
Concepts of decentralization have changed rapidly over the past quarter of
a century in tandem with the evolution in thinking about governance.

Until the early 1980s government and the state were generally perceived of
interchangeably. Government was seen as the institutional embodiment of state
sovereignty and as the dominant source of political and legal decisionmaking. In
developing countries, debates over the structure, roles, and functions of govern-
ment focused on the effectiveness of central power and authority in promoting
economic and social progress and on the potential advantages and disadvantages
of decentralizing authority to subnational units of administration, local govern-
ments, or other agents of the state. Decentralization was defined as the transfer of
authority, responsibility, and resources—through deconcentration, delegation, or
devolution—from the center to lower levels of administration.1

By the early 1980s increasing international trade and investment; growing
economic, social, and political interaction across national borders; and rapidly
emerging technological innovations that increased the scope and reduced the
costs of communications and transportation and helped spread knowledge and
information worldwide, changed perceptions of governance and of the appro-
priate functions of the state. The concept of governance expanded to include not
only government but also other societal institutions, including the private sector
and civil associations. Debates shifted from the proper allocation of responsibili-
ties within government to how strongly the state should intervene in economic
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activities, whether central governments inhibited or promoted economic growth
and social development, and the appropriate roles of government, the private
sector, and civil society.2

As international economic interaction grew and as societies became more
complex and interconnected, government came to be seen as only one, albeit a
critically important, governance institution. The fact that people’s lives were
also shaped by decisions made by individual entrepreneurs, family enterprises,
and private firms; by multinational corporations and international financial
institutions; and by a variety of civil society organizations operating both within
and outside of national territories, became more apparent.3 As globalization
pushed more countries to adopt market or quasi-market economies, and as
technology drove the growth and integration of worldwide communication and
transportation networks, demands for political and economic participation grew
even in countries that had totalitarian, authoritarian, or dictatorial governments
and in which the state traditionally played the dominant or controlling role in
managing national affairs. Good governance came to be seen as transparent,
representative, accountable, and participatory systems of institutions and proce-
dures for public decisionmaking.4

From this broader perspective on governance new concepts of decentraliza-
tion emerged as well. As the concept of governance became more inclusive,
decentralization took on new meanings and new forms. In this book, we trace
the transformation and evolution of concepts and practices of decentralization
from the transfer of authority within government to the sharing of power,
authority, and responsibilities among broader governance institutions. The con-
tributors to this volume assess the emerging concepts of decentralization; the
political, economic, social, and technological forces driving them; and new
approaches to decentralizing both government and governance. The authors of
each chapter explore the objectives of decentralization within this changing
paradigm and the potential benefits of and difficulties in achieving them. Each
of the chapters offers lessons of experience from countries around the world
where attempts have been made to decentralize government or governance and
the implications for public policy in the future.

Emerging Concepts of Decentralization and Governance

As the concept of decentralization evolved over the past half century, it has
taken on increasingly more diverse and varied meanings, objectives, and forms.5

The first wave of post–World War II thinking on decentralization, in the 1970s
and 1980s, focused on deconcentrating hierarchical government structures and
bureaucracies.6 The second wave of decentralization, beginning in the mid-1980s,
broadened the concept to include political power sharing, democratization, and
market liberalization, expanding the scope for private sector decisionmaking.
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During the 1990s decentralization was seen as a way of opening governance to
wider public participation through organizations of civil society.

After more than two decades—that is, the 1940s and the 1950s—of increasing
centralization of government power and authority in both more developed and
less developed countries, governments around the world began, during the
1960s and 1970s, to decentralize their hierarchical structures in an effort to
make public service delivery more efficient and to extend service coverage by
giving local administrative units more responsibility. During the 1970s and
1980s, globalization forced some governments to recognize the limitations and
constraints of central economic planning and management. A shift during the
same period in development theories and strategies in international aid agencies
away from central economic planning and trickle-down theories of economic
growth toward meeting basic human needs, growth-with-equity objectives, and
participatory development also led to increasing calls for decentralization.7

International assistance organizations promoted decentralization as an essential
part of a “process approach” to development that depended primarily on self-
help by local communities and local governments.8 National governments
decentralized in order to accelerate development, break bureaucratic bottlenecks
arising from centralized government planning and management, and participate
more effectively in a globalizing economy.

