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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1. HOW DOES A TRANSITION TO A SYSTEM OF 
STRONGER,  MORE EFFECTIVE LOCAL 
GOVERNMENTS HAPPEN? WHAT DOES THE 
EVIDENCE SHOW?

specifics of a new system and to benefit from what it 
has to offer. As soon as the public understands a new 
system, we see legislators tinkering with it – or Pakistan's experience with decentralization and the 
scrapping it altogether. devolution of fiscal, political, and administrative 

powers to local governments has been marred by 
This briefing paper contends that, among the many inconsistencies. The complicated journey in 
factors that have impeded the introduction and introducing and sustaining decentralization and 
sustainability of local governments and their devolution through local government reforms, in 
associated reforms, a lack of political involvement particular, has been difficult.
and, thus, political ownership remain the biggest 
b a r r i e r s  t o w a r d s  e f f e c t i v e  d e v o l u t i o n .  I n  There have been sporadic reforms, and elections for 
acknowledging this as one reason for the lack of local the establishment of local governments have been 
government sustainabil ity,  the paper also held, but almost always with delays, rather than 
demonstrates that this lack of political will to support becoming part of the country's democratic routine. 
or endorse initiatives to strengthen local government This continues to be the case today. In each of 
occurs as a result of efforts by parties to maintain Pakistan's four provinces there are currently no 
political control and concentrated provincial control, a elected local governments whose terms have not 
powerful bureaucracy, and reduced authority on the ended, and fresh local elections are not being called.
part of local governments themselves.

In the past, once local governments were formed, it 
often took more than a year for them to start 
functioning properly. This impacts the working of local 
governments already jeopardizes their continuity. 
There are multiple reasons for this lack of continuity, 
and the most important factor is resistance from 

Efforts at decentralization have not been easy in many 
stakeholders – primarily from the political parties and 

countries. For example, even in France, with a long-
the bureaucracy. 

standing democratic system and practices, the 
establishment of subnational autonomous regions 

Reforms take time to gain momentum and to generate 
proved to be difficult. Their empowerment and the 

public ownership and support. Local governments 
gradual expansion of their roles in managing local 

have, unfortunately, rarely survived long enough for a 
services provided by both the public and private 

real assessment of their strengths and weaknesses 
sectors was halted in 2007, after the election of 

and to eventually create room for improvement and 
Nicolas Sarkozy as President. Sarkozy slowed the pace 

innovation. Once a new system has been introduced in 
of the transfer of powers to regional governments 

a province, the public and other stakeholders require 
based of his own views about the decentralization 

time to gauge the performance of the system and its 2process.  The French example shows the political 
participants. More importantly, the public and other 

nature of decentralization, whether at the immediate 
stakeholders require time to become familiar with the 

sub-national orlocal levels. 
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3The body of academic literature on the subject shows relationship to its residents (as well as) its outcomes”  
that this happens because of a range of very high- in terms of socio-economic development. The 
stakes issues related tolocal development and the following framework, developed by Harold Wolman, 
distribution of power that are contested on an almost explains the reasons why the establishment and 
daily basis by political actors. Any effective system of functioning of local governments(not only in 
local government needs to carry out essential Pakistan)have been politically contested, regularly 
functions and should demonstrate“autonomy and resulting in the collapse of decentralization schemes.
relationship to other levels of government, its 

3For more information on this and the Wolman framework, see: Harold 
Wolman, “Comparing local government systems across countries: 
conceptual and methodological challenges to building a field of 
comparative local government studies”, Environment and Planning C: 
Government and Policy, Vol. 26, No. 1, January 2008, pp. 87-103,
<https://ideas.repec.org/a/sae/envirc/v26y2008i1p87-103.html>.



Local government reforms have kept emerging In successful cases, both top-down and bottom-
4and collapsing  in Pakistan because it has become up pressures for decentralization reforms can be 

such a high-stakes issue of power and resource present, and can actually have their own influence 
distribution among various levels of the on local government reforms. 
government, as well as among political parties. 

If a political party chooses to conduct local 
elections, evidence suggests that the timing is 
based on political decision making, and this plays 
a key role in local government decentralization.

Pakistan has experimented with local government 
reforms in a number of ways in different political 
eras, reflecting the different political choices and 
circumstances of the times.

