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Abstract  

Decentralisation is a system of governance that gained prominence in the 1970s and 1980s with 

the claim that it spatially and institutionally brings government closer to the people, thus 

making governments (national and sub-national) more accountable and responsive to local 

needs. Despite the recognition of the importance of decentralisation in facilitating local 

development, the drivers of the decentralised system of governance over time have not been 

homogeneous across the world as they range from political, social, economic and ethnic to 

territorial factors. In some countries, decentralisation has been driven by the desire to enhance 

local participation in development and in conflict resolution, to entrench the ruling 

governments in power, and to improve service delivery, among others, or a combination of 

these drivers of decentralisation. Following decades of the implementation of decentralisation 

in different parts of the world, it has had mixed outcomes. However, it is still seen to be pivotal 

in the development of African countries. This study sought to examine why decentralisation in 

Uganda seems not to have lived up to its objective to enhance efficiency and effectiveness in 

public policy implementation. Using a purely qualitative research methodology and design, the 

researcher sought answers to the key question of why there seems to be a disjuncture between 

the intentions of decentralisation in Uganda and the public policy outcomes at the local level. 

A case study of the West Nile sub-region of Uganda was undertaken. The findings of the study 

indicate that the institutional framework has implication for the implementation of 

decentralised public policies and that the inter-governmental relationships influence the degree 

of responsiveness of the sub-national governments to local needs as well as determines the 

degree of autonomy that the sub-national governments can enjoy in the process of exercising 

their powers and performing their functions. Local political, administrative and fiscal capacity 

affects the ability of sub-national governments to implement decentralised public policies. The 

main conclusion is that the institutional framework, inter-governmental relationships and local 

capacity have a significant influence on the efficiency and effectiveness of decentralised public 

policy implementation. 

Keywords: Decentralisation, Institutional Framework, Local Government, Central 

Government, Inter-governmental Relationships, Local Capacity
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

1.1 Introduction 

A decentralised system of governance refers to the transfer of powers, functions and 

responsibilities to plan, mobilise resources and take decisions on matters affecting local 

communities from the national government to the sub-national governments and agencies 

(Rondinelli, McCullough, and Johnson, 1989:58-59). The assumption is that the transferred 

powers, functions and responsibilities will enable the lower units of government to plan, raise 

revenue, allocate these resources, legislate and develop policies that will facilitate effective 

service delivery under the guidance of the central government, depending on the type and form 

of decentralisation adopted by the country. In underscoring the importance of decentralised 

governance in local development, Andama (2011:5) states that decentralisation has the 

potential to transform local communities and to improve governance at the grassroots. 

Decentralisation has been categorised broadly into political, administrative and fiscal 

decentralisation. Different countries apply these types of decentralisation either singly or in 

different combinations and in varying sequences. The realm of the three forms of 

decentralisation connotes varying degrees of powers and responsibilities that ought to be 

transferred from the central government to sub-national governments. 

According to the World Bank (2001:1-2), decentralisation can take the form of 

deconcentration, delegation and devolution. Accordingly, deconcentration is a way of 

decongesting the centre by transferring selected functions to field units of the central 

government, albeit with little or no decision-making powers. Secondly, delegation is the 

transfer of certain powers and responsibilities to lower levels of government. Finally, 

devolution refers to the full transfer of political, administrative and fiscal powers, functions 

and responsibilities from the national government to the sub-national governments, with the 

central government performing guidance and oversight functions. 

The discourse on the concept of a decentralised system of governance points to mixed feelings 

about what exactly it is, its benefits and how best to decentralise powers, resources and 

functions from the central government to the lower levels of governments or their agencies. 
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This chapter presents the general orientation and background to the study, the research problem 

that the study sought to investigate, and the aim of the study. Thereafter, the research questions, 

objectives and the significance of the study are presented. Finally, the layout of the thesis is 

presented. 

1.2 Background to the Study 

1.2.1  The decentralised system of governance 

Decentralisation as a system of governance gained prominence in the 1970s and attracted 

renewed interest in the developing countries in the 1980s and 1990s. This interest has subsisted 

to date. Scholars, governments, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), civil society 

organisations (CSOs) and the donor community have all taken a keen interest in decentralised 

governance (Borhaug,1994:1). Decentralised governance is perceived to be one of the fundamental 

tools for improving local governance and a prudent framework for effective public policy 

implementation and the effective provision of public goods and services (Green, 2013:1).  

