
Decentralization - Why and How?

Instead, it is the local level of government that really matters for
individuals and their families. They send their children to state-run
schools in their village or town, use public roads and transporta-
tion, register important family events such as birth and death with
the authorities, and get water and often electricity from the
municipality.

In many countries with centralized systems, however, the pursuit
of good governance has neglected the local level of government.
Despite numerous reforms and spent resources, many central
governments have failed to provide local services with the quali-
ty and consistency required to significantly improve the standard
of living of the majority of the population. This failure is often not
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so much due to a lack of money as it is to the inefficient use of
available resources and the inherent difficulties posed by govern-
ing from a geographic and psychological distance from most of
the citizens.

The geographic distance of central governments, for instance,
very often leads to a lack of information about local needs and
local problems. Even if the individual government employee with-
in the central government is interested in helping the local level,
he or she generally lacks information about the specific require-
ments of the community needing assistance. As Kendall rightly
stresses:

“Officials who work for centralized governments do not have the
necessary knowledge of local conditions to provide efficient gov-
ernment services because this knowledge is dispersed among
the millions of people who comprise society, and cannot be
transmitted to a central planning board”.1

In a similar vein, a member of the Planning Commission in Nepal
once asked me: “How should we know whether a village whose
name we never heard and whose location we hardly know really
needs a new bridge?” Even the best organized central adminis-
tration is unable to really determine whether, in a specific rural vil-
lage, expanding the school or improving irrigation is more impor-
tant at a particular moment. Only local authorities can make such
determinations.

The psychological distance of central government officials from
the people they govern is another reason for the failure of central
governments to provide services at the local level. Too often, the
central government’s activities at the local level are not driven by
demand from the local citizens, but rather are imposed on them
by agencies that have developed ideologies within the context of
the interests of the central government. The people at the local



level do not feel any ownership of the activities and may even
reject the “gifts” imposed on them. Such lack of responsiveness
by the population may come less from the activity itself and more
from the way it is imposed.

The failure of centralized governments to perform properly at the
local level affects the entire local population, including the poor,
women and children. At the same time, a central government’s
failures are also highly detrimental to the government in power
and, even worse, to the state as such. When governments can-
not solve the problem of leaking pipes or teachers absent from
the local school, citizens will not trust the government to address
the larger problems affecting modern nations. In this way, central
governmental failure causes the basis of governance to be weak-
ened, and the legitimacy of the whole state is undermined.

A further, more practical problem with central government failure
is that often, because of the poor performance at the local level,
everyone who can afford it avoids governmental services.
Instead of going to the public school, public hospital, or public
bank, citizens begin to look for private schools, private hospitals,
and even private security firms. This not only weakens the role
of the state but, as a high official in Jordan once summarized his
experience to me, it leaves the government with the weakest
and most needy part of the population which increases the bur-
dens on governmental services and often affects quality
adversely.

Reasons for strengthening local governments

In response to the many failings of centralized government,
decentralization has become a world-wide trend. Towns and
other local governments in rural areas are being strengthened in
a growing number of countries in all continents. Among the most
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important reasons for the movement to give more authority to
lower levels of government are: the greater efficiency and
accountability of local governments; the positive effect such
authority-shifts have on local development; the enhancement of
democracy and protection of liberty that local governance has on
the citizens; and the greater ability to protect the rights and val-
ues of minority populations.

One of the most significant effects of the interaction of the various
advantages local governments have over central governments is
that the state as a whole gains legitimacy. When the citizens trust
in their officials and are more actively involved in the betterment of
their community, their relationship to the state as a whole is also
improved. Thus, while the authority of the central government
may be diminished by decentralization, the legitimacy of the state
as a whole is enhanced. Decentralization-led changes must
therefore be seen as not only a “local versus central” government
phenomenon, but rather as a way to mutually benefit both levels
of government and the citizens simultaneously.

1. Efficient and accountable administration

The desire for a more efficient administration has motivated many
of the recent constitutional and legislative changes in countries
all over the world. However, experience has shown that central
governments are often unable to successfully implement efficien-
cy-building policies and programs.

Local governments have the potential to perform better. This is
based on any of several reasons, listed below. One must remem-
ber, however, that better administration is not an automatic result
of decentralization. Still, if local governments are properly
equipped to fulfill their tasks2, the chances for achieving “better
government” through decentralization increase.