Until the late 1980s governments pursued three primary forms of decentral-
ization: deconcentration, devolution, and delegation.9 Deconcentration sought
to shift administrative responsibilities from central ministries and departments
to regional and local administrative levels by establishing field offices of national
departments and transferring some authority for decisionmaking to regional
field staff. Devolution aimed to strengthen local governments by granting them
the authority, responsibility, and resources to provide services and infrastructure,
protect public health and safety, and formulate and implement local policies.
Through delegation, national governments shifted management authority for
specific functions to semiautonomous or parastatal organizations and state
enterprises, regional planning and area development agencies, and multi- and
single-purpose public authorities.

By the mid-1980s, with the continued weakening of centrally planned
economies, the waning of the cold war, and the rapid growth of international
trade and investment, economic and political forces reshaped conventional con-
cepts of not only economic development but governance and decentralization as
well. The fall of authoritarian regimes in Latin America during the 1980s and in
Central and Eastern Europe during the early 1990s and the rapid spread of mar-
ket economies and more democratic principles in East Asia brought renewed
interest in decentralization. In Latin America, East Asia, and Central Europe,
governments overseeing the transition from state-planned to market economies
focused on strengthening the private sector, privatizing or liquidating state
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enterprises, downsizing large central government bureaucracies, and strengthen-
ing local governments.10 The International Monetary Fund, the World Bank,
and other international development organizations prescribed decentralization
as part of the structural adjustments needed to restore markets, create or
strengthen democracy, and promote good governance.

Governments were also pressured to decentralize by political, ethnic, religious,
and cultural groups seeking greater autonomy in decisionmaking and stronger
control over national resources. In much of Africa, calls for decentralization
emanated from tribal minorities and economically peripheral ethnic groups.11

Growing discontent with the inability of central government bureaucracies to
deliver effectively almost any type of service to local areas fueled the decentral-
ization movement in Africa.12 Calls for devolution or autonomous rule also
came from minority groups in Belgium, Quebec, Wales, Scotland, Malaysia, the
Baltic countries, Mexico, the Philippines, India, Yugoslavia, and the former
Soviet Union that were dissatisfied with their political representation or the
allocation of national expenditures.

The “new public management” movement of the 1990s in richer countries
shaped the way international development organizations and many reform-
oriented public officials in developing countries began to think about what
governments should do and how they should perform. In their book Reinventing
Government, which reflected innovative reforms in the United States and influ-
enced thinking in other countries during the 1990s, David Osborne and Ted
Gaebler argue that national, state, and local government should be innovative,
market oriented, decentralized, and focused on offering their “customers” the
highest quality services.13 They and advocates of new public management con-
tended that governments should “steer rather than row” and oversee service pro-
vision rather than deliver it directly; further, governments should encourage
local groups to solve their own problems by deregulating and privatizing those
activities that could be carried out by the private sector or by civil society orga-
nizations more efficiently or effectively than by public agencies.

New public management focused on making government mission driven
rather than rule bound, results oriented, enterprising, anticipatory, and customer
driven. Government agencies should meet the needs of citizens rather than those
of the bureaucracy. At the heart of this approach to government was the notion
that it had to be decentralized in order to achieve all of the other goals; that is, it
would be most effective working through participation and teamwork among
government agencies at different levels and with groups outside of government.

Globalization and Decentralization

Little doubt remains that globalization has shaped and will continue to shape
economic, political, and social conditions throughout the world. Not surpris-
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ingly, globalization has shaped not only concepts of economic growth but also
perceptions of governance and the roles and functions of government. In the
twenty-first century the driving forces of globalization—increasing international
trade and investment, rapid progress in information, communications and
transportation technology, the increasing mobility of factors of production, the
rapid transmission of financial capital across national borders, the emergence of
knowledge economies and electronic commerce, the spread of innovation capa-
bility, and the worldwide expansion of markets for goods and services—are
creating new pressures on governments to decentralize. Globalization is decon-
centrating economic activity among and within countries. It increases pressures
on governments to enhance the administrative and fiscal capacity of subnational
regions, cities, towns, and rural areas in order to facilitate the participation of
individuals and enterprises in a global marketplace and to benefit from it.

Increasingly, foreign direct investment flows to those countries where the
government not only creates a strong national business climate but where “loca-
tion assets” in towns, cities, and regions are well developed and where local gov-
ernments can provide the services, infrastructure, quality of life, and other forms
of support for foreign-owned and domestic firms. Strengthening these location
assets usually requires strong local governments and civil society organizations
that can raise the revenues and provide the supporting services that both foreign
investors and domestic entrepreneurs need to participate effectively in a global
marketplace.14