According to Smoke (2003:9-10), decentralisation can lead to improvement in efficiency, good 

governance, equity, development and poverty reduction. However, the ability of local 

governments to play their role in decentralised public policy implementation is determined by 

their capacity to provide public goods and services with the aid of central government 

supportive structures, processes and systems for local governments.  

It is basically assumed that the responsibility lies with the central government to create an 

environment that enables the mobilisation of human, economic, socio-cultural, political and 

natural resources at the local, national and global levels to improve and transform the 

livelihoods of communities (Commonwealth Local Government Forum, 2013:5). It is further 

stated that the four most critical factors (the fundamental enablers of a developmental local 

government) that determine the level of success of a decentralised system of governance are 

the political framework within which decentralised policies are implemented, the financing 

mechanisms for local governments, the human resource management practices and capacity, 

and the enabling environment for citizen participation. These are conceived to be the pivotal 

pointers of the developmental and viable local government, accordingly. It should be noted that 

achieving a state of a ‘developmental local government’ is only possible where the central 

government provides the local governments with the right environment and capacity to drive 

socio-economic development that is characterised by ‘state-led empowerment’ of the citizens 
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at the grassroots to participate in solving their development problems and issues 

(Commonwealth Local Government Forum, 2013:5). 

Promoters of the decentralised system of governance claim that it spatially and institutionally 

brings government closer to the people, thus making governments (national and sub-national) 

more accountable and responsive to local needs (Crook, 2003:77). Despite the mixed outcomes 

of decentralisation across the world, it is still seen to be pivotal in the development of African 

countries (Onyach-Olaa, 2003:107; Ouedraogo, 2003:98). 

Despite the recognition of the importance of decentralisation in facilitating local development, 

the drivers for decentralised system of governance over time have not been homogeneous 

across the world as they range from political, social, economic and ethnic to territorial factors. 

In some countries, decentralisation has been driven by the desire to enhance local participation 

in development and in conflict resolution, to entrench the ruling governments in power, and to 

improve service delivery, among others, or a combination of these drivers of decentralisation 

(Ababio, and Asmah-Andoh, 2013:38-39; African Union, 2014:2; Agrawal, and Gupta, 

2005:1102; Awortwi, 2010:620; Manyak , and Katono, 2010:1). 

In an address to mark the African Day of Decentralisation and Local Development (which falls 

on 10 August every year and that the African Union uses to promote decentralisation as an 

engine of development among its member countries), Professor Shyaka, the Chief Executive 

of Rwanda Governance Board observed that the ‘decentralised system of governance holds the 

key to Africa’s sustainable social and economic development’ (Daily Monitor, 2016:9). It is 

within these frameworks of decentralised governance that many countries are implementing 

public policies at sub-national levels to ensure effective and efficient provision of public goods 

and services to the people at the grassroots based on specific public policies for various sectors. 

1.2.2  The concept of public policy 

Dye (1998:1) defines public policy as ‘whatever governments choose to do or not to do’ and 

the difference that such a choice makes in the area of jurisdiction of that government. These 

may include policies to regulate behaviour in society, provide services, mobilise resources and 

regulate conflicts. Public policies are ‘the sum total of government action, from signals of intent 

to the final outcomes’ (Cairney, 2012:5).  
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Public policies are often translated into programmes, projects, laws and regulations, each 

having explicit and implicit expected outcomes which are to be realised upon their 

implementation. Once public policy decisions are taken by the politicians, the implementation 

process is often the responsibility of civil servants and a number of actors from the policy 

universe and sub-systems, who begin to influence the policy implementation process and 

outcomes (Howlett, Ramesh, and Perl, 2009:161). 

Whereas decentralisation is a well-intentioned public sector reform practice globally, the 

implementation of public policies within the framework in many developing countries, such as 

Uganda, has produced mixed results (Prime Minister’s Office, 2012:2; Ministry of Local 

Government, 2011:8). This largely stems from the institutional capacity, socio-political and 

economic environment within which these decentralised policies are being implemented.  