■ A decentralized body “in comparison to national govern-
ments, ... is more accessible, more sympathetic and quick-
er to respond to local needs”.3 On a local level, programs
and services can be more easily adapted to particular local
circumstances and needs. This is so because local author-
ities are obviously more knowledgeable about a local situa-
tion than are authorities who are far away from realities 
at the grass-root level.4 As a result, the necessary informa-
tion to plan such programs and services is more readily
available and the chances of success are consequently
higher.

■ The close relationship between citizens and government at
the local level fosters accountability. It has been pointed out
that decision-making close to the people is an excellent
instrument to prevent governments from abusing their pow-
ers.5 This is so for at least two related reasons. First, it is more
difficult to hide corruption among those in authority when the
citizens know the officials than in situations where “the
Government” is far away and inaccessible. Thus, persons in
authority in the local government are generally less likely to
have the opportunity to hide their corruption than are persons
in authority in central government. Second, it is easier to hold
local officials and elected office-bearers accountable for their
actions than it is to impose accountability on politicians at
higher levels of government, as members of local govern-
ments are often less protected politically than the corre-
sponding official in the central government.6

■ Both the availability of information necessary for taking prop-
er actions and the potentially higher degree of accountability
will lead to a better use of available resources. This will allow
doing more with limited resources. As one author recently
stressed:
“Decentralizing spending responsibilities can bring substan-
tial welfare gains. Government resources can be allocated
most efficiently if responsibility for each type of public expen-
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diture is given to the level of government that most closely
represents the beneficiaries of these outlays”.7

■ Finally, decentralization helps to reduce costs. In Nepal, for
example, villagers who proudly present their self-built, small-
scale projects to the foreign visitor will never fail to stress how
much cheaper they were than projects carried out by gov-
ernment agencies. The Human Development Report 1993
has stated this same idea in more general terms:
“[If] local people feel that it is their money being spent, they
are likely to keep a tighter lid on expenditures and to use
resources more efficiently. ... Local development also opens
up the opportunity for people to add voluntary contributions
to amplify a programme or projects impact”.8

2. Better local development

In many countries, one of the primary motives for decentraliza-
tion is the prospect of improving local development.
Development is possible without decentralization, but the advan-
tages of strong local governments for a more efficient adminis-
tration just outlined above also help to improve local develop-
ment projects.

■ Decentralization removes institutional and legal obstacles to
self-help and it encourages innovative forms of solutions for
local problems. Thus, empowering local governments “allows
diverse solutions to emerge in response to general prob-
lems”.9

■ Local resources for social and economic development can
be more easily mobilized if such projects are decided by and
implemented on the local level. Development activities under-
taken with the participation of those involved allows for tailor-
ing the activities to the specific needs of the local population.
Experience has shown that people are ready to contribute to



local development projects if they can participate in the deci-
sion-making and feel that the particular project improves their
situation. By letting the local people determine how a partic-
ular program should be designed, involvement of the local
government enhances the sense of ownership and responsi-
bility for the project. It also gives the citizens a personal stake
in the program’s success. The citizens are therefore more
likely to invest their time and resources into furthering the pro-
ject’s goals. This in turn helps to produce better results than
if the development activities were decided upon from the dis-
tance of the central government.

■ Local government may make development activities more
sustainable by involving the people affected more directly in
the implementation of projects. Beneficiaries who “own” a
project will be more likely to assume the responsibility for the
project’s maintenance. The ability to help in the early planning
phases of a development project in turn also encourages the
local population to carefully monitor and protect the results of
the planning. Psychological self-interest mixes with financial
self-interest to encourage the citizens to actively promote the
project’s successful implementation. In Nepal, for instance,
forests are much better preserved since they have been
handed over to village-based “user groups”.

3. Democracy and protection of liberty

The notion of democracy is not restricted to participation in
national elections. Although the right to elect leaders of nation-
al government is certainly a part of the democratic principle,
democracy also includes the ability to influence the decisions
that directly affect a person’s life and the ability to live in free-
dom and liberty. Local governments are able to provide these
aspects of democracy in a way that central governments often
cannot.
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As stated above, local level administrations can be more acces-
sible for the average person – and thus more “human” – than a
very distant and mighty central administration can be.10 This
gives democracy a clearly local dimension.

Although a state’s respect for democracy and individual freedom
does not depend on decentralization, such form of government
may further these two fundamental values. The idea that local
self-government promotes democracy and individual liberties is
deeply rooted in many decentralized countries. The right of citi-
zens to participate in decision-making procedures on a local level
furthers true democracy.