The evidence from young democracies like South 
Ironically, local governments have always been Africa suggests that once the political intent is there to 
promoted in times of martial law, and have been initiate local government reforms, many factors can 
opposed by political parties. Autocrats in Pakistan contribute to making them successful. The complex 
(Generals Ayub Khan 1958-1968, Muhammad Zia-ul- top-down administrative reforms led by bureaucrats 
Haq 1977-1988 and Pervez Musharraf 1999-2007) all and bottom-up community-based demands regarding 
conducted elections for local government, seeking the nature of funding and types of projects can both 
political legitimacy at the local level for the help in supporting effective decentralization, giving us 
continuance of their military rule. Democratic hope that even the public policy complexity and 

7
governments, on the other hand, feared that local competing interests  involved can be managed 
governments would weaken their central control, and successfully. The sources of support for reforms are 
normally avoided holding local elections. In 1993, different and can operate with the different objectives. 
during her election campaign, Benazir Bhutto said on 
national media that people in villages were living New public management-type administrative reforms 
without any government. She was absolutely correct, will more likely be applied where there is a strong top-
but she could never deliver on local government down intergovernmental influence on newly created 
reforms or elections– that was to be done by an local governments. Alternatively, participatory 
autocrat, Musharraf ten years later, in 2002, only to process-management-type administrative reforms 
once again be rendered dysfunctional in 2007. Today – will more likely be applied where there is a strong 
13 years later– they are still dysfunctional, without any bottom-up social influence on newly created local 

8real power or relevance. The system introduced by governments.
Musharraf in 2002 improved representation, 
accountability and the delivery of services, despite the Econometric analysis of budgets and their impacts on 
problematic motivation to dress up his military rule. policies has shown that these two approaches can co-

5The system was considered successful  but could not exist at the same time in different kinds of local and 
9sustain itself beyond the years of military rule. regional relational arrangements. These insights 

regarding decentralization reform processes can help 
in making the political debate richer and more 
informed, rather than simplistic and polarized and, 
therefore, lacking any conceptual or political way out. 

Political parties always find it hard to conduct local 
elections, and the most important factor for the 
initiation of local government reforms initiation is 
likely the timing. A study reviewing 153 Spanish 
municipalities published in 2013 found that 
“decentralization is carried out in environments where 

 An early instance of this political competition is lower and the party in power 
came from the British,who introduced a system that by enjoyed greater support in the last elections” and, 
passed the local representatives and structures of the additionally, that the “decentralization processes 
village and panchayats (village councils) and replaced usually takes place in the years immediately following 

6 them with the administration of these tiers under elections … .”

2. CONTEXT: THE INTRODUCTION OF AND 
TRANSITION TO LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
REFORMS IN PAKISTAN

4This entire portion builds on the publication by co-author Malik, 
Javed: Transforming villages (Islamabad: Iqbal International Institute 
for Research and Dialogue, 2018).
5Asian Development Bank, Department for International 
Development & the World Bank, “Devolution in Pakistan: An 
assessment and recommendations for action”, July 2004,
<https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-
reports/documentdetail/585511468775780904/an-assessment-
and-recommendations-for-action>.
6Beatriz Cuadrado Ballesteros, Isabel M. García Sánchez & José M. 
Prado Lorenzo, “The impact of political factors on local government 
decentralisation”, International Public Management Journal, Vol. 16, 
No. 1, pp. 53-84, June 2013, <10.1080/10967494.2013.796270>. 

7 As shown by Wolman (2007) in the table at the earlier part of this 
paper, op. cit., note 2.
8Matthew Andrews,“New public management and democratic 
participation: complementary or competing reforms? A South African 
study”, International Journal of Public Administration, Vol. 26, Issue 
8-9, August 2003, pp. 991-1015,
 <247530302_New_Public_Management_and_Democratic_Participa
tion_Complementary_or_Competing_Reforms_A_South_African_St
udy>.
9Ibid.



bureaucrats, i.e., the commissioners, thereby Development Programme to village and neighborhood 
10eliminating the involvement of local representation.  councils.