The challenges and eventual disjuncture between public policy intentions and outcomes start 

right from the conceptualisation of these policies at the higher levels of government and 

continue to how they are translated into action at the lower levels of government by the ‘street-

level’ bureaucrats, and are also connected with the socio-economic and political environment 

within which the public policies are implemented (Green, 2013:15). 

1.2.3  Public policy implementation 

Fanie and Canning (2011:135) define the term policy implementation as ‘the conversion of 

mainly physical and financial resources into concrete service-delivery outputs in the forms of 

facilities and services or into other concrete outputs aimed at achieving policy objectives’ that 

meet national development goals. The effective implementation of these public policies 

requires a comprehensive strategy based on public values like legitimacy, political 

acceptability, long-term sustainability, as well as operational and administrative feasibility. In 

addition, it takes the development of appropriate implementation strategies, and monitoring 

and evaluation of policy outcomes. The key tools that can be used for public policy 

implementation include laws, regulations, guidelines, programmes and projects.  

Where there are multiple stakeholders at the various levels of government, there is need for 

policy integration in such a way that both the national and local policy aspirations are met even 

when they seem to be different and competing priorities. This calls for capacity in local 

governments to appropriately translate national policies into local service delivery needs. This 

is especially important since most ministries and agencies tend to use a ‘silo’ approach to 
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implement national policies at lower levels, with minimal effort to integrate their policies cross 

the board, thus leading to duplication of efforts and unwarranted inter-ministry and inter-

agency competition. In decentralised systems of governance such as in Uganda, public policy 

implementation needs to consider the need for policy coherence and integration. 

Nudzor (2012: p936-937) observes that ‘policy implementation is not just a question of 

defining an end and letting others get on with it. It is a process of interaction, dialogue, 

feedback, modifying objectives, recycling plans, coping with mixed feelings and values, 

pragmatism, micro-politics, frustration and muddle’. Therefore, realising the desired change 

(intended public policy outcomes) is a negotiated process throughout the entire policy process. 

However, it is important to note that how this dynamism is managed depends on how the policy 

actors at all levels of government and the end users perceive and make sense of the intended 

public policy and its expected outcomes. 

1.2.4  Meaning of a policy to the implementers 

The meaning of a policy to its implementers is determined by their ‘cognitive scripts’, which 

comprise their ‘knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes, their context, and the policy signals’ 

(Blignaut, 2008:103). As such, how public policy implementers perceive a policy, the signals 

they receive and what they perceive as the public policy intentions greatly influence their 

behaviour during policy implementation which, at the end, affects public policy outcomes. 

Understanding a given public policies and the institutional framework within which it is to be 

implemented is key in determining the public policy outcome. This may be contrary to the 

common belief about how public policy implementation works. 

The common assumption is that once a policy has been adopted and necessary legislation 

enacted, implementation structures and systems put in place and money committed to their 

implementation, the intended policy outcomes will be realised, and they will impact the lives 

of the members of a society as expected. However, the reality is at times miles apart from the 

expectations. According to Nudzor (2012:933), there is an ‘apparent disjuncture between 

policy intentions in theory and outcomes of implementation tasks in practice’. This apparent 

disjuncture varies from country to country and even within a country, and the local social, 

economic and political context matters. For example, despite some general and targeted policy 

interventions by the Government of Uganda in the country in general and in the West Nile sub-
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region in particular, there are still high levels of regional inequalities due to varying policy 

implementation outcomes (Uganda Government, 2014:1). 

1.2.5  Conceptualisation of policy problems and failures to achieve results 

According to Dunn (2008:71), ‘many people believe that policy problems are purely objective 

conditions that may be known by determining the facts’. This view of policy problems fails to 

recognise the fact that different people interpret a given policy problem differently. The author 

further explains that there is need to distinguish between policy outputs, which are the goods 

and services produced by policy activities, and policy outcomes, which are actual changes in 

the behaviours, attitudes and conditions of the beneficiaries that a policy targets as a result of 

the utilisation of the policy outputs.  

Everard, Morris, and Wilson (2004:239-240) state that the reason ‘those who initiate change 

often fail to secure successful conclusion to their dreams is that they tend to be too rational. 

They develop in their minds a clear, coherent vision of where they want [society to be] and 

they assume that all that they have to do is to spell out the logic to the world in words of one 

syllable, and everyone will be immediately motivated to follow the lead’. This attests to the 

fact that despite the development of elaborate institutional frameworks and public policy 

implementation strategies, the policy outcomes often are not as anticipated by their framers. 