“[Decentralization] builds a sense of community and permits
more meaningful participation in self-government. In many coun-
tries, the autonomy granted to local units is designed to assure
self-determination and the rights of minorities and their members
against abuse by national majorities”.11

This, however, implies that local entities are organized in a way
allowing for real participation and that national authorities do not
tolerate the creation of autocratic and authoritarian forms of gov-
ernment on the local level.

Distribution of power to different levels of government and the
competition between these levels allows for a system of checks
and balances that is likely to set limits on the central government
if it attempts to overstep or abuse its powers. Thus, decentral-
ized government also constitutes a specific and extended
expression of the basic constitutional principle of the separation
of powers.12

Moreover, decentralization allows, to a certain extent, for a spe-
cific kind of political power-sharing which in turn contributes to
political stability. For example, if a government is ousted from



power by a rival political party, the original government’s political
party may still control some local governments. This is compat-
ible with the role of opposition on the national level but mitigates
the harsh principle of “the winner takes all” at the local level.
Thus, it adds to political stability. Such a stabilizing effect is
shown in Nepal, where frequent changes of government at the
national level during the past few years have little affected the
activities of local authorities who were able to conclude their
terms of office without interruption. On the other hand, where
the central government is very strong and even small local
expenditures must be approved by the competent minister in
the central government, political instability at the center directly
affects the local level.

4. Protection of minorities

A further traditional argument for decentralized government is
that it has the potential to protect ethnic and other traditional
minorities.13 If minorities inhabit an area with a certain degree of
self-government, decentralization essentially grants them the
right to be free as a collective.14 Thus, decentralization offers

“... the possibility of combining democratic ideals with guaran-
tees for minorities ... (and thus) ... can provide a means of
accommodating problems arising from ethnic diversity ... By
guaranteeing local autonomy, especially to questions considered
important to ethnic identity, the potential for conflict within the
national political arena is reduced”.15
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Problems of local governance

Most countries have local authorities and some kind of decen-
tralization does exist, at least on paper. Nevertheless, local gov-
ernments are too often unable to perform even the very limited
tasks they have been delegated. An analysis of such situations
usually reveals many peculiarities stemming from the particular
political, historical, legal, and socio-economic traditions of a
specific country. Nevertheless, it is possible to list some com-
mon problems:
■ Lack of resources. This is a common problem in many coun-

tries. Local governments have some powers to levy local
taxes and fees but these monies are difficult to collect, and if
collected are often insufficient to fulfill the tasks assigned to
them. Access to central funds may be limited and difficult.
In addition, local authorities often lack qualified and well-
trained staff and therefore are unable to perform properly
even if money is available. Lack of resources takes on dra-
matic forms if local governments are granted large powers
that have been shifted from the center. In these areas, gov-
ernmental activities may stop entirely and the center will be
able to blame the local levels for such failure.

■ Lack of or overlapping powers. Sometimes the powers of
local governments are too limited to respond to the expecta-
tions of the population. More often, however, local govern-
ments possess broad powers, but central government
offices are also competent to carry out such activities at the
regional or local level. This leads to an unclear delimitation of
powers and overlapping of activities. The result is that prob-
lems do not get solved at either level, and the people lose
faith in both their local authorities and the central govern-
ment.

■ Lack of democratically elected local authorities. In some
countries, local authorities are not elected by the citizens, but
are instead appointed by the central government leadership.



In other countries, elected bodies have been dissolved or
local elections have not taken place for a long time. In these
cases, government-appointed administrators have taken
over the daily business of governing. In any of these cases,
the local population may perceive the local officials as mere-
ly agents of the central government, and therefore rejects
their authority as representatives of the community’s inter-
ests.

■ Lack of transparency and accountability. Corruption at the
local level is a problem in some countries. It is more likely to
take place where there is a lack of transparency and
accountability. This is due to the fact that corruption is diffi-
cult to prove when government accounts are not accessible
to the population and/or when there is no legislation that clar-
ifies the powers and duties of the different bodies involved in
local governance issues. If local officials are accountable to
several authorities, this will create confusion and insecurity at
the lower level and thus hamper efficient administration even
more. In addition, accountability is lessened when local
office-bearers are appointed rather than elected, because
there is then little chance that even proven instances of cor-
ruption will be remedied.