The emergence of globally dispersed industrial clusters and worldwide supply
chains, the global outsourcing of manufacturing and services, and the expansion
of electronic commerce have simultaneously, and seemingly paradoxically, made
the spread of international economic activity less dependent on specific geo-
graphical locations and made the location assets of subnational geographical
areas more important in attracting international firms or incubating domestic
enterprises. Successful economic zones, science and industrial parks, geographi-
cally focused industrial clusters, and emerging urban hubs of globally oriented
commercial activity all have rich networks of interaction among central and
local governments, the private sector, and civil society organizations.15 Global-
ization and technological change not only have pressured governments in some
countries to decentralize administrative and fiscal authority but also have created
conditions under which regional, state, provincial, and local administrative or
government units are moving toward de facto decentralization through local
leadership and initiative.16

The global deconcentration of economic activity has not only given localities
new resources but has also brought new pressures on local governments to per-
form their administrative tasks more effectively. National government officials
sometimes use the weak performance of local governments as a reason to keep
decisionmaking centralized. One of the most critical issues in implementing
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decentralization, therefore, is identifying those factors that facilitate strong local
government performance. As they create new local structures, organizations, and
procedures, governments are training employees to perform increasingly more
complex tasks and introducing reforms that increase local capacity to manage
fiscal resources and public services.

A Broader View of Governance

The United Nations, in the 1990s, helped to reconceptualize governance,
defining it as “the exercise of political, economic and administrative authority
in the management of a country’s affairs.”17 The United Nations Development
Program perceived of governance as those institutions and processes through
which government, civil society organizations, and the private sector interact
with each other in shaping public affairs and through which citizens articulate
their interests, mediate their differences, and exercise their political, economic,
and social rights.

This broader concept of governance viewed decisionmaking as not only the
province of government but also the right and obligation of citizens as members
of a free electorate mobilized through social organizations and the private sector.
Democratic governance implied a mandate for governments to create or
strengthen channels and mechanisms for public participation in decisionmaking,
to abide by the rule of law, to increase transparency in public procedures, and to
hold officials accountable.18 The case for democratic governance was based on
two arguments: first, that it provides an institutional framework for participa-
tion by all citizens in economic and political processes; and second, that it pro-
motes core, universal human rights and values as ends in themselves. Democratic
governance implied that the state would ensure free and fair elections; appro-
priately decentralize power and resources to local communities; protect the
independence of the judiciary and access to justice; maintain an effectively
functioning civil service; ensure the separation of powers; safeguard access to
information and the independence of the media; protect basic human rights,
freedom of enterprise, and freedom of expression; and pursue sound economic
policies.19

As the concept of governance expanded, so did thinking about the rationale,
objectives, and forms of decentralization. Decentralization now encompasses
not only the transfer of power, authority, and responsibility within govern-
ment but also the sharing of authority and resources for shaping public policy
within society. In this expanding concept of governance decentralization prac-
tices can be categorized into at least four forms: administrative, political, fiscal,
and economic.

—Administrative decentralization includes deconcentration of central govern-
ment structures and bureaucracies, delegation of central government authority
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and responsibility to semiautonomous agents of the state, and decentralized
cooperation of government agencies performing similar functions through
“twinning” arrangements across national borders.

—Political decentralization includes organizations and procedures for increas-
ing citizen participation in selecting political representatives and in making pub-
lic policy; changes in the structure of the government through devolution of
powers and authority to local units of government; power-sharing institutions
within the state through federalism, constitutional federations, or autonomous
regions; and institutions and procedures allowing freedom of association and par-
ticipation of civil society organizations in public decisionmaking, in providing
socially beneficial services, and in mobilizing social and financial resources to
influence political decisionmaking.

—Fiscal decentralization includes the means and mechanisms for fiscal coop-
eration in sharing public revenues among all levels of government; for fiscal
delegation in public revenue raising and expenditure allocation; and for fiscal
autonomy for state, regional, or local governments.

—Economic decentralization includes market liberalization, deregulation,
privatization of state enterprises, and public-private partnerships.

As the concepts and forms of decentralization became more diverse so did the
objectives of its advocates. They argued that decentralization could help accel-
erate economic development, increase political accountability, and enhance pub-
lic participation in governance; and when pursued appropriately decentralization
could also help break bottlenecks in hierarchical bureaucracies and assist local
officials and the private sector to cut through complex procedures and get deci-
sions made and implemented more quickly. Decentralization could increase
the financial resources of local governments and provide the flexibility to respond
effectively to local needs and demands.20

In the broader context of governance, those who promoted decentralization
saw it as a way of increasing the capacity of local governments—and also of the
private sector and civil society organizations—to extend services to larger numbers
of people. It could be a way of giving greater political representation to diverse
political, ethnic, religious, and cultural groups without destabilizing the state.
Decentralization could allow all three governance institutions—government, the
private sector, and civil society organizations—to become more creative and
innovative in responding to public needs. It could help governments balance
regional development, empower communities, and mobilize private resources
for investment in infrastructure and facilities.21