In assessing the factors behind the failure of decentralised public policies, Wunsch (2008:1) 

attributes this failure to weak or incomplete legal frameworks, persistent control rather than 

support from the centre, weak professional ethos among the public officials, both technical and 

elected, weak technical support to local councils, conflicts between local political and 

administrative staff, inadequate fiscal capacity and weak strategic managerial capacity. Some 

of these issues can be seen in the implementation of public policies within the decentralised 

system of governance in Uganda. According to Ahmad et al. (2006:4), the failure of 

decentralisation to deliver on its promises has been largely due to faulty institutional 

arrangements, weak linkages for information flow between various levels of government and 

poor or dysfunctional accountability mechanisms, thus leading to poor service delivery.  

1.3 The Research Problem Statement 

The current decentralised system of governance in Uganda was adopted in 1992 as a framework 

for implementing public policies by providing avenues for democratic participation by the 
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people at the grassroots who were to be empowered by the system to take control of the 

decision-making processes and establishing gender-sensitive administrative structures in local 

governments (Uganda Law Reform Commission, 2006: 78, Uganda Law Reform Commission, 

1997: 10-11). The system further established sources of revenue and financial accountability 

to facilitate the delivery of services with the ultimate goal of ensuring that development 

initiatives and service delivery are responsive to the local needs while promoting political and 

administrative accountability, thus improving the welfare of the people and promoting socio-

economic development in the country (Kateba, 2008:85; Mugabi, 2004:1) 

However, Tumushabe, Mushemeza, Tamale, Lukwago and Ssemakula (2010:4) observe that 

after more than two decades of implementation of a decentralised system of governance:  

…the quality of public service delivery is less than desirable; district local governments with 

no financial resources of their own have become mere agents of the centre while the 

accountability mechanisms for good governance and public service delivery are either non-

existent or malfunction. The fiscal decentralisation strategy has been abandoned in favour of a 

complex system of conditional grants from the central government. Local government councils 

have inevitably evolved into the frontline of patronage politics where local political leaders pay 

more allegiance to national politicians rather than their electorate who continue to suffer from 

a breakdown in the public service delivery system. 

Oloka-Onyago (2007:6) observes that ‘the decentralised system of governance in Uganda is 

more of a political gimmick rather than an honest initiative to promote good governance’. The 

author further argues that the proliferation of districts, which are the unit of decentralisation, 

under the 1995 Constitution of the Republic of Uganda was a means of dispensing patronage 

which did not follow established parameters and was not ‘informed by administrative necessity 

or economic rationale’. Thus, this runs counter to the rationale for decentralisation as enshrined 

in the Constitution of Uganda, the Local Government Act of 1997 and the decentralisation 

policy. 

The decentralisation system in Uganda has been referred to as ‘a near-perfect fundamental 

contradiction between form and content’ (Ojambo, 2012:71). This contradiction largely arises 

from the failure of decentralisation to deliver on accountability, efficiency and effectiveness of 

local governments in terms of good quality public goods and services as well as the 

empowerment of the masses. Tabaire (2016:34) states:  
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Ugandans have complained repeatedly about the quality of services being delivered to them. 

Studies have shown how atrocious things have been with the quality of service delivery in the 

country (Uganda). Virtually nothing of consequence has been done. Thieves and incompetents 

and degenerates in government service have been mollycoddled. Consequently, further 

deterioration and decay has happened.  

Among those who have raised similar concerns over the failure of decentralisation to deliver 

on its objectives is the President of the Republic of Uganda, President Yoweri Kaguta 

Museveni, who stated that poverty levels have continued to increase despite several 

development policy interventions at the local levels. The district local government officials on 

their part blame the central government for the failures of the local governments to effectively 

implement the decentralised public policies (Daily Monitor, 2015:35). During the annual 

meeting of the leadership of the Ugandan local governments, Kato (2016:3) reported that the 

‘district leadership castigated the central government for the failure in service delivery in the 

local governments’. This was attributed to the conditional grants that the centre sends to the 

local governments. Being conditional, these grants restrict the local governments in terms of 

what they can do, thus making them non-responsive to local needs. 

