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EDITORIAL INTRODUCTION

LOCAL GOVERNANCE IN DEVELOPING NATIONS:
REEXAMINING THE QUESTION OF ACCOUNTABILITY

M. Shamsul Haque

INTRODUCTION

State-centered policies related to socioeconomic development represent one of the
most crucial features in Asian, African, and Latin American countries, although
recently, such an interventionist policy stance has shifted more towards market
institutions. Since their independence, most of these developing countries have
pursued expansive development programmes encompassing almost all
socioeconomic sectors, especially in the context of weak private capital and
entrepreneurship. As the state began to play a more expansive developmental
role, the successful implementation of development policies and programmes
became increasingly dependent on the nature of the state bureaucracy. The
transition from colonial administrative objectives of law and order to the
postcolonial mission of development required corresponding changes in
bureaucratic structures, functions, and norms. In other words, the overall
perspective of bureaucracy had to become more development oriented: this led to
the emergence of the so-called "development administration” allegedly
characterized by innovation, decentralization, and flexibility as opposed to the
rigid, centralized, and aloof nature of traditional colonial bureaucracy, although
development administration itself came under serious criticism.! It is, however,
the decentralization of bureaucratic structure that became a central concern in
transforming bureaucracy into development administration.

The decentralization of development policies and programmes to local
institutions has been emphasized in developing countries due to the increasing
recognition that expansive administrative responsibilities cannot be carried out by
the central government alone, that socioeconomic progress requires active
people's participation, that resource mobilization necessitates local initiatives, and
that devolution of power is a precondition for a democratic mode of governance.
Despite the recent policy shift towards privatization and deregulation and the
increasing transfer of state activities to the whims of market forces, the role of
local institutions remains significant for the realization of people-centered
development in developing nations. In fact, with the diminishing role of the state
in programs such as poverty eradication, employment generation, public health,
and basic education, the role of local institutions in addressing the needs of local
communities has increased. This essential role of local governance in



socioeconomic activities, however, requires that Iocal institutions and their
incumbents should be accountable to the local public.? Since a considerable
amount of state-run programs under various ministries, agencies, or departments
is implemented through local authorities, the accountability of central government
has to be supplemented by the accountability of these local authorities to their
respective constituencies.

On the other hand, the loyalty of local institutions to central government
may not be suff|C|ent for, may even be antithetical to, their accountability to the
local communities.® Very often, due to the politicization and bureaucratization of
local institutions and the imposition of various programs on them by the central
government, these institutions can hardly be responsive to the local needs. This
overwhelming power of the central government over local authorities is usually
due to their extreme dependence on the state for resources, technologies, and
infrastructure. In addition to this barrier to local-level accountability caused by
the centralized and dependent nature of central-local relations, there are other
constraints to such accountability, including the continuing colonial legacy of
central control over local communities, the unequal local power structure that
enables the rural elites to dominate local institutions, an alliance between the local
elites and state bureaucracy that allows local authorities to ignore popular
concerns and expectations, and the lack of civil society and organized interest
groups to articulate the public voices. In short, although there is an increasing
need to ensure the accountability of local institutions, there exist many obstacles
to the realization of such accountability in developing countries.

In this regard, this article examines the major limits of local-level
accountability in these countries and explores some alternative policy measures
with a view to overcoming these limits of accountability. However, in order to
make this venture meaningful, the next section is devoted to a brief analysis of the
significance and forms of accountability with special reference to local-level
governance.

LOCAL-LEVEL ACCOUNTABILITY: MODES AND SIGNIFICANCE
Modes of Local-Level Accountability

In studying the public accountability of local institutions, one needs to examine
the modes or forms of governance practiced by such institutions. At the national
level, the availability and effectiveness of various means of accountability--
including legislative committees, parliamentary questions, executive control,
budget and audit, ombudsman, codes of conduct, opinion polls, and media
scrutiny®--depend on the forms of government ranging from parliamentary to
presidential, single-party to multi-party, monarchical to representative, and
autocratic to populist systems. Similarly, at the local level, the effectiveness of
various mechanisms of accountability--including the elected chairman or mayor,
local council or board, committees and sub-committees, public hearing, local
media, rules of business, and scrutiny by the central government--is usually
determined by the modes of local-level governance ranging from the centralized
to decentralized, elected to appointed, and general-purpose to special-purpose



systems of local institutions. In other words, the nature of local-level
accountability can be understood largely in terms of the forms or modes of local
governance.

In this regard, first, it is necessary to examine the nature and degree of
decentralization enjoyed by the local government system. Rondinelli, Smith, and
Uphoff observe some major variations in the nature of decentralization, including
delegation (transfer of functions to the local level but the ultimate responsibility
lies with central government), deconcentration (transfer of functions from central
ministries to their field agencies), devolution (transfer of both functions and
decision-making authority to legally incorporated local government),
intermediation (transfer of functions to self-help organizations), and privatization
(transfer of functions and responsibilities to the private sector).”> These varying
modes of decentralization, especially delegation, deconcentration, and devolution,
have considerable implications for local-level accountability. In his analysis,
Norman Uphoff identifies the modes of decentralization by using two basic
criteria, including where decision-makers are located (central vs. local), and
whom the deC|S|on makers are accountable to (central authority vs. the local
electorate).® More specifically, when the decision-makers are centrally located
and accountable to central authority, it is centralization; when they are centrally
located but accountable to local electorate, it is democratization; when they are
located at the local level but still accountable to central authority, it is
deconcentration; and when decision-makers are Iocated at the local level and also
accountable to the local electorate, it is devolution.” Among these categories, it is
deconcentration and devolution that are more relevant to the issue of
accountability at the local level while centralization and democratization are
related to central government accountability.