In addition, many proponents now see decentralization as an instrument for
building institutional capacity within local governments and civil society organi-
zations to achieve the UN’s Millennium Development Goals and improve
chances of successfully implementing policies for the poor that depend on local
communities to take ownership of poverty-alleviation programs.
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Reassessing Decentralization

In one form or another, both democratic governance and decentralized govern-
ment have been adopted by many countries over the past quarter of a century.
By the early 1990s, all but twelve of the seventy-five countries with populations
of more than 5 million had undertaken some form of decentralization.22 At the
end of the 1990s, about 95 percent of the countries with democratic political
systems had subnational units of administration or government. By the early
2000s, there were more democratic states in the world than nondemocratic
ones. Freedom House ranked 89 of the 192 countries that it surveyed as “free”
and 54 as “partly free” (4 billion people, or 63 percent of the world’s popula-
tion, live in these countries). At least 119 of those countries were deemed to be
formal electoral democracies.23

Although many countries have moved toward democratic governance, their
attempts to decentralize have not always been easy or successful. Time and
again, reformers have learned that decentralization is not a panacea for all of the
ills of ineffective governance. Successful experiments in decentralization have
yielded many of the benefits claimed by its advocates, but skeptics also point to
its limitations. In many developing countries, decentralization may increase the
potential for “elite capture” of local governments or is undermined by their
inability to raise sufficient financial resources to provide services efficiently.
Decentralization often fails because of low levels of administrative and manage-
ment capacity in local governments and in civil society organizations.24 Decen-
tralization has been accompanied by widening economic and social disparities
among regions in some countries and increased levels of local corruption and
nepotism in others.25

The evidence is mixed, moreover, with respect to decentralization’s effects on
economic growth, public participation, and service delivery.26 Despite the
allocative-efficiency arguments for decentralization, empirical relationships
between decentralization and various development variables have more often
than not been negative. Some studies have found no direct links between fiscal
decentralization and economic growth, for example, although they identified sev-
eral strong potential indirect linkages.27 Other studies found that fiscal decentral-
ization is associated with lower economic growth and greater fiscal imbalance.28

Some research indicates that decentralization increases public infrastructure
expenditure for those services with local benefits but with little or no economies
of scale and that private provision of services and infrastructure increases only
when local governments in a politically decentralized system place more weight
than the central government does on infrastructure delivery.29

The impacts of decentralization on citizen participation also vary from coun-
try to country depending on the type of decentralization used and the political
situation in the country. Local governments in Africa have often constrained
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local groups and limited citizen participation, especially of the poor, as strongly
as central governments.30 Studies in Latin America indicate that decentralization
is one, but not necessarily the most essential, component for citizen participa-
tion and that the relationship between decentralization and citizen participation
is conditioned by complex political, historical, social, and economic factors that
differ in strength and importance among and within countries.31 Questions arise
in Africa as well about whether decentralization can increase efficiency in service
delivery, empower local groups, and facilitate popular participation.32 Studies of
decentralization in the Middle East note that simply because central governments
allow the proliferation of civil society organizations does not mean that they
encourage or facilitate real empowerment.33

Although evidence can be found for both beneficial and negative conse-
quences of decentralization among and within countries, many of the failures of
decentralization are due less to inherent weaknesses in the concept itself than to
government’s ineffectiveness in implementing it. Like any prescription for fun-
damental change, decentralization meets resistance from those whose interests
are served by the concentration of power and resources in the central govern-
ment. And as with any fundamental reforms that shift the distribution of
power, the successful implementation of decentralization policies depends on
the creation of multiple and complex conditions that make success uncertain in
any country.34

Andrew Parker once compared the implementation of decentralization
policies to cooking a soufflé.35 A successful soufflé requires the precisely correct
combination of ingredients, the right temperature, and perhaps a persistent
chef. If any of the ingredients are missing, mixed in incorrect proportions, or
cooked at the wrong temperature, the soufflé will fall. Learning to cook a soufflé
often requires some experimentation and a willingness to improve through trial
and error.