■ Excessive control. A typical problem in many countries is that
the higher levels of government (provincial or central) must
approve the budget before the local government can spend
anything. The approval is often delayed and the process is
often used to impose many conditions on the proposal’s
acceptance. The same is true for the required approval of
contracts. In some countries, planning procedures are very
complicated and slow, leaving local authorities no opportuni-
ty to decide where to set priorities. Often, local governments
must get prior approval for all expenditures above a certain
(usually minimal) level. Finally, a very effective control can be
exercised through threats to dismiss the local body for not
performing “properly” (i.e., according to the wishes of the
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center). Such control mechanisms ensure that local authori-
ties are constantly supervised by the central government offi-
cials. This not only slows the progress of local activities, it
cripples local initiative.

Conditions for successful decentralization

How can the goal of empowering local governments to act as
efficient providers of services and as agents of local development
be achieved? Practical experience as well as scholarly studies
indicate several conditions necessary for successful decentral-
ization.

1. Secure existence

A first necessary condition for strong local government is securi-
ty of existence. Clearly, local governments cannot perform prop-
erly if their existence is in jeopardy by the ability of authorities on
higher levels of government to dissolve them easily or to change
their territories (e.g., merge them with neighboring areas). Secure
existence requires that members of local bodies only be dis-
missed for specific, predetermined reasons and under formal
procedures that require the dismissing authority to show that the
dismissed person has violated the law. Clear criteria and proce-
dures are also needed in cases of dissolution of communes and
municipalities or for the alteration of their territories.

2. Resources and autonomy

The success of decentralization efforts depends to a very large
extent on the availability of sufficient resources and the possibility
of using these resources autonomously. This requires, inter alia,



■ the right of local governments to collect local taxes and fees
and to get funds from the central government necessary for
the execution of tasks transferred to them;

■ the right to spend this money without excessive prior control
by higher levels of government;

■ the right to take decisions on local activities including local
development projects without undue interference by national
planning authorities and line ministries;

■ a sufficient and well-qualified local staff and the right to
appoint and dismiss such staff; and

■ technical support and advice from the center.

3. Accountability and transparency

In every administrative organization it is of paramount importance
to introduce a clear concept of accountability. Such accountabil-
ity has two dimensions:

■ Making local governments and their members accountable to
the people means that the citizens can elect those who rule
them and have the possibility to assess their performance at
the time of reelection. This requires transparency of govern-
mental actions and the possibility to have access to relevant
information such as budgets, accounts, plans, etc. Citizens
must also know that office-bearers who have violated the law
will be punished in all cases.

■ Local governments are also accountable to the higher levels
of government. Accountability to several authorities might
create confusion and insecurity at lower levels that would be
detrimental to the idea of efficient administration. Only well-
defined responsibilities provide for the degree of transparen-
cy and security needed by authorities at lower levels who
have to make certain decisions on their own. Therefore, a
high degree of transparency in the relations between local

58



59

governments and the supervising authorities is necessary.
For example, local bodies must know in advance what crite-
ria will be applied when approving decisions or denying
approval. There is also a need for transparency regarding all
financial matters. Supervising authorities should exercise a
tight control but such control should have a retrospective (ex
post) character and those who have violated the law should
be punished.

4. Political will and partnership

Experience has shown that the success of decentralization
efforts depends, to a large extent, on a clear vision regarding the
position and function of local governments and on a strong polit-
ical will to implement that vision. It also depends on the willing-
ness of both the central and the local level to see each other as
partners in an ongoing process.
Such a partnership implies a willingness by the central govern-
ment and its regional representatives to exercise self-restraint
in supervising local governments. Laws and directives should
be framed and applied in ways that encourage initiative and
that do not curtail local self-government. It also requires a
readiness to consult local governments on all matters regard-
ing them and to take their opinion into account when making
decisions.
For their part, actors on the local level must be ready to assume
responsibility for their activities and to take initiatives on their own
to foster development, instead of waiting for the central govern-
ment to act or seeking approval where not needed. Local inter-
est groups and the local population as a whole must support the
process of shifting powers and responsibilities from the center to
the local level.
Finally, structures should be created which will facilitate a dia-
logue between the different levels of government. In many coun-



tries, there have been good experiences demonstrating that
associations of mayors and other heads of local governments
can become reliable partners with the central government on
policy questions if efforts are made to encourage local-central
discussions and exchanges of ideas.

5. Strong legal framework

Another aspect of successful decentralization is the need for a
strong legal framework setting out the powers, rights and duties
of local governments clearly. Without such a framework, it is
often impossible to know who is responsible for what. This
allows central authorities to interfere easily with local affairs and
leaves the local authorities with no possibility of stopping such
interference.
Legal norms must, however, be adapted to local needs and to
the circumstances of the local area. Norms that are imposed
from somewhere else may not be used in practice or may be
unsuitable and, therefore, may lose much of their impact.