The modes of accountability of local institutions also depend on their
organizational nature, structure, and composition. For instance, in the case of
field (local) administration run by various ministries or agencies, the local-level
officials are largely accountable to their respective central authorities; in the case
of elected local self-government, the councils and their members are accountable
to local residents who elect them; and in the case of self-help organizations (e.g.
water users' association) and cooperatives (e.g. farmers' cooperatives), the
members are collectively accountable to their own organizations, and thus, to
themselves.® Thus, the accountability of a local organization is not only
determined by the scope and degree of decentralization it exercises, it is also
shaped by its organizational form and composition which, in turn, reflect the
scope and degree of decentralization. However, more concrete or practical
examples of local institutions with varying scope and degree of decentralization,
and with diverse organizational forms and compositions, are the major traditions
of local government systems found in different parts of the world. For instance,
the British system of local government found in South Asia, Africa, Australia, and
North America, is characterized by devolution, local self-governance,
representative elected councils, and citizens' participation; while the French
system practiced in Western Asia, part of Western Europe, Northern Africa, and
South Americab is distinguished by deconcentration, executive dominance, and
rigid hierarchy.” Given these features of governance, while the British pattern of



local government is likely to be accountable to the elected councils and local
electorate, the French system appears to be more accountable to central authority.

In summary, the accountability of local authorities is considerably
determined by the mode, organizational composition, and tradition of local
governance. When local governance is characterized by devolution--implying a
considerable degree of local autonomy from the centre, the exercise of power by
elected local councils, and effective people's participation--it is more likely that
local authorities are responsive to local concerns rather than to the dictates of
central government, and they are accountable to the local electorates rather than
to government ministries and agencies. This mode of local governance that exists
in representative local governments, self-help associations, and various
cooperatives, provides greater power to local people who can influence the
policies and programs of these local institutions and make them accountable for
such policies and programs. In addition, since these local institutions usually
enjoy greater fiscal autonomy in terms of appointing their own staff and having
their own local sources of revenue and sharing certain revenues with the central
government, they are less dependent on the centre, and thus, have greater capacity
to respond to the needs of local residents instead of being loyal only to the central
government. On the other hand, when the mode of local governance is
deconcentration--implying an extension of central government to the field
administration based on the appointment of government bureaucrats at the local
level--the accountability of local authorities is predominantly to the central
government rather than local people. This relatively bureauctratized mode of
local governance, as found in many developing countries, is characterized by the
dominance of central bureaucracy over local representatives, limited financial and
personnel autonomy of local authorities, their economic dependence on central
government, and the lack of opportunity for peoples' participation. As a result,
the accountability of local authorities based on deconcentration is an
accountability to the appointing authorities of central government rather than to
the local communities. Although deconcentration as a mode of governance is
quite conducive to the maintenance of strong central-local relations and
coordination of various local institutions at the central level, such local
governance often leads to excessive central control, local dependence,
indifference towards local needs, and above all, the powerlessness of local people
to make local authorities responsive and accountable to them.

Despite the aforementioned variations in the nature of accountability of
local institutions depending on their modes and structures of governance, local
accountability remains essential, especially when the current trend is increasingly
towards a reduction in the size and scope of state bureaucracy and the transfer of
many government programs to the local level. The next section attempts to
explain the significance of local accountability.

Significance of Local-Level Accountability

At the national level, public accountability is extremely essential for maintaining
public confidence in governance, justifying government activities, and ensuring
the overall legitimacy of the state, although the mode and means of such



accountability may vary among different societies depending on their
sociohistorical backgrounds, political cultures, and ideological dispositions.™
However, public accountability at the national level remains ineffective, even
unrealizable, without local-level accountability, because central government is too
distant from the people, and it is at the local level where citizens have direct
encounters with and can exercise control over government organizations. It is
possible to find a positive correlation between the degree of decentralization and
the significance of local-level accountability: the more authorities and
responsibilities are decentralized to local government institutions, the more is the
need for holding these local institutions accountable. For further understanding,
the significance of local-level accountability can be explained in terms of its
administrative, political, and economic dimensions.

First, in terms of administrative significance, although the central
government has various agencies and programs to deliver goods and services, due
to its physical distance from citizens, it is not fully aware of their actual needs that
often vary from one community to another. This is common a problem in large
countries, where it is not possible even through modern information and
communication networks to inform the government of varieties of needs and
problems faced by numerous local communities. Thus, it is quite difficult on the
part of the central government to be responsive to such varying local needs and
demands. In this regard, local institutions are in a better position to know the
specific needs of local citizens and deliver appropriate (need-based) goods and
services to them. It is thIS local knowledge and information possessed by local-
level decision makers' that enable them to carry out programs and provide
services with a higher degree of responsiveness. Thus, for administrative
convenience and effectiveness, many government activities and programs--such
as building rural infrastructure, ensuring law and order, managing local schools,
distributing agricultural inputs, and maintaining sanitation facilities--have been
transferred to local institutions in developing countries. With these increasing
responsibilities assigned to local authorities, there is an added importance to the
realization of their accountability: they should be held accountable for performing
these functions efficiently, providing necessary services to local communities,
and satisfying the needs and demands of diverse social groups. In brief, the
proximity of local authorities to the people makes them more effective than the
central government to deliver goods and services based on actual (local) needs,
and as these local authorities undertake more expansive responsibilities of
delivering services and addressing local problems, it becomes more essential to
ensure their accountability.

In addition to these basic responsibilities carried out at local level, the
massive development programs adopted by most developing countrles need
people's participation and human resource mobilization at the local level,** which
constitute a basic task of local government institutions. However, in order to
ascertain maximum initiatives and cooperation of local institutions to ensure
peoples' participation and mobilization, it is necessary to make these institutions
accountable for such a task. In other words, with the increasing developmental
role of local institutions, there is a further need to maintain accountability of these
institutions.