Over time, the British governance system also provided 
for increased provincial control through district While it is debatable to what extent this was 
administrations. In the absence of political consensus, implemented, the intent was nonetheless there. 
this bureaucratic involvement only increased over the Conversely, Punjab reinforced provincial control in its 
years. legislation, through the inclusion of the provision that 

the local government “shall be bound by the directions 
13Many aspects of the British system of local of the Provincial Government” .Legislation passed in 

governance, including its centralized approach and Punjab in 2013 further empowered the bureaucracy, by 
diminished political involvement, were inherited by making the deputy commissioner answerable only to 
Pakistan upon its independence, and the practice of the provincial chief secretary, and by undoing the 
the erosion of political involvement and ownership of representation in the local government ordinance of 
local governance continued. 2001, under which the Nazim, the chief elected local 

government official, was able to supervise the district 
While the first post-independence introduction of coordination officer. A qualitative analysis of reforms 
local government reforms and elections took place in the provinces indicates both pros and cons of the 
under the autocratic regimes of Generals Khan, Zia-ul approach, but it also the shows the political intent to 
Haqand, later, Musharraf, it should be noted that pursued evolution, albeit limited, given the attempts to 
these reforms also played a fundamental role in maintain provincial control.
diminishing national political involvement. This was 
primarily achieved through consolidating centralized 
power and creating replacement structures that 

 Though provincial disconnected national politics and politicians from 
11 legislation for local government was passed in 2013, it local politics.

was not until 2015 that local government elections 
took place – and then only following court orders – in 
Sindh, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Punjab. The 

 The fact that these reforms sustainability of the governments elected remains 
have taken place on the orders of the Supreme Court inconsistent and questionable. As of today, local 

12suggests political reluctance to implement them.  The government elections have been delayed in all of the 
18th Amendment to the Constitution of Pakistan of provinces except Sindh (where the government only 
2010, which essentially changed the country from a just completed its term). The Election Act of 2017, in its 
semi-presidential to a parliamentary republic, section 2019 (4), stipulates that elections be held 
provided the impetus needed to reintroduce within 120 days of the completion of the term of the 
decentralization through greater provincial autonomy. previous local government. The local government in 
It mandated the establishment of local government at Punjab was dissolved in May of 2019, with a 
the provincial levels (and in regions administered by commitment to hold elections within 120 days. 
the federal level) and called for fiscal, political, and Similarly, the Balochistan government completed its 
administrative devolution, thereby providing local term in January 2019, and the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
governments with constitutional protection. This local government completed its term in August 2019.
helped usher in legislative local government reforms, 
with the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf party introducing These delays of more than a year call into question the 
local government legislation in 2013 in Khyber political commitment to institutions of local 
Pakhtunkhwa.This was the most progressive government. The lack of commitment to and continuity 
legislation for the empowerment of local governments of local government bodies affects the sustainability 
up to that time, with substantive devolution of of the scheme. This issue is at the core of why 
financial and administrative authority. Khyber devolution has not happened successfully in Pakistan, 
Pakhtukhwa became the only province to legislate the and is one of the many issues that hinders local 
allocation of 30 percent of funds from the Annual governments in taking root.

Time lags in implementing even the positive local 
laws show confusion and a lack of commitment in 
various parts of the government.

Over the past decade, all four of Pakistan's 
provinces have implemented local government 
reforms to some degree.

10To read more about these reforms, see: Cheema, Ali, Khawja Ijaz 
Asim & Qadir, Adnan,“Local Government Reforms In Pakistan: 
Context, Content And  Causes”,
<https://epod.cid.harvard.edu/sites/default/f i les/2018-
0 2 / l o c a l _ g o v e r n m e n t _ r e f o r m s _ i n _ p a k i s t a n -
_context_content_and_causes.pdf>.
11Ibid
12Dawn, “Delay in local government elections irks Supreme Court”, 
Dawn website, 13 February 2015,
 <https://www.dawn.com/news/1163265>.

13Riaz Asiya,“The comparative analysis of local government laws in 
Pakistan”, Pakistan Institute of Legislative Development and 
Transparency briefing paper, 15 March 2019,
<https://pildat.org/wp-content/ uploads/ 2019/04/ Comparative 
Analysis of Local Government Laws in Pakistan.pdf>.