Lessons from Europe

It is sometimes feared that strong local governments will abuse
their powers and use their position to gain more power rather
than to foster local development. Comparative studies carried
out in Europe are of interest in this context because they reveal
a strong relationship between the degree of autonomy and
resources of a municipality and the attitudes and behavior of its
mayor.
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1. Different roles of local governments

In some parts of Europe, the prevailing view of the role of local
government is that it should primarily be the providers of services
and agents of development at the local level. Local leaders
should focus on responding to the needs of the population con-
cerning practical matters such as maintaining local roads, col-
lecting solid waste, or taking care of the sewage system.

One author16 recently stated that in Switzerland, especially in
smaller municipalities, political parties play a rather unimportant
role in local politics. The mayor has to run an administration pro-
viding services in areas such as education, water, sanitation,
local roads, and public assistance to the poor and unemployed.
The mayor will be reelected if these services are well provided
without overspending. If the mayor succeeds in presenting a
budget that allows for lowering the local taxes without reducing
any services, reelection is guaranteed. Thus, the ideal Swiss
mayor is more like a manager running a business than a typical
politician: service- (and thus development-) oriented. A study by
Edward C. Page has shown that Scandinavian and British may-
ors and their municipalities are as service- and development-ori-
ented as their Swiss colleagues.17

In other parts of Europe, local governments are seen as sup-
porters of the central government. Many mayors in countries
such as Italy, Spain, or France undertake fewer initiatives for
their municipalities as service-providers. These mayors primar-
ily see themselves as politicians, and act accordingly. The party
politics from the central government extends to the local levels
and affect the lives of the citizens much more directly than in
Switzerland or Scandinavia. Success is not “evaluated primar-
ily in terms of the use and allocation of local resources” but
rather in terms of the official’s “ability to bring in benefits from
the outside”.18 As described by one author, these mayors are



primarily ‘policy-brokers’, i.e., persons “negotiating, bargaining
or otherwise attracting scarce resources”.19 A mayor’s ability to
succeed thus depends on developing personal connections to
politicians at the national level and on being able to offer ben-
efits to the central officers in return for receiving their
resources.

The benefits the local government official can offer the central
government, put very simply, are votes for the party in national
elections. Thus, the local mayor is the representative of the party
at the local level who must make sure that the majority of the cit-
izens in the municipality will vote for the party. To make sure that
this will happen, the mayor can offer local supporters favors (for
example, jobs or benefits from projects). This type of mayor is a
key actor in an intricate web of personal relationships both going
up to the national politicians as well as going down to his citizens
at the municipal level.

In some parts of Italy, e.g., these relationships are straightfor-
wardly clientelistic.20 Those in power can grant favors even out-
side the law and they can withhold rights granted by the law.
According to a study in the Southern Italian city of Palermo,

“ordinary citizens, and in particular the poor, disadvantaged by
their illiteracy and lack of experiences in dealing with bureaucrat-
ic institutions are constrained to seek assistance from a higher
status ‘patron’ who can intervene directly on their behalf”.21

Thus, in that city, the individual politicians and the political parties
play a “critical intermediary role ... in every transaction between
the citizen and the state”.22
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2. The reason for the differences in roles of local government

Why do these differences between mayors exist in different parts
of Europe? A possible explanation rests on the different religious
and cultural traditions of the areas. The Northern European
countries are mainly officially Protestant, while the Southern
European countries subscribe to Roman Catholic traditions. The
cultures are also very different. However, neither the religious nor
the cultural argument is very convincing, as the service-orienta-
tion of local governments can also be observed in those parts of
Switzerland that religiously and culturally belong to Italy and
France, or in the autonomous regions of Spain.

Instead, it appears that the differences between the two types of
heads of local governments can be attributed to the very differ-
ent position of local governments in these countries:

■ As mentioned, many mayors in countries like Great Britain,
Norway, Denmark, Sweden and Switzerland are service-orient-
ed. These countries share the common characteristic of local
governments with a high degree of independence from the
central government. Moreover, the local governments are pro-
vided with the resources to allow this autonomy to work.
In Switzerland, the position of local governments is very strong:
their share of total public expenditures is 30 percent; they also
raise approximately 30 percent of all public revenue and thus,
at least theoretically, are able to finance themselves. The Swiss
local governments can decide how much to tax their citizens
and collect the taxes themselves. They are allowed to carry out
their activities23 and projects with very little prior administrative
control. The same is true for the Scandinavian countries and
Great Britain. Local governments in these areas spend from 25
to even 50 percent (as is the case in Denmark) of total govern-
ment expenditures and employ 40 percent and more of all
employees in the public sector.