Experience in developing countries suggests that successful decentralization
always requires the right ingredients, appropriate timing, and some degree of
experimentation. The ingredients are now well known. Decentralization cannot
easily be enacted or sustained without strong and committed political leadership
at both national and local government levels. Government officials must be
willing and able to share power, authority, and financial resources. Political
leaders must accept participation in planning and management by groups that
are outside of the direct control of the central government or the dominant
political party.36 Support for and commitment to decentralization must also
come from line agencies of the central bureaucracy. Ministry officials must be
willing to transfer some of those functions that they traditionally performed to
local organizations and to assist local officials in developing the capacity to per-
form them effectively. Experience suggests that decentralization can be imple-
mented effectively only when policies are appropriately designed and when local
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public officials are honest and competent and national political leaders view
local empowerment as a benefit rather than a threat.37

Decentralization is a critical issue to revisit after more than a quarter of a cen-
tury of attempts by governments around the world to adjust to globalization
and to new perceptions of governance. Decentralization remains a core prescrip-
tion of international development organizations for promoting democratic gov-
ernance and economic adjustment and is seen by many of its advocates as a
condition for achieving sustainable economic, political, and social development
and for attaining the UN’s Millennium Development Goals. Reassessing decen-
tralization in these new contexts is also important because of the continuing
difficulties experienced by governments in many developing countries in
implementing it effectively. Scholars, policymakers, and development profes-
sionals need to rethink why some programs have succeeded and others have
not. The relationships between decentralization and economic development
and between decentralization and poverty reduction need to be clarified. The
efficacy of decentralization in achieving the objectives that advocates claim for
it needs to be verified.

This book focuses on three aspects of decentralization as an instrument for
achieving democratic governance: how political, administrative, and financial
authority can be devolved most effectively; which conditions are required for
effectively sharing power and authority among governance institutions; and
how capacity can be developed for effective participation by local governments
and community groups in democratic governance.

The contributors to this volume seek to reassess the role of decentralization
in a twenty-first-century global society. They explore how processes of global-
ization affect decentralized governance; examine worldwide experience with
devolving political and financial authority; describe local government capacity
building and the use of partnerships among governments, civil society, and the
private sector; assess the impacts of decentralized governance on access to services
and other equity-oriented objectives; and explore the factors that influence
successful implementation of decentralization policies.

Decentralized Governance

Both economic globalization and the spread of international political and mili-
tary conflicts were strong forces during the twentieth century for decentralizing
governance. Hybrid forms of decentralization are being tried both in advanced
economies, attempting to adapt to the challenges and opportunities of economic
globalization, and in poor fragile states and those recovering from conflict. As
Dennis Rondinelli points out in chapter 2, governments in weak states, especially
in those that that are coping with or recovering from conflicts arising from insur-
gencies, civil wars, or external invasions, must deal with complex economic,
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political, social, and development challenges. Many face the daunting tasks of
providing social services, stabilizing and legitimizing governance, reviving the
economy, controlling inflation, and stimulating trade and investment. Often
they must also promote political participation, hold elections, and address viola-
tions of human rights in order to sustain peace accords or move toward more
stable governance systems. Sometimes, governments in weak states must also heal
the wounds of war by reducing existing social and political tensions.

Governments in practically all postconflict societies face the difficult tasks of
demobilizing and reintegrating ex-combatants, establishing civilian control over
the military, and undertaking security reforms. Unsteady governments must
often carry out all of these tasks and others while restoring or extending such
essential public services as health and education, extending infrastructure to
larger numbers of people, and caring for returning refugees and internally dis-
placed persons.

Conditions in weak states and postconflict societies illustrate quite clearly
the necessity of viewing both governance and decentralization broadly and the
need for a wide range of alternatives for building governance capacity. Per-
forming all of the functions required of governments in weak states calls for
strong administrative capacity, a resource commonly lacking in crisis or post-
crisis countries. International assistance organizations seek to enhance limited
public management capacity by leveraging governments’ resources with private
sector and civil society organizations. Frequently, in the rush to meet the needs
of people in crisis, they simply bypass governments and deliver development
assistance through parallel administrative structures until critical gaps in public
management capacity can be filled. The parallel structures and partnership
arrangements that governments and international donors use in weak states
include

—externally established governance and administration structures
—build-operate-transfer arrangements and private investment arrangements
—public-private joint ventures
—public service wholesaling
—partnerships between government and civil society organizations
—independent civil society organizations.
These and other approaches are unconventional forms of decentralized gover-

nance and development administration that either attempt to enhance the lim-
ited public management capacity of weak governments through partnerships
with other governance institutions or create alternative arrangements for pro-
viding social services through parallel organizations in the private sector and
organizations of civil society.

Little analysis has been done of these types of parallel arrangements for
decentralized administration, however, or of their potential advantages and dis-
advantages in weak states. Each of these parallel structures and arrangements
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requires appropriate policies, coordinating mechanisms, and administrative
capacities within governments to work effectively. When these preconditions do
not exist or cannot easily be created, parallel structures and arrangements for
development administration fail.