Second, in terms of political significance, local government institutions
should be accountable for their various responsibilities that are political in nature.
For instance, the distribution of goods and service by local government
institutions is often politicized and monopolized by rural and urban elites,** and
thus, it is imperative that these local institutions are made accountable for a fair
distribution of goods and services among various target groups such as landless
and small farmers, underprivileged women, and ethnic minorities. This problem
of local-level accountability emerges from an unequal local power structure™ in
developing countries, which requires serious consideration. It is also important to
examine whether local authorities are accountable predominantly to central
government or local communities. Although it is expected that local institutions
are accountable to local residents, in many cases, they may be responsive more to
the policies and requirements of central government than to the concerns of local
people, especially in countries where local institutions are bureaucratically
controlled by the centre, where the ruling party creates political pressure on local
institutions, and where there is strong alliance between the local and national
political elites. In such cases, the maintenance of local-level accountability
becomes highly critical.

Local-level accountability is politically significant to local residents,
because they have more direct contact with, access to, and influence over the
elected members of local institutions than the national-level political
representatives such as parliamentarians, ministers, and prime ministers. In other
words, in the case of local government institutions, people have a better
opportunity to make these institutions directly accountable. In addition, since
most developing countries are usually characterized by weak civil society and
fragile and fragmented political systems, the process of exercising people's power
to ensure local-level accountability can function as an effective means for
political education and interest articulation, which in turn, may enable people to
exercise their influence to make their national-level political leaders and
institutions accountable. In short, for the masses, the lessons learned from the
process of ensuring the accountability of local authorities can be helpful to pursue
the accountability of central-government agencies and institutions. On the other
hand, since most national leaders begin their political career at the local level,
their habit of being accountable to local communities can be useful for their
continuing commitment to public accountability at the national level. 1

Lastly, in terms of economic significance of local-level accountability, it is
necessary to ensure that the economic programs and responsibilities assumed by
local authorities are properly carried out. Local authorities have various public
sources of revenue, including local taxes, proceeds from goods and services, and
government grants, for which they must be held accountable. Such accountability
becomes more significant in countries where there is a considerable degree of
financial decentralization, implying the devolution of certain revenue-raising
authority and the transfer of government funds and economic programs to local
government institutions, which require these institutions to be accountable to both
the local tax payers and the central government. There are varieties of economic
activities performed by local authorities, including utilities, infrastructure, low-
cost housing, and market facilities, which involve financial transactions, and thus,
require strict measures of accountability. It is because there is always a potential



for corruption in the process of raising and spending public money.'® Thus, local
authorities dealing with public funds and assets have to be accountable for any
abuse or waste of resources.

In addition, local authorities have to be accountable not only for the
quality of services expected by local residents, but also for satisfying the diverse
needs of various social groups or communities. In other words, the diversity of
individual preferences has to be matched by the diversity of goods and services,
and citizens have to be informed of such alternative packages of goods and
services available.” In addition, local authorities should be accountable for fair
or equitable distribution of goods and services, which is often compromised in
developing countries due to the dominance of affluent classes over the local
government systems. In fact, the very objective of establishing decentralized
local institutions in these countries is usually to ensure equitable distribution of
benefits gained from various development activities. 8 1t is often not possible or
desirable to exercise excessive fiscal control by central government over the
autonomous local government institutions, and such autonomy makes it more
important to ensure their fiscal accountability to the local electorate.

Despite the growing significance of local-level accountability, there are
many socioeconomic and politico-administrative factors that often constrain the
realization of such accountability. Although the intensity of these barriers to local
accountability may vary from one country to another, there are certain common
problems of such accountability in developing countries. These obstacles must be
addressed and overcome in order to achieve an effective accountability system at
the level of local institutions.

PROBLEMS OF LOCAL ACCOUNTABILITY IN DEVELOPING
NATIONS

Irrespective of the levels (national and local) of public accountability, it is
observed that in both developed and developing countries, the prevalent
mechanisms of accountablllty have come under challenge and their effectiveness
has diminished.”® The common concerns related to accountability include issues
such as weak political institutions, excessive power of bureaucracy, people's
dependence on government, and so on® = However, there are certain
accountability problems that are more prevalent at the local level and more
common in developing countries, and thus, require special attention or treatment.
In this section, some of these major barriers to local-level accountability in
developing countries are examined.

Unequal Local Power Structure

One of the most crucial obstacles to the realization of local-level accountability in
developing countries is the prevalence of extreme inequality in local power
structure, especially in rural areas. Many Asian, African, and Latin American
countries are characterized by a feudal or semi-feudal structure of property
ownership composed of the elitist landowning class, small farmers, and landless
peasants. Although certain degree of capitalist development has occurred in



agricultural production, such development is usually subsumed by the vestiges of
feudal structure. This feudalistic component in social structure reproduces the
tendency towards a rigid power structure based on dependence and inequality.
This unequal local power structure has considerable implications for local
governance and its accountability. It is usually the powerful local elites who
exercise influence over local government institutions and often uses these local
institutions for their own benefits. Since the majority of rural people are
powerless and dependent on local elite, they can hardly influence the decisions
and activities of these local institutions. Thus, the accountability of local
institutions often remains an accountability to the local elites rather than to the
ordinary people such as the marginal and landless farmers.

In fact, it is mostly these rural elites who occupy the leading positions in
local councils or committees. Even when local authorities are elected and
autonomous bodies, it is usually the local elites who get elected. The landless and
small farmers are not only financially incapable to run for local elections, they are
also not in a position to challenge or compete with candidates from the
landowning class on whom they often depend for livelihood. In other words, due
to an extremely unequal structure of power and dependency in many developing
societies, the influential local elites are more likely to get elected as the leading
members of local authorities. Once elected, they tend to use local institutions for
their own personal gains without much responsiveness to the dependent and
powerless electorate. Thus, the adoption of an elected local government system
may not guarantee the exercise of power by local residents, although it may
legitimize (through election) the hegemonic power of the local elite.?* The
unequal local power structure, thus, constrains the realization of local
accountability to the people.