This perceived disjuncture between the intentions of decentralisation and the public policy 

outcomes in Uganda has led to the deepening loss of trust in public institutions and public 

officials, as well as loss of legitimacy by the ruling government and the deterioration of the 

local people’s welfare at the grassroots. This widely perceived failure of the decentralised 

system of governance in Uganda was the main driver behind the researcher’s desire to 

undertake this study. The researcher aimed at obtaining a deeper understanding of the reasons 

behind the weak outcomes of decentralisation in Uganda, with a specific focus on the West 

Nile sub-region. 

1.4 Aim of the Study 

The study aimed at exploring the factors accountable for the perceived failure of 

decentralisation to lead to the desired public policy outcomes in the Ugandan West Nile sub-

region using a purely a qualitative research methodology and design. To achieve this aim of 

the study, the research sought answers to the following questions: 
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1.5 Research Questions 

According to Creswell (2014:139), qualitative research questions assume two forms, a central 

question and sub-questions. The researcher sought answers to the following questions: 

1.5.1 Central research question 

Why is there a disjuncture between the intentions of decentralisation in Uganda and the public 

policy implementation outcomes in the local governments? 

1.5.2 Sub-questions 

i. What is the background to and institutional framework for decentralisation in Uganda 

and how do they affect the implementation of public policies in Uganda? 

ii. What are the global perspectives on and practices of decentralised governance and 

public policy implementation? 

iii. In what ways does local capacity influence the effectiveness of decentralised public 

policy implementation in Uganda? 

iv. How best can public policies in Uganda be implemented within a decentralised system 

of governance? 

1.6 Study Objectives 

The study was guided by a central study objective and specific objectives as presented below. 

1.6.1 Central study objective 

The central study objective was to examine the factors affecting the effective implementation 

of public policies in Uganda, with the West Nile sub-region as the case study. 

 

1.6.2 Specific study objectives 

Specifically, the study was conducted: 

i. To examine the background and institutional frameworks for decentralisation in 

Uganda and how they influence public policy implementation. 

ii. To explore the global perspectives and practices of decentralised governance and public 

policy implementation. 
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iii. To assess how local capacity affects decentralised public policy implementation in 

Uganda. 

iv. To explore how best decentralised public policies can be implemented in Uganda. 

Based on the above stated aim of the study, research questions and objectives, the researcher 

examined the institutional framework for decentralised public policy implementation in 

Uganda; explored the various perspectives on and practices of decentralisation in the different 

parts of the world; assessed how local capacity and community participation affected the 

outcomes of decentralised public policy implementation in Uganda, with a specific focus on 

the West Nile sub-region.  

Data was collected from three of the seven district local governments of Arua, Nebbi and 

Koboko, which were purposively selected owing to their long and staged participation in the 

implementation of the decentralised public policies since 1992 and because they have 

witnessed the public sector reforms that have taken place over this period. Data was also 

collected from some central government ministries and agencies that have a bearing on the 

effectiveness of decentralised public policy implementation in Uganda. These included the 

Ministry of Local Government, the Local Government Finance Commission, and the 

parliamentary committee responsible for local governments. In addition, data was collected 

from two national NGOs that are engaged in issues of local governance and quality of service 

delivery at the grass-roots level. These were Action Aid International and ACORD Uganda. 

1.7 Theoretical Statement 

This study applied the sequential theory of decentralisation that was developed by Falleti in 

2004. The theory conceptualises decentralisation as a process where the territorial interests of 

bargaining actors are incorporated into public policy development and implementation. These 

interests are often competing and conflicting, thus the need for trade-offs by the bargaining 

actors. At the end, these competing and conflicting interests affect the outcomes of 

decentralised public policy implementation. The theory further states that how the different 

types of decentralisation (political, administrative and fiscal) are sequenced at the time of 

introducing a decentralised system of governance is key to determining the inter-governmental 

balance of power and the extent to which the objectives of decentralisation can be achieved 

(Falleti, 2004:3). 
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The theoretical rationale behind decentralisation is the belief that the transfer of central 

government authority and responsibilities, with accompanying resources and accountability 

mechanisms, to sub-national governments empowers the latter by creating an environment for 

effective self-governance and development that is appropriate or responsive to local conditions 

(Awortwi, 2010:620). Whereas many countries turned to decentralisation as an alternative 

owing to the failure of centralised governance to deliver economic growth and development in 

the 1970s, there is equally limited evidence to support the successes of decentralised public 

policy implementation across the world (Wunsch, 2008:3). 