Rondinelli identifies the types of parallel and partnership structures that
international assistance organizations and governments use in weak states for
development administration. He reviews the advantages and limitations of these
approaches as forms of decentralized governance and government, the condi-
tions and circumstances under which they are likely to produce effective results,
and the factors that governments and donors should consider in using them.
Only by understanding these conditions more clearly, Rondinelli argues, can
governments and donors identify the kinds of technical and financial resources
they need to make these decentralized administrative options work better in the
future to attain their development objectives.

In chapter 3 Guido Bertucci and Maria Senese look at the impact of infor-
mation communication technologies (ICTs) in decentralization processes. After
examining trends in political trust, which highlight low confidence in govern-
ment, they analyze how ICTs can play a key role in promoting and helping the
decentralization process to be more effective and meaningful. They emphasize,
with some evidence from case studies, how ICTs can foster decentralization and
strengthen public trust in government by increasing efficiency, transparency,
participation, and citizen engagement.

Political and Fiscal Devolution

Devolution of powers and resources to local governments has been a foundation
for promoting sustainable decentralization in developing countries. Advocates
argue that local governments with decisionmaking power, authority, and
resources can play a more catalytic role in economic and social development.
Citizens are more likely to participate actively in local political processes where
local governments are perceived to have the capacity to make political and
financial decisions affecting their economic and social welfare.

In chapter 4 Merilee Grindle analyzes the findings of her recent study of
thirty randomly selected, medium-sized municipalities in Mexico to understand
how local governments are coping with new responsibilities and resources and
how they differ on indexes of government performance. She examines the
impacts of four factors—political competition, the capacity of political leaders
to mobilize resources for change, the introduction of new methods and skills for
public administration, and the demands and participation of civil society—on
the capacity of local governments to carry out their responsibilities efficiently,
effectively, and responsively. She then analyzes their correlation with improved
government performance.

12 g. shabbir cheema & dennis a. rondinelli

10491-01_Ch01.qxd  5/3/07  2:48 PM  Page 12



Transferring power and authority from the central government to sub-
national administrative and local government units and opening the political
process to widespread participation provide an institutional framework for local
autonomy and empower communities to pursue local aspirations. Two dimen-
sions of devolution, political and fiscal, are complementary. Political devolution
provides a legal basis for the exercise of power at the local level and enables citi-
zens to influence local policymaking and priority setting. Fiscal devolution
assigns functions and revenues to subnational and local governments and the
resources by which to implement local policies and programs. Too often, central
governments assign functions to subnational administrative and local govern-
ment units without providing adequate revenues to carry them out or the
authority to raise revenues locally. Where resource deficiencies cripple local
governments and undermine their ability to provide services, citizens become
disillusioned with their performance and are less likely to participate actively in
local political processes.

Based on experience in African countries, John-Mary Kauzya examines, in
chapter 5, the extent to which political devolution has, in practice, facilitated
people’s participation. He discusses the driving forces of decentralization,
structural arrangements and modalities devised to implement decentraliza-
tion, and factors that have influenced the process of decentralization in
Africa. Kauzya assesses case studies of Rwanda, South Africa, and Uganda to
determine to what extent they have decentralized, the motives and objectives
of decentralization, the functions and responsibilities that have been trans-
ferred, and the degree to which decentralization has promoted or facilitated
broader popular participation.

Governments promoting political devolution have generally received strong
support from Western donor countries and international development institu-
tions that see the legitimacy of governance arising from the universal franchise,
free and fair elections, and political pluralism. International development orga-
nizations also claim that highly participatory governance creates conditions that
make governments more accountable and more efficient and effective in deliver-
ing service. In chapter 6 Ledivina Cariño examines the relationships between
political devolution and the sustainability of democracy. She assesses some of
the recent reforms dealing with political decentralization in the Philippines and
examines their impact on improving the quality of the democratic process.

Others argue that political decentralization often fails to deliver in practice
what it promises in theory. Peter Blunt and Mark Turner argue in chapter 7
that the developmental potential of administrative deconcentration tends to
be overlooked by Western donors in favor of political devolution. Despite the
rhetorical claims of donors to be interested primarily in poverty reduction, the
alleviation of poverty often falls victim to what in practice turns out to be an
overriding ideological preference for certain forms of democratic governance.
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Based on experience with attempts at decentralization in postconflict or fragile
states such as Cambodia, Papua New Guinea, and Indonesia, they argue that
if poverty reduction rather than participatory democracy were the overriding
concern of Western donors then much more development financing would be
directed to promoting administrative deconcentration.