Overdeveloped Bureaucracy and Its Dominance

In developing countries, the colonial origin of bureaucracy makes it too advanced
or "overdeveloped" in relation to the political and economic realms of society. It
is simply because, under colonial rule, while political participation and economic
entrepreneurship were stifled, the bureaucratic apparatus was modernized and
empowered to enhance the process of colonial exploitation. After independence,
instead of introducing fundamental change in postcolonial bureaucracy, the scope
and power of such bureaucracy was expanded further as it assumed the role of
enhancing socioeconomic development and undertook massive development
activities.  The power of bureaucracy has expanded further due to its
modernization, technical expertise, coercive authority, and control over
information and resources.?>  As a result, bureaucracy is so overwhelmingly
powerful that it is difficult to ensure bureaucratic accountability by the relatively
weak and powerless political institutions such as parliament, political parties, and
interest groups.® In fact, the bureaucracy (especially military bureaucracy)
intervened in national politics and established control over these political
institutions in many developing countries. Even the role of market forces has



been undermined by state bureaucracy in these countries.® This scenario of

bureaucratic dominance exists at both the national and local levels.

At the local level, when there are no elected local government institutions,
it is the bureaucracies of various central-government ministries or agencies which
constitute local administration, often known as field administration.  This
situation is usually prevalent at the higher tiers of local administration in
developing countries such as Indonesia and Thailand. In such a case of
bureaucratic dominance over local institutions, there is no obligation for these
institutions to be accountable to local residents, although they are answerable to
the central government, especially in terms of the loyalty of field-level
bureaucrats to their respective ministerial or departmental headquarters. In other
instances such as Bangladesh and Pakistan, the members of local councils include
both government bureaucrats and elected local representatives. Under this system
of local governance, the primary concern is regarding the power-sharing between
these two groups of local government members. However, due to the
overwhelming power of government bureaucrats mentioned above, it is these
bureaucrats who tend to dominate the local councils while the elected local
representatives have to comply with bureaucratic decisions. In other words,
although people may elect their representatives for local councils, due to
bureaucratic dominance, these representatives have limited power to respond to
the needs of local communities. Even when local councils are composed of only
elected members, their capacity to address public demands is affected by resource
constraints, and very often, they have to rely on financial and technical assistance
provided by the field administration of central government. In short, although the
degree of bureaucratic dominance over local institutions may vary, it remains a
major barrier to the realization of their accountability, because often they cannot
address local needs and concerns due to bureaucratic control over decisions and
resources.

Alliance Between Local Elite and Bureaucracy

The aforementioned problem of local-level accountability caused by bureaucratic
power and dominance is exacerbated further due to the formation of strong
alliance between the field-level officials of central government and the local elites
often elected as members of local councils. The blurred boundary between
administration and politics that exists at the national level in many developing
countries,”® is also common at the local level. The field officers from various
ministries and agencies face political pressure to carry out policies and programs
in such a way that they benefit local elites usually at the expense of common local
interests. Many of these local elites are likely to be members of the ruling
political party and have access to higher state authorities. Thus, these field-level
officers are less likely to take the risk of contradicting or challenging the interests
of local elites and jeopardizing their own career. Thus, it has been suggested by
some scholars that the affluent social elites often manipulate the bureaucracy to
divert government programs in their favor, whereas the common masses_do not
have adequate knowledge about and access to the bureaucratic system. %% The
services provided by various field offices, including utilities, infrastructure, bank
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loans, agricultural credits, |rr|gat|on facilities, and land tenancy, are directed
towards the interests of local elites.”” Briefly, even under a decentralized local
government system, the dominant class, such as the local elltesB pursues its
interests at the expense of subordinate classes such as the rural poor.

In fact, the local-level bureaucrats themselves may find it more rewarding
to work in favor of local elites, because by serving the particularistic interests of
few elites rather than the common interests of the whole local community, these
local bureaucrats have a better chance to gain financially through various unfair
deals or corrupt reciprocal exchanges. These mutual mterests strengthen and
perpetuate the alliance between local elites and bureaucracy,”® which poses a
serious challenge to local-level accountability. First, the accountability of local-
level government officials is not only directed towards their parent ministries or
agencies at the national level (mentioned above) but also towards the affluent
social elites at the local level, while their accountability to the poorer and
relatively powerless local population remains weak or ineffective. Second, when
the local elites themselves are elected as the leading members of local councils,
they do not feel obligated to be accountable to the local public: it is not only due
to their overwhelming power over the local population (discussed above), it is
also because of their alliance with the local-level government officials who tend
to overlook and often share their undesirable acts such as extortion, bribery, and
nepotism. In other words, the strong alliance between local bureaucrats and local
elites undermines their motivation to evaluate or check on each other in terms of
their malpractices. Third, local accountability may become more problematic and
questionable when local councils incorporate both groups--the local elites as
elected or nominated members and government bureaucrats as appointed
members. In such a situation, local government units are not under any pressure
to be accountable to the local people who are too powerless to control or
influence these local organizations representing the alliance of the two most
powerful groups (local elites and local bureaucrats) at the local level.