This study attempted to provide answers to the vexing question of why a popular public sector 

reform like the decentralised system of governance, with all its claims about what it can do, 

fell short of expectations in a country such as Uganda. What compounds this concern is the 

fact that there exists an elaborate institutional framework that established different levels of 

government across the country with political, administrative and fiscal powers. In addition, 

there is an elaborate framework for a strong inter-governmental relationship.  

An exploration of these key concerns using the West Nile sub-region as a case study led to 

some answers, conclusions and recommendations regarding the effective implementation of 

decentralised public policies in Uganda. 

1.8 Significance of the Study 

Despite their inherent weaknesses, local governments continue to be at the centre of 

development discourses and initiatives globally (Commonwealth Local Government Forum, 

2013:3). Several studies have been conducted about decentralisation and public policy 

implementation in general and in Uganda in particular. Nevertheless, they have mainly focused 

on the fiscal aspects of decentralisation, with minimal attention being paid to the political, 

administrative, community-level factors and inter-governmental relations and how these may 

affect the outcomes of decentralised public policy implementation. This study, therefore, brings 

insights on these aspects in determining the success or failure of decentralised public policy 

implementation alongside proposals of how best to implement public policies within a 

decentralised system of governance. 
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1.9 Scope of the Study 

This study was conducted in the West Nile sub-region of Uganda in three of the seven districts 

(two more districts, Zombo and Pakwach, have been created out of Nebbi district during the 

period of the study). The study focused on the district local governments in the selected sub-

region with a few anecdotal reflections on the urban local governments for comparison 

purposes. The period under focus for the study was from before and after the 1990s when the 

major public sector reforms were undertaken. The study adopted a purely qualitative research 

methodology and design to obtain an in-depth understanding of the underlying reasons behind 

the disjuncture between the objectives of decentralisation and public policy outcomes in 

Uganda with the aim of generalising the findings beyond the area of study. 

1.10 Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis is organised into six chapters. The chapters are based on a review of literature on 

the phenomena under investigation, and the empirical findings of the fieldwork are discussed, 

conclusions drawn, and recommendations made as a basis for a model for decentralised public 

policy implementation. The thesis comprises of the following chapters: 

Chapter One: Introduction and Background to the Study 

This chapter introduces the study and gives a background to decentralisation in general and to 

the Ugandan context. It further explores the disjuncture between the objectives of 

decentralisation in Uganda and public policy outcomes. In the chapter the research problem, 

the aim of the study, the guiding research questions, the objectives of the study, a theoretical 

statement underpinning the assumptions of the study and the significance of the study are 

stated. In addition, the structure of the thesis and a summary of Chapter One of the thesis are 

presented. 

Chapter Two: Institutional Framework for Decentralisation in Uganda 

This chapter consists of a brief introduction to the chapter, a background to the decentralised 

system of governance in Uganda, the legal and policy frameworks for decentralisation and the 

provisions therein for public policy implementation within the decentralised system of 

governance, and a summary of the chapter. 

Chapter Three: Decentralisation: Global Perspectives 
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This chapter consists of an introduction to the chapter, an in-depth review of literature on the 

conceptualisation, drivers and approaches to decentralisation with global perspectives from 

mainly Africa, Asia, Europe and Latin America, and a summary of the chapter. 

Chapter Four: Research Methodology and Design 

This chapter starts with an introduction and a presentation of the philosophical orientation of 

the study, the research design, the study population, the sampling methods used to select the 

study participants, data collection and analysis strategies, ethical considerations and a summary 

of the chapter. 

Chapter Five: Presentation of Research Findings and Discussions 

This chapter presents the empirical data from the fieldwork based on the research questions 

and the study objectives, a discussion of the findings on the institutional framework for 

decentralisation, local capacity, community participation and its implications for decentralised 

public policy implementation, other emerging issues, and a summary of the chapter. 

Chapter Six: Conclusions and Recommendations for Decentralisation  

This chapter presents the general conclusions literature review, and empirical findings from the 

fieldwork, and makes recommendations for a decentralisation model. 