In chapter 8 Paul Smoke reviews what is known conceptually and empirically
about fiscal decentralization in developing countries. He focuses on lessons
derived from cases in which some progress has been made in overcoming
common obstacles to decentralizing fiscal systems. He illustrates through the
cases how some governments have been able to make elements of an intergovern-
mental fiscal system function in tandem and how to better link them to
political and institutional reform.

Enrique Cabrero, in chapter 9, reviews the main theoretical arguments about
the decentralization process in Latin America. He also attempts to explain how
decentralization had been executed in the region and how the process has specif-
ically affected fiscal management. He argues that Latin American reforms pro-
mote expenditure decentralization (mainly through fiscal transfers) better than
revenue decentralization (broadening the fiscal attributions of subnational
governments). Analyzing cases in Brazil, Chile, Peru, and Mexico, Cabrero
describes how decentralization has allowed local governments to develop inno-
vative capacities to manage the ever-growing public policy agenda and to interact
with citizens.

Another challenge in implementing devolution in some developing countries
is rampant corruption and misuse of authority at both national and local levels.
These problems are especially serious in societies with inequitable social and
economic structures and high levels of poverty and illiteracy. Even the staunchest
advocates of decentralization argue, therefore, that effective devolution requires
strong accountability not only by politicians and government officials but also
by the private sector and representatives of civil society. In chapter 10 Shabbir
Cheema examines four components of local government reform to ensure
accountability: prevention, including identifying transparent local government
procurement procedures; enforcement, through independent investigators, pros-
ecutors, and adjudicators; public awareness campaigns; and institution building,
including strengthening local oversight bodies. He offers examples of good prac-
tices in developing countries for each of these components and identifies factors
that lead to success.

Forging Results-Oriented Partnerships

Partnerships among government, the private sector, and civil society organiza-
tions are becoming an increasingly popular form of decentralization. Partnerships
and other forms of cooperation among government agencies, civil society, and
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the private sector are being used to develop and expand energy and utility
networks and services, extend transportation systems, construct and operate
water and waste treatment facilities, and provide such basic services as primary
health care, education, and shelter.38 Governments and the private sector are
cooperating through a variety of mechanisms, including contracts and conces-
sions; build-operate-transfer arrangements; and public-private joint ventures.
Interest in public-private cooperation emerged for many reasons: insufficient
national and local government capacity to extend services, public dissatisfaction
with the quality and coverage of government-provided services, the ability of the
private sector to provide some services such as transportation and housing more
efficiently than government, and pressures from international assistance organi-
zations to mobilize private investments.

Experience suggests, however, that successful partnerships between govern-
ment and private or social organizations must be designed carefully and reflect
the interests of those who are affected by the arrangement. An effective partner-
ship must take advantage of the relative strengths of each partner, resulting in
greater combined capacities to understand the needs and priorities of citizens, in
improved quality and coverage of service provision, and in lowered costs. By
increasing the ability of the state to respond to the needs of citizens, partner-
ships can play an important role in promoting local development.

Derick Brinkerhoff, Jennifer Brinkerhoff, and Stephanie McNulty develop in
chapter 11 a framework for investigating the design parameters and decision
spaces for participants in partnerships. They argue that a well-designed policy
framework for decentralization expands design parameters; that is, it gives local
governments more authority and leeway to negotiate and enter partnerships. It
expands their ability to adapt and share power, their flexibility in ensuring
accountability, their range of decentralization options, and their potential access
to and application of resources. They apply this framework to decentralization
reforms in Ghana and Peru to illustrate the expansion of citizen participation in
local governance.

Capacity Building in Local Governments 
and Organizations of Civil Society

When civil society organizations such as farmers’ associations, youth clubs, local
branches of political parties, women’s organizations, and community groups can
engage in public decisionmaking, they can become powerful instruments for
decentralization and democratic governance. They can increase local support
and legitimacy for government intervention, safeguard the interests of local
groups and citizens, and expand access to basic services.39 Civil society organiza-
tions can increase citizens’ awareness of government programs and projects and,
in some cases, provide services directly to the poor. Civil society organizations
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can also play an important role in creating political awareness among the people
at the local level and provide disadvantaged groups with a means for organizing
themselves for political action.40

Goran Hyden argues in chapter 12 that decentralization is undermined in
many African countries by central governments’ dependence on external fund-
ing, clientelist politics, and limited administrative capacity in local governments
and in civil society organizations. Drawing on past experiences with promoting
local development in Africa, he proposes a new partnership between central and
local institutions to increase the capacity to promote development and alleviate
poverty. The partnership would use autonomous public funds insulated from
patronage politics, and it would have the capacity to direct external funding
into projects that stem from local demands rather than from the central govern-
ment’s supply of money. He argues that this form of parallel decentralization
encouraging competition for scarce development resources among local govern-
ments and civil society organizations increases the chances of nurturing local
ownership and pride and helps to build executive capacity from the bottom up.
Hyden focuses on the case of the Culture Trust Fund in Tanzania to illustrate a
successful application of this form of decentralization. He identifies potential
roles of civil society in this process and linkages with local governments that can
ensure the sustainability of local development projects.