Central-Local Relations Based on Dependency

Historically, developing countries did not have much concern for local
institutions under colonial rule characterized by centralization, bureaucratic
control, and high level of local-level dependence on the centre. The colonial
tradition of limited autonomy and dependence of local institutions continued
during the postcolonial period despite various administrative reforms for
decentralization. First, there is a significant gap between the responsibilities
assigned to local government institutions and the resources they have to realize
such responsibilities, which perpetuates economic dependence of these local
institutions on the centre. In many developing nations, under state-centered
development programs, the degree of such local dependence has expanded
further. In the name of administrative decentralization, an extensive amount of
development programs has been transferred or assigned to local government
institutions, although they do not have adequate financial means to carry them
out.*® The scope of responsibilities has also increased due to the rising demands
and expectations of local people for goods and services from local government
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institutions. These local institutions require sufficient financial resources and
infrastructures to perform various development-related functions and to meet the
needs and demands of local people. It is mainly because, in developing countries,
the major sources of revenue (e.g. land and property tax, income tax, licenses and
permits, profit-making enterprises, etc.) are often monopolized by the central
government, and local institutions do not have adequate authority and means to
raise revenue. They tend to overcome this gap between expansive responsibilities
and limited resources by seeking help from the central government, which offer
financial grants and infrastructural and technological supports. This resource
dependence has serious implications for local-level accountability: local
institutions have to show loyalty to the central government, which often
compromises their responsiveness to local citizens.

Second, the accountability of local authorities is also constrained by their
administrative dependence caused by an overcentralized decision process and the
lack of skilled personnel in developing countries. This centralization of
administrative decisions implies that local institutions have limited power to make
decisions related to their own problems and activities, and they often have to wait
for decisions to be made or approved by central government agencies. This
administrative dependency is exacerbated further due to the scarcity of skilled
human resource at the local level, especially, in countries with a low literacy rate.
The central government attempts to resolve this personnel problem by posting a
massive number of its bureaucratic officials to various regions, districts, and sub-
districts, which ironically, leads to more bureaucratization of local governance.
The main implication of this administrative dependence of local authorities on
central government for decisions and personnel, once again, is that they have to
maintain an adequate degree of loyalty to the central government while being
indifferent towards their accountability to the local populace.

Third, there is also political dependence of local authorities on the ruling
party, which limits their local public accountability to a great extent. In cases
where a multi-party political system is relatively absent, and where the ruling
party is not well known due to political instability and frequent changes in
government, there is a tendency to create party networks all over the country by
establishing a new set of local authorities. In such a situation, local government
institutions usually represent the ruling party, their members are often party
members, and they become local institutional means to legitimize the ruling party
and enhance its power. For instance, in the case of Zambia, the representatives of
the ruling party replaced the locally elected representatives in the early 1980s.%
In the case of Bangladesh, there have been changes in the local government
system with changes in the regime, and historically, most of the regimes used
local institutions to achieve their political objectives.** Similar scenario can be
observed in the case of Nigeria.*® In Latin America, there are strong political ties
between central and local governments.** Due to such extreme politicization of
local authorities, they are accountable more to the ruling party than to the local
masses.

Finally, there is dependence of local people themselves on field-level
government agencies controlling the distribution of goods and services. Due to
bureaucratic dominance over economic policies and programs, the poorer classes
are extremely dependent on government agencies for employment, health care,
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education, agricultural inputs, and other goods and services.®* It has been pointed
out that in Latin America, government bureaucracy mediates and regulates the
interests of various classes and groups, and thereby, makes them dependent.®® It
is often the case that the poorer sections of the population do not have any choice
but to depend on the field-level bureaucracies for varieties of goods and services,
especially because, their own local institutions are financially incapable of
serving such goods and services. Thus, while local people are highly concerned
for drawing attention of the field-level agencies in order to acquire necessary
goods and services, they are relatively indifferent towards accountability of the
resource-poor local institutions. The root of such excessive public concern for
government officials and indifference towards local institutions goes back to the
colonial rule that perpetuated a form of master-servant relationship between
bureaucrats and citizens.*’

Lack of Civil Society and Democratic Culture

In the ultimate analysis, the accountability of both national and local governments
depend on the people's capacity to articulate and exercise power, which requires
the existence of a vibrant civil society and strong democratic political culture.
But in most developing societies, both of these prerequisites of people's power are
relatively weak or absent. In general, civil society provides public space to
facilitate rational and critical discourse, which is extremely essential to form
critical public opinion regarding state policies and institutions, create
organizational or associational bonds among citizens, enhance people's power to
challenge the hegemony of central and local administration, and thus, make
central and local authorities publicly accountable. In addition to the prevalence of
colonial politico-administrative legacy that discourages the development of a
strong civil society (including organizations, associations, and groups emerging
independent of the state and ruling party), there still exist the remnants of
feudalistic social relations based on parochial ethnic and family bonds, which
constitute a barrier to the process of critical and reflective discourse and to the
formation of human relations independent of family, racial, and ethnic bonds. In
many developing countries, social relationships are often gU|ded by a feudalistic
form of patron-client relations.®® According to Philip Mawhood, the common
local culture in Asia is characterized by factors such as caste structure and status
symbol, which often prevent common people from participating in civic
acivities.®® In the context of a weak civil society, while the powerless common
people are largely contented with the immediate family and ethnic concerns and
preoccupied with patron-client issues, it is the state and its bureaucracy that
remain most organized and powerful. Thus, in the absence of a viable civil
society to empower people, the local government system is influenced by and
accountable to the powerful central government (especially government
bureaucracy) rather than the powerless local citizens.

Related to this absence of a dynamic civil society is the lack of a deep-
rooted democratic political culture in most developing nations, which directly
constrains the realization of accountability at both the national and local levels.
At the national level, the political culture in many countries in Asia, West Africa,
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Latin America, and the Middle East has been characterized by one-party
dominance, unregresentative legislatures, rigged elections, and bureaucratic
authoritarianism.” In extreme cases, the bureaucratic-military oligarchy
suspended elections, disbanded political parties, prohibited mass associations, and
suppressed the free press.** Such a lack of genuine democratic culture and
institutions in these countries is certainly detrimental to the issue of public
accountability. This relatively undemocratic political culture and its challenge to
accountability at the national level usually trickle down to the local level. It is
almost impossible to have an autonomous, representative, and accountable local
government system wunder a centralized, repressive, undemocratic, and
unaccountable regime. It is often the case that the mode and culture of local
governance reflect the structure and political culture of central government.
Corresponding to the absence of a strong democratic tradition at the national
level, the political culture at the local level is characterized by loyalty,
centralization, factionalism, and colonial mentality, which often persuade people
to accept the dominance of government bureaucrats and local elites in managing
local government institutions. Such a political atmosphere is not conducive to the
development of critical consciousness among local people with regard to their
basic political rights, and without such public consciousness it is difficult to make
local institutions accountable to local communities.