Even more important is the fact that control by the central gov-
ernment over the activities of the local governments tends to
be limited to an examination of the legality of the behavior of
municipalities. Thus, the central government does not deal with
all the details of the activities carried out by the local govern-
ment and does not approve or disapprove projects in advance.

■ In contrast, the municipal governments in many parts of
Southern Europe are dependent upon the central party-led
politics. These local governments spend less than 12 percent
of public expenditures and the percentage of employees in
the public sector is likewise below this level.24 Central gov-
ernment (with its agencies) deals with many aspects of every-
day administrative life on the local level, as 90 percent of all
persons employed in the public sector work for the central,
rather than the local, government. In addition, local govern-
ments are supervised by the regional offices of the central
government. This supervision is very intrusive to the activities
of the local officials, because many actions must be
approved before being undertaken by the municipality.25

Under such circumstances, there is not much left for the
mayor in the area of providing services effectively and running
the communal administration smoothly. Due to this depen-
dence on the central government, it makes sense for local
leaders to concentrate on the relationship between munici-
pality and center and to try to get as much as possible from
the central level rather than to attempt to provide the local cit-
izens services directly.

■ In his book, Page emphasizes another important difference
between Northern and Southern Europe. In contrast to
Southern Europe, mayors in Northern Europe have to share
their decision-making powers much more with other mem-
bers of their council. As a result, they are bound into a sys-
tem of internal checks and balances.26
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It can be concluded that the degree of autonomy and resources
given to local governments is one of the most important factors
for shaping the attitudes and roles of their organs. A low degree
of administrative control is also a significant factor. The more
autonomy a particular local government has and the more
resourceful it is, the more service- and development-oriented it
will be.

The role of donors

Decentralization is a specific form of government affecting many
aspects of political life, and the role of donors in the process can
help governments reach their good governance goals. However,
there is no single model of decentralization that is optimal for all
societies. Each country has to find and develop constitutional
and legal arrangements that best suit its own historical, social,
cultural, and economic conditions. As a consequence, it is only
a subsidiary role that donors can play in assisting governments
that have decided to strengthen local governments.

1. How donors can assist in decentralization efforts

Within this limited role, activities that assist in the securing of
human and financial resources can be among the most mean-
ingful. The following are examples:
■ Decentralization cannot be successful without intensive

training of the members of local governments and their
staff. Donors can assist in the training with advice and
financial support, depending on the magnitude of the train-
ing needs.

■ Decentralization is a process that requires the central gov-
ernment to give up power. This is likely to meet with some
degree of resistance. If resistance occurs or is expected,



non-governmental organizations and research institutes in
the countries concerned can play the role of lobbyists for
the cause of decentralization. They will need some outside
support.

■ In many countries, associations of mayors and similar orga-
nizations have played a key role in the decentralization pro-
cess. Donors may assist in the creation of such associations
and support their activities.

■ During a transition phase, funds may be needed. Donors can
play an important role by contributing financial resources
when it becomes apparent that the original projections of
needed funds are insufficient to complete the transition.

2. Donor emphasis on process

Decentralization is not achievable by a single act of government
delegation or decision to reform. Rather, decentralization is a
process. As a process, decentralization requires sustained
efforts to make changes in nearly all aspects of governance, from
the development of local competence to the central govern-
ment’s acceptance of a local community’s right to retain a por-
tion of its financial resources to the development of a culture of
honesty and answerability among politicians.
While other countries’ experiences might be useful for govern-
ments determined to strengthen their local governments, the
main role of donors should not be to work for the implementation
of a specific model of decentralization. Instead, one of the most
important roles for donors in such a process is to maintain the
country’s awareness of the importance of each part of the pro-
cess of decentralization and to facilitate the process of decen-
tralizing the governmental structures of the country.
In practice, donors should stress the importance of a holistic
approach to decentralization: Reforms must be comprehensive,
not just addressing one element of strong local governance or
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the other. A local government with a secure status, a high degree
of autonomy, and a qualified staff will still fail if resources are lack-
ing, just as a resourceful local body with weak institutions or too
much control from above will fail. Donors should also continue to
stress that the benefits of the changes may not be immediately
apparent. Maintaining enthusiasm for the process is thus anoth-
er area where donors can play a valuable role.
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