1.11 Chapter Summary 

This chapter provided an introduction and background to the study. In so doing, it introduced 

the concepts of decentralised governance, public policy, policy implementation, the meaning 

of a policy to its implementers, how the policy problem is conceptualised and how this affects 

the implementation of a given policy. Following the introduction of these key concepts in the 

study, the research problem, aim, questions, objectives, theoretical statement, significance of 

the study and the structure of the thesis were presented. 

The next chapter presents the concept of decentralisation and public policy implementation 

within the Ugandan context.     
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CHAPTER TWO 

DECENTRALISATION IN UGANDA: BACKGROUND AND 

INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1  Introduction 

The previous chapter introduced the concept of decentralised public policy implementation and 

provided a background to the study. The study problem, that is the disjuncture between the 

objectives of decentralisation in Uganda and the perceived public policy implementation 

outcomes, were presented. The aim, objectives and guiding questions for the study were 

presented as well. The theoretical statement underpinning the assumptions of the study and the 

significance of the study were stated. These laid the foundation for Chapter Two of this study. 

In this chapter, the researcher presents the historical background to the decentralised system of 

governance in Uganda, examines the institutional framework for decentralised public policy 

implementation in Uganda, the governance structure, and the nature of inter-governmental 

relationships. It also presents a summary of Chapter Two.  

This chapter was written based on a review of the relevant literature, guided by the study 

problem, aim, questions and objectives, to better understand the context within which 

decentralised public policies are being implemented in Uganda. 

2.2 Background to the Decentralised System of Governance in Uganda 

What is known as Uganda today is a colonial creation and the post-colonial system of 

governance can best be understood in that context. Before the coming of the colonialists, there 

were ethic groups that had their own systems of governance that were independent of one 

another, though they shared some similarities. Some, such as the Banyoro and the Baganda in 

central and mid-western Uganda, had a highly centralised system of governance with some 

form of quasi-decentralisation. Meanwhile, in the eastern, southwestern, northern and West 

Nile regions of Uganda, governance was organised along clan lines and powers rested in the 

hands of clan leaders. Therefore, it would be right to assert that the system of local governance 

in Uganda started in the pre-colonial period (Kauzya, 2007:63). Upon their arrival, and finding 

some form of established governance system in Uganda, the British adopted an indirect rule 
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system based on the already existing local governance system, especially that set up by the 

Buganda kingdom, and spread it to all the other parts of what is now known as Uganda.  

By the time of Uganda’s independence on 9 October 1962, the British colonial government had 

already established an apparently decentralised system of governance and accompanying 

structures for the district and urban local governments with powers over their local issues as 

far as back 1952. Under this system, the local governments consisted largely of elected 

councils. The decentralised systems of governance that were to follow were built on this 

foundation to attain efficiency and effectiveness in service delivery through democratic 

participation, transparency and accountability of local leaders to the citizenry. The local 

councils were granted political, administrative, fiscal and some judicial powers to plan, 

implement, monitor, evaluate development initiatives and adjudicate where conflicts arose at 

the local level. Oversight institutions were established at both national and local levels to 

oversee the functioning of the local government institutions to ensure timely, efficient and 

quality service delivery to the citizens (Makara, 2009:6). 

Evidence from literature points to a post-independence administrative history of Uganda 

marked by periods of decentralisation (1962-1966), recentralisation (1967-1985) and again 

decentralisation (1986 to date). The current decentralisation in Uganda is in part a product of 

the National Resistance Council (NRC) system that was developed during the civil war and the 

Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) of the World Bank that pushed for administrative and 

fiscal reforms through the devolution of powers to sub-national governments, as was the case 

in other parts of Africa, Latin America and Asia (Bashaasha et al., 2011:2; Martinez-Vazquez 

and Vaillancourt, 2011:1). It is argued that the democratic deficits of post-independence 

Uganda prompted the adoption of decentralisation by the National Resistance Movement 

(NRM) in 1992 as a means of promoting democracy and enhancing the participation of the 

people at the grassroots in determining their own development through the adoption of a 

political, fiscal and administrative decentralisation system (Muriisa, 2008:83). 