CONCLUDING SUGGESTIONS

In the above discussion, the significance of local-level accountability and various
modes or forms of such accountability have been examined. It has also been
explained how the accountability of local government institutions is constrained
by some major social, economic, political, and administrative realities in
developing countries, including unequal local power structure, dominance of
bureaucracy, alliance between bureaucracy and the local elite, central-local
relations based on dependency, and lack of civil society and democratic political
culture. At this stage, it is necessary to explore and suggest some alternative
policy measures in order to rectify these adverse realities, and thereby, enhance
local-level accountability.

First, it is essential to introduce measures to reduce bureaucratic power,
debureaucratize local institutions, and establish a genuinely representative local
government system. In order to curtail bureaucratic power, it is necessary to
reduce the size and scope of state bureaucracy and diminish its excessive
interventionist role, especially at the local level. In this regard, the recent policies
of privatization and deregulation may have considerable implications for
diminishing the scope and role of bureaucracy. But the problem with such
policies is that although they may reduce the role of government bureaucracy,
they expand the role and power of the private sector and corporate bureaucracy,
which could be equally, if not more, problematic. It is because the transfer of
state activities to the private sector is likely to expand corporate bureaucracy,
which is usually biased towards the affluent local elites, and indifferent towards
the concerns of the poorer section of the local population.*? In fact, corporate
bureaucracy can be worse than public bureaucracy in terms of accountability,
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because private enterprises do not have any obligations to the underprivileged
citizens, and there is no effective mechanism (except government regulations) to
ensure their accountability to the people. Thus, debureaucratization should
involve a considerable reduction in the role and power of both government and
corporate bureaucracies, and more active roles should be assigned to
representative local institutions, which have more direct contact with the people,
and thus, are more suitable for maintaining public accountability.*® However, it is
essential to ensure that these local government institutions consist of locally
elected representatives and are relatively free from government bureaucracy, so
that their accountability is predominantly to the local citizens rather than to the
central government and its agencies.

Second, the transfer of authority and power from government and
corporate bureaucracies to representative local institutions may still be ineffective
to ensure local-level accountability because, as explained above, these local
institutions themselves could be dominated by local elites as the leading elected
members. In this regard, it is necessary to examine and restructure the bases of
power held by local elites. Since the central basis of local elite power is often the
unequal structure of land distribution,** it is imperative to adopt fundamental land
reform, especially in countries dominated by a rural economy, and to introduce a
more equitable pattern of landownership. The more equitable distribution of land
would restructure the unequal rural power structure, reduce the power and
dominance of local elites, weaken their influence over local bureaucracy, expand
the power of common people to have greater command over local institutions, and
thus, ensure a higher degree of local-level accountability.

Third, the above measures of replacing government bureaucrats by elected
local representatives and reducing the power and dominance of local elites,
however, may not adequately ensure the accountability of local institutions
without expanding their financial power and autonomy. Even if these local
institutions comprise of only elected local representatives and are free from the
control of local elites, they may still remain dependent on the central government
for financial resources due to their limited opportunities to raise or generate their
own revenue. Because of this financial dependence, local institutions may not
have any option but to comply with the terms and conditions attached to the
grants and loans provided by the central government, and such compliance may
compromise their accountability to local residents. Thus, local institutions should
be authorized to levy local taxes, share tax revenues collected by central
government, and invest in various business ventures. The financial strength of
local institutions generated by such autonomy and power is likely to make them
financially solvent and self-reliant, reduce their financial dependence on central
government, enable them to carry out programs based on local needs, and oblige
them to be accountable to the local taxpayers.

Fourth, all the above policy measures--including the replacement of
government bureaucrats by elected local representatives, reduction in elite power
through radical land reform, and expansion of financial autonomy and power at
the local level--would not materialize on their own. These measures for
achieving a greater degree of local accountability are less likely to be endorsed
and adopted by the central government without sufficient public pressure. The
emergence of such public pressure or demand for these policy measures related to
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accountable local governance, depends on whether people have the opportunity
and capability to pursue free public discourse, to develop critical public opinion,
and to form their own associations independent of government intervention. This,
in turn, requires the existence of an active civil society, a politically conscious or
educated population, and a democratic political culture. These prerequisites are
crucial for empowering local people, and it is this people's power which remains
one of the most essential preconditions for realizing the accountability of local
institutions to the local people.

PAPERS IN THIS RDD ISSUE

As discussed above, the pattern of local governance and the degree of local-level
accountability are crucial in developing countries, especially for achieving
socioeconomic development based on people's participation. People-centered
development requires a participatory mode of local governance based on a
decentralized structure of local government institutions. However, such a
decentralized and participatory local government system may not be effective
without ensuring its accountability to various sections of local population. In this
regard, this current issue of Regional Development Dialogue (RDD) includes nine
papers related to various dimensions of local governance and local accountability.
In addition to some conceptual-theoretical papers on the topic, there are papers on
specific country cases, including Japan, Bangladesh, Botswana, Ghana, India,
Singapore, and the Philippines. These papers are presented under three major
subthemes: (a) Governance, Intergovernmental Relations, and Accountability; (b)
Local Government Reforms and Bureaucratic Accountability; and (c)
Accountability for Service Quality.