3. WEAK OWNERSHIP OF THE LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT AGENDA IN POLITICAL PARTIES

3.1. Resistance and lack of ownership by political 
governments

Most political parties in Pakistan do not have a history 
of being organized at the local level, and tend to have 
centralized control. The lack of political devolution at 
the local level is also a sign of weakness in the national 
democratic structure, which lacks a foundation of 
political representation and participation at the grass 

Political parties change their positions depending on roots level. The inclusion of party-based local 
whether they are in opposition or in the government. elections creates an incentive for political parties but, 
The basic issue of whether elections should be held on as mentioned, it also creates a sense of insecurity. 
a party or non-party basis is a good example of this. 
Once in opposition, political parties promise reforms For example, the Pakistan Tehreeek Insaf owed much 
on a party basis. However, once in power and drafting of its 2018 General elections seat-count in Khyber 
the related legislation, they opt for non-party based Pakhtunkhwa to its performance at the provincial and 
elections. This stems from their fear that it will be local levels. Over the years, it has emerged as an 
difficult for the incumbent government to win advocate of local government through its progress 
elections based on a party basis at the grassroots. This reforms, devolving a great deal of political, financial, 
fear weakens the political party, but ensures that they and functional power. However, since forming the 
are not criticized for their performance in these government in 2018, it has ignored the constitutional 
elections. The Punjab government in 2013 initially requirement for the holding of local elections, citing a 

14wanted non-party elections for the union council. number of different reasons for the delay.  Had local 
However, due to successful petitions in the court, government elections been held, the party could have 
elections were on a party basis. also potentially strengthened its performance in 

PEOPLE ARE TOO WEAK AND INTEREST GROUPS ARE TOO BIG:

Six key players and their interrelationships. It is not in the interest of 6 key players to devolve local power to people.
The size of each box describesthe level of direct or indirect relationship with the issue.

Source: Developed on the basis of field observations from several rural districts
 in the country and number of provincial consultations.

14Mansoor Ali, “PTI looks 'reluctant' to hold LG elections in provinces", 
The Nation website, 7 Feb 2020,
<https://nation.com.pk/07-Feb-2020/pti-looks-reluctant-to-hold-
lg-elections-in-provinces accessed on 14 November 2020>.

/PAS



general elections, based on the promise of its local MNAs and MPAs have begun to foresee their role as 
level service delivery and local government service providers to their constituents by bringing 
performance. The utility of local representation, development funds to their constituency. They spend 
however, is evidently undervalued and often seen as their time in their constituencies, and constituents 
counterproductive. expect them to bring roads, water schemes and sports 

facilities with them, while their primary role is to pass 
legislation. This makes it difficult for MNAs and MPAs 
to support any local government reforms or their 
implementation. Ironically, MPAs have to legislate on 
local government reforms in the provincial assembly 

The way power is organized between bureaucracy, and, due to an unwillingness to abdicate their hold over 
elected members of the National Assembly (MNAs) their constituents, they try their best to ensure that 
and of the Provincial Assemblies (MPAs) at the local governments are mostly devoid of any meaningful 
moment means they are reluctant to delegate power to powers.
the local level, fearing loss of influence and of control 
over funds. The traditional local government systems 
will always have an uneasy relationship with the  
Pakistani provincial bureaucracies, mainly due to the The move from federal to provincial autonomy on the 
perceived fiduciary risk and weak capacity. However, basis of the 18th Amendment to the Constitution has 
even the centralization of power has seen Pakistan been viewed as a largely positive development for 
falling in the corruption perception index to 145. In Pakistan. The 18th Amendment was introduced to 
2007, a workable local government system was ensure that devolution would not cease at the 
willingly abolished by the new democratic regime in provincial level, and that authority and power would 
Pakistan, led by two main political parties, the Peoples also be devolved to local governments, to ensure that 
Party and Pakistan Muslim League, apparently on the service delivery happens at the grassroots. But this 
advice of the senior bureaucracy. It was in the interests has not happened. The various legislative acts on local 
of neither the provincial chief ministers nor the elected government all contain significant, if varying, degrees 
members of parliament to decentralize powers to of provincial control over the local governments.
districts and let them have the control over the 
development of a constituency of more than 1.5 million All political parties in Pakistan have strong provincial 
people (the average population of a district) and the leadership, and political parties prefer to govern 