International development organizations and bilateral donors have signifi-
cantly increased their funding for decentralization in developing countries, both
in response to requests from governments and to support programs for generat-
ing sustainable livelihoods. Naresh Singh examines in chapter 13 the role of
decentralized governance in alleviating poverty and promoting sustainable liveli-
hoods in poor but well-governed countries, in failed and fragile states, and in
middle-income countries. He explores how these programs bring about changes
in established power relations between elites and the poor, how they prevent
local capture of decentralized public goods and services by the elite, and how
they root out endemic corruption. Singh reconceptualizes power as a positive-
sum game rather than as the usual zero-sum game and describes cases demon-
strating the results.

In chapter 14, Kadmiel Wekwete discusses other cases—from Uganda,
Senegal, Mali, and Ethiopia—demonstrating that rural local authorities can and
do deliver services to the people when they meet key conditions of effective
planning, budgeting, financing, and capacity building. He contends that the
success of decentralization depends on whether political parties and political
leaders identify decentralization as a serious goal and create conditions that pro-
mote successful implementation. Based on experience in these four countries, he
points out that, with the right enabling environment, local communities take a
more active interest in how resources are used and increase their dialogues with
political representatives.
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One of the enduring lessons of experience in developing countries is that
local capacity building—that is, increasing the ability of an institution,
organization, group, or individual to perform required functions effectively,
efficiently, and in a sustainable manner—is the foundation for successful
decentralization. Globalization and technological change have created a more
dynamic interpretation of capacity development, one that takes into account the
external policy environment, focuses more sharply on core competencies, and
emphasizes the importance of cross-border communications, cooperation, and
interaction. In chapter 15 Kem Lowry examines how the sharing of authority,
resources, and accountability affects decentralized coastal management in coun-
tries around the world. He notes that successful implementation of decentral-
ized environmental management programs requires not only the transfer of
authority from the center to lower levels of government but also close inter-
governmental coordination and shared governance. Lowry examines five models
of decentralized coastal management—deconcentration, coercive devolution,
cooperative devolution, devolved experimentation, and local entrepreneurship—
and analyzes their characteristics and requirements.

William Ascher identifies the challenges of devolving control over renewable
resources and over the proceeds from nonrenewable resources. In chapter 16 he
assesses the preconditions for devolution to subnational governments and to
common-pool-property communities and the roles of government and other
governance institutions in facilitating devolution for successful local resource
management. Ascher highlights the challenges facing government and civil
society organizations in managing natural resources, including the risks of con-
flict over membership in the community or the controlling authority; vulnera-
bility vis-à-vis government agencies, private encroachers, and other entities;
excessive resource extraction; weaknesses in managerial or technical expertise;
unproductive downstream diversification; and negative externalities for other
communities that arise from resource exploitation. Guided by the premise that
successful devolution depends on facilitation that avoids heavy-handed control,
Ascher suggests the types of services that governments ought to divest themselves
of and those they ought to retain.

Conclusion

The difficulties of finding strong and consistent evidence of direct causal relation-
ships between decentralization and many of the benefits that its advocates claim
for it may lead reasonable people to conclude that decentralization can be
instrumental in promoting development and good governance but that it is not
an end in itself. If decentralization is viewed as an instrument for achieving other
goals, the studies in this book indicate that decentralization can be instrumental
in facilitating development and democratic governance. New types and forms of
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decentralization are being used around the world to achieve more effective gover-
nance. The case studies and the contributors’ examination of experience in various
regions of the world identify the wide range of objectives that advocates of decen-
tralization are seeking to achieve. The most successful experiments in decentraliza-
tion have mobilized the support and commitment of political, governmental, and
civic leaders to sustain governance reforms. The roles of governance institutions
and the lessons about the most effective ways in which the administrative, finan-
cial, and political capacities of decentralized organizations can be enhanced and
strengthened are still emerging. The chapters that follow explore the diversity of
ways in which decentralized governance is contributing to the achievement of
development objectives and assess the challenges of designing appropriate
decentralization policies and programs and of implementing them effectively.
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