Governance, Intergovernmental Relations, and Accountability

Under this subtheme, there are two papers. In the first paper, titled as "No Magic
Wands: Accountability and Governance in Developing Countries”, Charles
Polidano and David Hulme present a general framework of public accountability
(both administrative and political) by interrelating its various macro-contextual
dimensions, including the democratization process, mode of governance, extent of
public awareness, scope of civil society, and forms of non-government
organizations (NGOs), with special reference to developing countries. The paper
suggests that in most developing countries, the adoption of the so-called "new
public management” has not been effective due to the problems of accountability,
which could not be resolved through the process of democratization. Such
democratization did not automatically lead to better governance, because
institutional democratization was not complemented by corresponding changes in
behavior and attitudes. One critical prerequisite for the effectiveness of
democratization is the existence of a viable civil society that encompasses both
associational and ascriptive groups. The paper pays special attention to NGOs in
developing countries, including the mutual-benefit organizations (e.g.
cooperatives, farmer associations) that are self-reliant and self-managed (by
members themselves), and the public-benefit organizations (e.g. charities, trusts)
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that are managed by selected office-holders, dependent on foreign aid, and
favored by foreign donors. Realizing the limits of accountability and
ineffectiveness of various accountability measures in developing countries,
Polidano and Hulme conclude that despite the growing emphasis on various new
approaches to accountability, there is no guarantee that these new approaches
would not be equally disappointing as the previous ones.

The second paper, titled as "Intergovernmental Fiscal Relations and Local
Government Accountability in Japan”, is authored by Naohiko Jinno. In this
paper, Jinno highlights the implications of revenue and expenditure structures for
the nature of central-local relations and for the extent of local autonomy in Japan.
The author explores the reasons for enacting the "Law to Promote
Decentralization™ by the Japanese Diet; examines the rationale behind writing a
report, entitled "The Creation of a Decentralized Society”, by a special
committee; and explains the actual nature of decentralization in Japan. A brief
historical analysis in the paper shows that Japan inherited a "centralized-
deconcentrated" system from the second world war when the government
introduced a highly centralized fiscal system, under which local authorities had
very limited revenue-raising power. But due the recent economic globalization,
the market economy has become borderless (because the state cannot control the
mobility of capital across the nations), the fiscal capacity of central government
has diminished (because government is no more effective to implement the
corporate and individual income taxes), and there is an increasing need to transfer
some of the basic fiscal powers and responsibilities to the subnational or local
levels. The paper concludes that in addition to local autonomy for determining
expenditures, it is necessary to have autonomy for raising revenues based on a
"decentralized-deconcentrated” fiscal system, which would enhance citizens'
participation and create an atmosphere of democratic society.

Local Government Reforms and Bureaucratic Accountability

This subtheme incorporates three papers. The first paper, entitled as "Local
Government Reform and Accountability in Bangladesh: The Continuing Search
for Legitimacy and Performance”, is on local government in Bangladesh. Habib
Zafarullah, the author of the paper, explains how the local government system in
Bangladesh has always served the interests of various regimes despite frequent
structural changes in the system. He provides an historical account of the
evolution of local government in Bangladesh dominated by state bureaucracy,
political parties, and local elites. Although the titles of various local government
units changed (e.g., from Union Council to Union Parishad, from Thana Council
to Upazila Parishad, and from District Council to District Parishad), and although
new units such as Gram Sarker and Upazila Parishad were created and
dismantled, the basic trust of the system had been central control based on
bureaucratic dominance over these local institutions. However, based on a
comparison among these local government organizations, the author seems to
stress that certain improvements were made under the Upazila Parishad scheme,
especially in terms of the increased power of the locally elected representatives.
With regard to the accountability of local governance, the author identifies the
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following obstacles: the dominance of central government bureaucracy in the
composition of various local government units (especially at the higher level),
central control over the appointment of key personnel and over decisions related
to local projects and programs, politicization of local government by the regime
in power, educational and informational inadequacies of local leaders to control
professional bureaucrats, financial and resource dependence of local authorities
on central government, limited autonomy of local government to raise revenue,
and use of local political processes by the national-level political parties. The
author concludes that in order to ensure local-level accountability, it is necessary
to expand local autonomy, eradicate particularistic interests, make development
policies based on local needs, and view accountability from a holistic rather than
parochial perspective.

Keshav C. Sharma is the author of second paper titled as "Capacity,
Autonomy and Accountability of Local Government in Local-Level Governance:
The Case of Botswana." In his paper, Sharma attempts to explain the limits of
local-level autonomy as the main barrier to the realization of local government
accountability in Botswana. Although efforts have been made to facilitate
decentralization and democratization, there is still a significant degree of
structural, administrative, and financial controls exercised by the central
government. He examines the structures and functions of local government units
such as the District and Urban Councils, Land Boards, and Tribal Administration.
In particular, the author finds that the District and Urban Councils are constrained
by: financial problems such as the lack of adequate sources of revenue, human
resource problems caused by the scarcity of skilled personnel, policy problems
such as top-down rather than bottom-up approach, and problems of grassroots
participation caused by inadequate decentralization. All these factors perpetuate
the dependence of local government on the centre. In order to overcome these
problems constraining the autonomy and accountability of local government, the
author makes some recommendations related to local institutions, which include
strategies to strengthen their human resource, expand their financial bases, and
strengthen various means of accountability.