15related resources. provinces through their strong provincial leaders, 
rather than local governments. The provincial 
government wields immense power, with the authority 
to notify the Election Commission of the date for 
holding elections. Until the provincial government 
does so, the Election Commission is unable to take any 

The introduction of discretionary funds for MNAs and steps towards holding local government elections.
MPAs is a tool for politicians to secure local support. 
These are essentially development grants assigned at It is mostly in the interest of provincial leaders that 
the discretion of the Prime Minister, and to be used in elections are delayed, and that weak local 
local constituencies. Attempts at curtailing these governments exist, so they can control local 

16 funds are often met with resistance. In many cases, communities directly and decide about the spending of 
there has been concern around the use of these funds, funds at the provincial level. Under the Local 
with many raising an alarm that these are politically Government Act, all provincial local government 
motivated expenditures to serve the interests of the commissions can conduct audits and inspections of 
political parties, and especially in the pursuit of re- the local governments, and these commissions report 
election. These expenditures also bring into conflict to the provincial government. Moreover, the chief 
the role of local government representatives, such as ministers of all the provinces have the power to 
councilors responsible for service delivery, turning dismiss a local government and appoint officeholders 

17MNAs and MPAs into competitors with local after the dismissal of council heads.
\government representatives.

3.2. Central and provincial legislators and the 
bureaucracy often consider local governments as 
direct assaults on their authority

3.4. Concentrated provincial control

3.3. Diverging political interests of the central 
government and representatives of political 
parties

15Malik, Javed,Transforming villages, op. cit., note 3.
16Dawn,“'Discretionary' funds”, 26 August 2018,
<https://www.dawn.com/news/1429022>.

17Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Local Government Act, Sec. 59; Baluchistan 
Local Government Act, Sec. 129; Punjab Local Government Act, Sec. 
123(3); and Sindh Local Government Act, Sec. 120(3).



DRI's recent engagement shows a weak 
constituency inside political parties in favour of 
functional local governments:

4.2. Tensions of bureaucratic vs elected office 
control in districts

4.1. Reduced local government authority 

companies has impacted the performance and 
visibility of local governments. Creating so many 
different organizations to bypass local governments 
for municipality functions confuses the public and 

Despite the passing of relatively bolder local reduces their trust in the efficacy of local 
government laws in Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, governments. In the case of Sindh, municipal functions 
elections have been delayed several times in these were taken away from local government and made 

20provinces. The provinces of Sindh and Baluchistan, provincial functions.
which have slightly weaker local government laws, 
with more control falling to the bureaucracy than with 
the politicians, particularly in managing local level 
policy and budgets, have also delayed their elections. 
H i s t o r i c a l l y ,  d i s t r i c t s  h a v e  a l w a y s  h a d  The bureaucracy has always had a central role in the 
disproportionally low budgetary allocations as function and control of local governments in Pakistan. 
compared to provinces. By comparison, in Germany, a As discussed earlier, this practice was introduced by 
country with robust local self-governance, the local the British and continued by General Ayub Khan. The 
governments` expenditure represents around two- bureaucracy administers districts and tehsils – 

18thirds of the funds spent by the 16 federal states. administrative subdivisions of districts – in the 
absence of local governments. They are the 
administrative arm of the provincial government and 
exercise significant power. A recent example of 
reliance on bureaucracy has been the delegation of the 
power of Nazims and councils to the bureaucracy in 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa upon the completion of the 
tenure of the elected councils in 2019. Deputy 

The other problem faced by local governments is in the commissioners were given the authority of the district 
extent of authority they can exercise. While more councils, while the tehsils council powers were 
powers have been envisioned through the handed to the tehsil municipal officers, and assistant 
amendments in the Local Government Acts of Punjab directors were given the village and neighborhood 

21and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, these are still insufficient. council powers of the local government.  These offices 
In fact, in it is the latest Local Government Amendment were also were given the power to utilize funds for 

