of its administration, which we gave an extra nudge. The
total quality assurance coordinator who
describes the procedures and processes
in Roeselare created a report of the entire
birth registration procedure in Dogbo with
an overview of the problems as a starting
point. On every exchange mission we revisit
the process description to establish what
has moved forward and what are areas for
improvement. When we documented the
birth registration procedure we noticed
that one of the major problems is that the
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parents need to be convinced of the importance of registration. Many of our efforts
therefore focus on raising awareness.
This was done by using the methodology of the “cinéma numérique ambulant”,
an organisation active in various African
countries. The organisation takes a mobile
digital cinema all over the country to show
films that raise awareness about birth registration, for example. We ensured that it
came to Dogbo by helping with the funding.
In 2012 the cinema visited twelve villages
and it will visit the other villages in 2013.
After the film there is always a debate
between the population, the people of the
organisation showing the film and the local
politicians. During this discussion certain
problems surface, which are then taken
on board by the registrar. The project is
very successful. Dogbo also recruited extra
interns to record the births in the villages
and hospitals. They ensure that infants are
actually registered. Parents do not always
receive correct information at the hospitals, so a training course was organised for
hospital staff.’

Is the birth registration work linked to
any of the Ridderkerk projects?
‘We consulted Ridderkerk when we chose
the theme. During the first years of its cooperation with Dogbo, the Dutch municipality mainly focused on developing the land
registry, for which it trained a Beninese
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official. We saw opportunities to make a
connection between the land and birth
registries, but we were forced to abandon
this ambition for now. The economic crisis
and budget cuts in the Netherlands have
moved municipal international cooperation
there into a different direction. A limited
number of themes is enforced from the top
down, such as health, food safety or water,
and birth and land registries are no longer
included. Ridderkerk is currently finalising
the land registry project. It remains to be
seen how things will evolve after that.’

What does Dogbo’s cooperation with
the German town of Kleve entail?
‘Dogbo’s cooperation with Kleve originated
around the same time as our municipal
international cooperation, but Kleve has
not yet decided on the areas of cooperation
with Dogbo. There have been some political
missions there and back, but the content of
the cooperation is left to be decided. Communication between Dogbo and Kleve is
far more difficult than the communication
between Dogbo and Roeselare, because we
can speak and e-mail each other in French.’

Do Ridderkerk, Kleve and Roeselare
work together? Do you regularly
consult each other?
‘In 2010 a two-day round table conference for all four cities including Dogbo was
held in The Hague on the initiative of the

Association of Dutch Municipalities. We
were able to hear each other’s visions of
municipal international cooperation. We
discussed which themes we would work
on. Dogbo itself presented five possible
subjects: local economy, solar energy,
cooperation between vocational schools,
the establishment of an elite school and
waste and waste management. Kleve has
a university doing work on solar energy.
Perhaps that will be a theme for Kleve. We
want to focus on local economy and the
market in the future. A big market of about
2000 stalls visits Dogbo every five days.
The market is a very important source of
income for the municipality and involves
many aspects, such as infrastructure, market management and waste control. We
want to focus on that particular theme. The
market and the local economy are also very
important to Roeselare. As we mentioned
before, Kleve has not really got started yet
and in the Netherlands the situation has
been very unclear for two years. Municipal
international cooperation will now be managed from the top down, but themes such
as health or food safety are linked to the
market and local economy. It would therefore be useful to organise the conference of
three years ago again and to give the cooperation with Ridderkerk and Kleve a boost.
For now cooperation is limited to staying in
touch and keeping each other informed of
current projects, plans for the future and

upcoming missions in both directions. We
also have a good relationship with the Walloon cities and municipalities engaging in
municipal international cooperation. They
are all working on the same themes, which
include the registry. These contacts have
introduced us to the mobile digital cinema
organisation. Virton had had very positive
experiences with the mobile cinema in its
twin town of Tchaourou. We were recently
also invited to the planning days of the
Walloon municipalities. Contacts between
partners in the North can therefore be
very useful. In Flanders, the municipality
of Zoersel is also working with a city in
Benin and Merelbeke and Hoogstraten will
be going on an identification mission there
this year. It would be a good idea for all four
municipalities to have a meeting.’

In the future municipal international
cooperation will focus on the local
economy and market. Are there any
other themes on the table?
‘The birth registration project is only part
of the much broader theme of “simplifying
the city’s administrative processes”. The
aim is to examine other services as well,
such as town and country planning and to
describe the processes and procedures in
order to simplify and possibly digitise them.
We are also exploring the theme of primary
school exchanges. There is a demand for
cultural exchange, but we do not yet know
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how we will implement this theme. In the
next six years it will be very important to
create support for municipal international
cooperation here and in Dogbo. The coop-

eration should not be restricted to a small
circle. We have to involve as many people,
groups and organisations as possible.’

More about municipal international cooperation between Roeselare and Dogbo
North-South council. The city council made it clear that municipal international cooperation should not be at the expense of the activities of the North-South council. The
North-South council was involved in municipal international cooperation right from
the start. Delphine Lerouge: ‘The North-South council had a say in the choice of partner. It could present candidate cities to Roeselare through civil society, for example.
The council also helped decide Roeselare’s final choice. Its vote was more important
than that from the people of the external jury. The chairperson of the North-South
council also experienced the three missions to Dogbo.’
Language. Good communication is very important in all municipal international cooperation. Delphine Lerouge: ‘Because I don’t speak Spanish, a South American partner
was not advisable. Benin used to be a French colony, which makes communication very
easy. It allowed us to get started really quickly. Kleve, which started around the same
time, isn’t nearly as far as we are. One of the reasons for this is the language problem.
Only one person can speak fluent French and German and has to act as a go-between
for both cities.’
Policy plan. Dogbo involves its residents in the creation of its local policy plan. The
plan is divided into several sectors and different partners are brought together per
sector to develop the plan. The residents, civil society and various professional sectors
should play an important part in these bodies. It is an interesting model that Roeselare can learn from.
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More info:
Delphin Lerouge, dlerouge@roeselare.be
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