The final paper under this subtheme is authored by Joseph R.A. Ayee. In
this paper, entitled as "Local Government Reform and Bureaucratic
Accountability in Ghana", the author evaluates bureaucratic accountability in
local governance based on four criteria, including the choice of levels, choice of
decentralized authority, choice of task to decentralize, and choice of device used
to decentralize. In terms of levels, he examines the hierarchical levels of local
and regional governments in Ghana, such as the Regional Coordinating
Committee (RCC), District Assemblies (DAs), Urban/Zonal/Town Councils, and
Unit Committees (UCs). He critically evaluates the membership composition of
these units to demonstrate how they have been dominated by central government
bureaucracy. However, his main focus of analysis is on the DAs: each DA is not
only dominated by bureaucracy as evident in the composition of its Executive
Committee (EC) chaired by the government-appointed District Chief Executive
(DCE), it is also evident in various mechanisms of central control over its
revenue-raising process, its policy-making and planning, its resource allocation
(related to both personnel and financial matters), and so on. These are some of
the main factors which, according to Ayee, have created barriers to the realization
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of accountability at the local level. However, the author concludes that in the
context of Ghana characterized by weak political institutions, immature
democratic tradition, and fragile national unity, there is a need for less ambitious
decentralization programs that are more realizable in terms of providing genuine
autonomy to the local level.

Accountability for Service Quality

Under this final subtheme, there are four papers. The paper of Samuel Paul and
Sita Sekhar, entitled as "A Report on Public Services: A Comparative Analysis of
Five Cities in India", attempts to evaluate the studies undertaken by the Public
Affairs Centre (PAC) in order to facilitate the process of generating Report Cards
on the performance of various public service agencies in India. The scope of
these studies encompasses five major cities in India, including Ahmedabad,
Bangalore, Calcutta, Madras, and Pune. The paper presents the findings under
two major categories: one related to services provided to the general households,
and another related to services provided to poor families. For both categories, the
common criteria applied to evaluate public service agencies include the
following: the importance of various services (e.g. telephone, electricity, water,
health, police, postal service, public transport) to the citizens, level of citizens'
satisfaction with the service-providing agencies, frequency of speed-money paid
by citizens to get services, willingness of citizens to pay extra money to receive
better services, and impact of these report-card studies on the behavior of service
providers. From this evaluation of the PAC studies, Paul and Sekhar conclude
that the level of public satisfaction with the performance of public agencies is
uniformly low, although the level varies from one city to another in India. The
authors also observe that there is all-pervasive corruption in government agencies,
that the costs of available public services become high due to such corruption
(speed money) and other factors such as delay, and that a significant number of
citizens are willing to pay more for better services. The major point emphasized
in this paper is that the impact of "report card" technique on the performance of
public agencies is favorable in terms of making them more efficient, responsive,
and accountable. In India, there has been increasing attraction to such a technique
among various public agencies, non-government organizations, and top political
leaders whose common concern is to improve the quality of services.

The second paper, "Accountability for Quality Services in Singapore: A
Case Study of Town Councils™, is written by Ooi Giok-Ling. This paper of deals
with the quality of services provided to public housing estates by the Town
Councils (TCs) in Singapore. The paper begins with a brief description of the
emergence of the TCs followed by an analysis of their activities related to public
housing vis-a-vis the similar activities performed by the Housing and
Development Board (HDB). The paper also explains the role of the TCs to ensure
residents’ participation in managing their public housing estates. It provides a
detailed account of the organizational structures, functions, and powers of the
TCs as stipulated in the Town Council Act of 1988. The author also highlights
the political nature of the TCs, especially due to the presence of the Members of
Parliament (MPs) as the chairpersons or leading members of the TCs. In her
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conclusion, Ooi stresses that as voters, the residents of public housing estates also
remain responsible for electing suitable MPs who, as the chairpersons/members of
the TCs, would determine the quality of management services received by
residents in these housing estates.

The author of the third paper is Emil P. Bolongaita, Jr. In this paper, titled
as "Total Quality Governance (TQG): The Citizen as Customer”, Bolongaita
emphasizes the need for adopting the principle of "citizen as customer"” in the
public sector, because it is mainly the customer's satisfaction that accounted for
the corporate success in the private sector. The explains why the public sector is
reluctant to treat citizens as customers: government agencies receive funds from
the legislature rather than directly from the people, and thus, they tend to please
top bosses rather than citizens; government agencies are monopolies, they do not
face much competition and pressure to be efficient and responsive; governments
are replaced only through election, and thus, inbetween elections, there is no
serious concerns for efficiency and innovation; and the people are used to the
poor performance of government, they do not complain against public-sector
incompetence. The author cites examples of how the customer-driven systems
have been adopted by American local government agencies, how the Public
Affairs Center in India has evaluated and ranked the performance of various
public agencies in terms of citizens' satisfaction, and how there is an emerging
trend in the Philippines to adopt a mode of governance based on the citizen-
customer principle. The paper pays special attention to the case of Makati City,
where the so-called technique of Total Quality Governance (TQG) based on
citizen-customer feedback, has been applied to measure the performance of local
government offices in delivering goods and services. The author concludes that
the customer-feedback surveys used in the private sector should be applied to
public organizations such as local governments in order to improve their service
delivery in terms of timeliness, courtesy, responsiveness, and availability.

The final paper, titled as "Commitment Quality Management," is authored
by Arne Svensson. In this paper, the author examines the implications of various
modes of management practiced in the public sector, especially for governance at
the local level. The paper highlights the significance of a decentralized local
government system for providing social services and enhancing the democratic
process. However, the author's primary concerns are related to managerial issues:
how to provide quality services, ensure customer's satisfaction, and balance the
interests of different stakeholders. In this regard, after describing some major
management techniques such as Total Quality Management (TQM), Management
by Objectives (MBO), and Management by Result (MBR), the author proposes a
new technique known as Commitment Quality Management (CQM). It is
explained that CQM has the advantage of focusing on quality work related to
"specific" organizational units, and at the same time, it tends to combine the
values, goals, and requirements of both TQM and MBR. In conclusion, the paper
mentions that there is an increasing need in the public sector to synthesize the
interests of customers, employees, and tax payers, which requires a flexible and
decentralized strategy of management like CQM.
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