19Act, of 2019, the list of devolved functions/offices was development and launch new initiatives in the absence 
reduced. The 2013 Local Government Act devolved 24 of the elected local government representatives.
departments from the Province to the local 
government, but the 2019 amendments withdrew 16 Bureaucrats, much like politicians, have an incentive 
departments from the list. Another issue that restricts to resist local government reforms, as this means 
local government authority is the time taken to handing some of their powers to local representatives. 
formulate rules and regulations as to how local This issue is at the heart of the sustainability of local 
governments exercise their powers. government reforms. Bureaucrats do not see 

themselves as benefactors of local governments and 
Municipality functions are mostly related to local do not have any stake in the reforms, as the incentive 
tasks. In some cases, however, provinces have structure is misaligned. Moreover, historically, a 
outsourced municipality functions to private strong federal government has controlled local service 
companies. In Punjab and Peshawar, for example, delivery through the bureaucracy. 
waste disposal in major cities is handled through these 
companies. This outsourcing of functions to special 

4. LOCAL GOVERNMENTS' WEAK AUTHORITY 
TO ACT TO SOLVE PEOPLE'S PROBLEMS LEADS 
TO A LACK OF PUBLIC SUPPORT

18Statistisches Bundesamt, „Öffentliche Finanzen auf einen Blick“, 
2017,
<https://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/Staat/Oeffentliche-
Finanzen/Publikationen/Querschnitt/finanzen-auf-einen-blick-
0140012179004.pdf?__blob=publicationFile>.
19DRI,“The Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Local Government (Amendment) Act 
2019: An overview of amendments and their implications”, briefing 
paper, December 2019,
< h t t p s : / / d e m o c r a c y - r e p o r t i n g . o r g / w p - c o n t e n t /  
uploads/2020/02/BP-102-Pakistan-Local-Government-Final.pdf>.

20The Express Tribune,“Two years on, Karachi mayor yet to begin fight 
t o  r e g a i n  p o w e r s ” , T h e  E x p r e s s  T r i b u n e  
Website,<https://tribune.com.pk/index.php/story/1368009/two-
years-karachi-mayor-yet-begin-fight-regain-powers>.
21Mohammad Ashfaq, “KP govt denies Rs43 billion funds to local 
bodies”, Dawn website, 
29 June 2020, <https://www.dawn.com/news/1565836>. 



4.3. Weak implementation of local government 4.5. The presence of local governments could 
laws have improved Pakistan's COVID-19  response 

4.4. Local governments have succeeded in a few 
places, despite unfavorable legislation and weak 
support from the system 

A particular problem faced by local governments is the Local governments play an important part in 
implementation of the actual legislation. A case in emergencies, due to their local linkages and presence. 
point is the finance commission in Punjab. It took Pakistan's government does not utilize local 
almost two years after elections in 2015 for the finance governments in emergencies, and has even set up new 
commission there to be constituted. This commission institutions to replace them. There was no local 
was tasked with the distribution of funds between government presence during the floods in 2010. The 
different local governments, but was not functional till COVID-19 emergency created a demand for local 
2017. This half-hearted approach to implementation governments. Unfortunately, Balochistan,Khyber 
makes it difficult for local governments to fulfill their Pakhtunkhwa and Punjab had no local governments in 
full potential and succeed. place, due to delayed elections. In their absence, the 

federal government raised a volunteer force to fill the 
gap. Sindh had local governments, but they were not 
utilized to the full extent, as the provincial government 
controls their budgets and functions. 

Despite all of the issues related to the sustainability of Local governments are highly visible in other countries 
local government reforms, there are some bright during emergencies. South Korea stands out in 
spots. The first success is that all four provincial tackling COVID-19 efficiently, mainly due to the 

22governments held elections in 2015through 2016, and activities of their local governments.  It used its 
elected local representatives were put in place in all devolved system, in coordination with the central 
four provinces. This was a major step, as many government, to align, adapt and localize its response 
democratic regimes previously lacked the will to have strategy. Germany has been able to ramp up its testing 
local governments. These elections provided a services and lower its mortality rate due to the 
platform for local politicians to participate. devolution of its health policy, which is managed and 

executed by 400 health offices, most of them managed 
The second success in these recent reforms was the by the municipal authority, although some aspects 
emphasis on the basic grassroots level unit of politics, related to local health offices are managed directly by 

23i.e., union and village councils. These were the state authority in some states.  Both these 
strengthened in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa as their size was examples show that these opportunities provide local 
reduced and more organic villages councils were governments with the opportunity to showcase their 
created. More funds and autonomy were given to efficacy.
village councils. Similarly, union councils in other 
provinces were also given development funds for their Local governments allow rapid, real-time decision-
respective areas. making and create avenues for local ownership. Local 

structures and representatives could have provided 
Thirdly, local government elections have allowed rapid grassroots responses, which cannot always be 
grassroots political leadership to develop and emerge ensured by provincial governments and bureaucrats. If 
i n  a l l  p r o v i n c e s .  M a n y  l o c a l  g o v e r n m e n t  local governments were in place in Pakistan, they 
representatives gained experience in local could have facilitated the swift set up of quarantine 
governments and their performance was recognized centres, medical facilities and increased the country's 
by provincial political leaders. Many local government capacity for large-scale testing and training for 
representatives participated in the 2018 general doctors. Local representatives could also have 
elections and won a number of provincial assembly provided an effective means of communication for 
seats. Kamran Bangash, Minister of Khyber preventive measures in local languages and as trusted 
Pakhtunkhwa, was a member of local government representatives, due to their influence and reach in 
before 2018 and was able to showcase his abilities traditional community structures.
through his performance there. This resulted in 
provincial and national political leaders giving him a 
spot on the ticket for the provincial assembly. 
Similarly, many former local representatives are now 
members of provincial assemblies, as local While all of the following measures should improve the 
governments gave them an opportunity to showcase sustainability of local governments, they cannot all be 
their performance. taken at the same time. There should be discussion 

over their sequencing. 

 

 
 

 

 

5.TOWARDS SUSTAINABILITY OF LOCAL 
GOVERNMENTS:  RECOMMENDATIONS 

22Seung-Youn Oh, “South Korea's success against COVID-19”, The 
R e g u l a t o r y  R e v i e w  w e b s i t e ,  1 4  M a y  2 0 2 0 ,  
<https://www.theregreview.org/2020/05/14/oh-south-korea-
success-against-covid-19/>. 



lIncreased coordination and interaction of MPAs 
w i t h  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  a n d  b u re a u c ra t i c  
representatives in local governments: 

Harmonize the role of bureaucracy with newly 
created local government official roles:

lMake municipal functions part of the local 
governments:

lCitizens demands from and awareness of local 
governments:

Creation of a cross-party political agreement 
to safeguard local governments:

  

 

 

 

 

 

the Prime Minister`s formation of the “Tiger Force” to 
support relief efforts and to support corona virus 

25containment efforts.

To make local government reforms sustainable, it is These responses indicate that support for local 
important for MNAs and MPAs to coordinate with the government is there. The government and individual 
formal stakeholders in the system. Their incentives politicians need to be aware of this and realize that 
should be aligned with local governments, so that they their political actions and visions need to be aligned 
promote, rather than resist, these reforms. Creating a with the public sentiment for increased service 
formal or informal role for MPAs and increasing delivery through local governments. Developing 
interaction and coordination through the formation of champions in the provincial governments can help 
advisory roles may provide an inroad. Their inclusion in sustain local governments, as there are very few 
discussions on development decision-making at the advocates of local governments in national and 
local level, without hampering the authority of local provincial politics. These advocates can ensure that 
representatives, could be useful. Local governments local governments are sustainable and can make their 
can make their day-to-day decisions on their own and case. 
can take the advice of MPAs on policy issues or large 
development projects.

Pakistan has a bureaucratic structure responsible for 
administration at the district and tehsil level. Deputy 

Local governments should be given the opportunity to commissioners and assistant commissioners are the 
showcase their performance. They should be given mainstays of local administration and run districts and 
functions that they can handle. A laundry list of tehsils. In 2013 and 2019, local government reforms in 
functions without support will not work. The main aim Punjab, a bureaucratic structure for local governments 
should be that local governments are given was created, with chief executive officers (CEOs) as 
responsibilities according to their capacities. This principal accounting officers of local governments. 
should not, however, mean giving them so few This created parallel bureaucratic structures. There 
functions that there is little reason for them to exist. should be harmony between these systems, and the 
Municipal functions and local area planning should be district/tehsil administrations should be merged with 
carried out by the local government, and should not be the local government bureaucracy. In the future, with a 
outsourced. These functions will allow local time line of two to three years, deputy commissioners 
governments to generate their funds and will also and assistant commissioners should either be given a 
allow them to connect with their constituents through more formal role and made local government CEOs, as 
their performance. per new law, or new CEOs and the older structures 

should be aligned and harmonized in a way that they 
function without major friction. 

DRI has been conducting a local governance 
24perception survey for the past year.  The preliminary 

results indicate that 47percent of respondents do not Political parties have different models and visions for 
think the local governments have been responsive to local governments, which is natural. The role of the 
their needs. Fifty-three percent, however, think that local government has changed globally, with more 
local government is more effective than other levels of emphasis now on bottom-upcommunity participation, 
the government, and this response owes largely to the rather than trying to impose local governments as 
public´s access to local representatives. This snapshot representatives of the central or provincial 

26of people's perceptions is also supplemented by governments (Shah 2006). However, there has to be a 
another recent survey, where more than 40 percent of consensus among major political parties on the basic 
Pakistanis preferred the use of local governments over structure and tenure of – and on the devolution of 

l

l

23Philip Oltermann, “Germany's devolved logic is helping it win the 
coronavirus race”, The Guardian website, 5 April 2020 
<https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/05/germanys-
devolved-logic-is-helping-it-win-the-coronavirus-race>.
24DRKI and Pro Pakistani, “Perception survey on local governance in 
Pakistan”, <https://propakistani.pk/dri-perception-survey-on-
local-governance/>; Irfan Shehzada Ahmed, “The stage is set”, The 
News website, 27 September 2020,
<https://www.thenews.com.pk/tns/detail/719961-the-stage-is-
set>.

25Imran  Ayub, “Most Pakistanis prefer use of local govts to Tiger Force 
for corona relief work: report”, Dawn website, 17 April 2020, 
“https://www.dawn.com/news/1549853>. 
26Shah, Anwar. 2006. Local Governance in Developing Countries. 
Public Sector Governance and Accountability. Washington, DC: World 
Bank. © World Bank.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/7192 License: 
CC BY 3.0 IGO.”



power and responsibilities to – local governments. changes, but also that political parties and provincial 
Once such a consensus has been reached, this might and bureaucratic stakeholders realize that their 
be written into the Constitution, if needed. Article 140A mutual interests and prosperity lies in the 
of the Constitution already describes the institution of sustainability and strengthening of the local 
local governments, but leaves provincial governments government system in Pakistan. Once this ownership 
a lot of room for their own interpretations. and acceptance is there, the continuity of the system 

will increasingly become a reality. In order to create 
political commitment and deliver substantive change 
in political terms, the following three steps are 
suggestions for civil society and the constituency for 
reform to support local government.

This will ensure that the government can make 
amendments to the local government laws within the 
first three months, and then still have sufficient time to 
hold elections. Moreover, the timelines of local 
government elections should be pre-determined, and 
should be published to ensure implementation. This These dialogues can include the following:
will also resolve issues with the organization of parties (a) Improved service delivery;
at the local level. Consistent timelines and the regular (b) The strengthening of their political parties' 
holding of elections at set times will help promote the cadres at the local level;
development of local party leadership. Parties will be (c) Input from them on how to align 
pushed by their local leadership to hold local c o o r d i n a t i o n  b e t w e e n  m e m b e r s  o f  
government elections, as this will create a par l iament(s)  and local  government  
constituency for local governments. representatives. 

The media focus their coverage on high national Empowered local governments are essential for 
politics, and do not appear to understand the democracy, and the public trust in democracy will 
importance of local democracy. It is vital to create improve with successful, effective local governments. 
reform champions in the media willing to raise the Pakistan has incrementally improved its local 
visibility and importance of the issue. government structure over the last two decades, but 

further transformation is required to take local 
governments to the next level, to increase their 
stability and public support.

These efforts can be done at  the provincial and federal To date, local government as a system has not been 
levels by enabling dialogue with the parliament. sustained in the country because political parties have 

never committed themselves to the idea of empowered 
local governments. It is important not only that this 

lAny consensus should stipulate that local 
government elections are held within three to six 
months after general elections:

2. Create reform champions in the media.

3. Strengthen the voice of local politicians in 
policy making.

CONCLUSION

1. Dialogue with the top leadership of political 
parties to help them see the evidence of the 
benefits effective local governments can deliver.
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