The decentralisation process in Uganda has always been assumed to have come from the 

grassroots and grown upwards initially through the establishment of the Resistance Councils 

(RCs), which were later transformed into Local Councils (LCs). Powers were transferred to the 

lower levels of government with the hope that this would improve service delivery. However, 

there are arguments that the potential gains from decentralisation have been captured by the 

local elite through a process of neo-patrimonialism and patron-client relationships which 
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disadvantages the majority poor and vulnerable minorities. Devas and Delay (2006:678) state 

that ‘the outcomes of decentralisation depend to a considerable extent on the motives for 

adopting that policy, and the relative power and influence of the different actors involved’. The 

motives at face value could be seen from the historical background to the current system of 

decentralisation in Uganda and the changes that have occurred since 1986. 

On 26 January 1986, the National Resistance Army and Movement (NRA/M) came to power. 

The following years saw public sector reforms being implemented in public administration and 

management in Uganda. These reforms included the introduction of the Local Council (LC) 

system, which set out five levels of local governments from the village (LCI) to the district 

(LCV) levels (Green, 2008:2). As such, the current decentralised system of governance in 

Uganda is seen to have its roots in the guerrilla war ideological convictions during the National 

Resistance Army (NRA) bush war in Luwero district. During this war, the NRM established 

RCs, a people-focused political system with democratically elected members at the village 

level. This was largely done to cultivate and sustain support for the guerrillas. Through these 

RCs, people were mobilised and sensitised to the need for regime change from the then second 

regime of President Milton Obote. Following the capture of power in 1986, there arose the need 

to establish the new system of governance in all parts of the country. A commission of enquiry 

was established in 1987 to consult the people on the best form of local governance that they 

felt could be established for the effective governance of post-conflict Uganda. Among the 

recommendations that the commission made was the adoption of the RC system, which was 

thought to provide people with democratic institutions for political participation in decision-

making on matters that affected their lives (Muriisa, 2008:83).  

Following the adoption of the commission’s recommendations, the implementation of the RC 

system was initiated in 13 districts in 1993. This was the first phase of the current 

decentralisation system in Uganda.  Based on the lessons learnt from the implementation of 

decentralisation in the 13 pilot districts, the Local Government Statute was enacted in 1993 

following a series of consultations, negotiations and consensus building on the required local 

government system. A new constitution was promulgated in 1995 and a Local Government Act 

in 1997 based on the provisions of the constitution.  

Much as the above process of adopting a decentralised system of governance seemed to have 

gone on smoothly, as described above, the reality was far from that. Interestingly, some of the 

opposition to the changes came from within government systems at the time. Some government 
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ministries felt that devolving political, administrative and fiscal powers to the local 

governments would lead to them losing powers, especially powers over resources since they 

were to be channelled to the sub-national governments (Kauzya, 2007:79).  

Considering the above sentiments, a Decentralisation Secretariat, a semi-autonomous body, 

was established in 1992 within the Ministry of Local Government (MoLG) to spearhead the 

implementation of the proposed decentralisation reform by the commission and to counter the 

resistance from some ministries. The second resistance came from the regions, such as Buganda 

in the central region, which had enjoyed federal powers during the colonial days and the early 

years of the post-independence period. They saw decentralisation as an arrangement that would 

undermine their powers and, therefore, sought to undermine the implementation of the 

decentralisation policy in Uganda (Kauzya, 2007:80). 

While the Ugandan government’s concern around this period rotated more around the political 

issues facing the country at the time and the need to promote popular democratic participation 

at the grassroots, the World Bank was pushing the government to implement decentralisation 

as part of the SAP to increase efficiency in financial management and accountability. The 

Danish International Development Agency (DANIDA) and the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) toed the line, urging the use of decentralisation as a means of promoting 

democratisation and community empowerment. Through these initiatives, decentralisation 

widened the space for political participation for people who previously were disadvantaged in 

the political processes, such as the women, youth, elderly and people with disabilities (Kauzya, 

2007:81). 

In Uganda, decentralisation was referred to as ‘experiment in local government that was born 

out of a blend of idealism and practical necessity’ (Manyak and Kantono, 2010:1).  On one 

hand, the idealism was based on the desire of the nation to build a democratic society following 

years of despotism. On the other hand, the practical necessity was born out of the desire to 

provide basic services effectively and efficiently by the central government through local 

government structures. To realise these aspirations, a multi-layered system of governance was 

established. These local governments were managed by directly elected district and lower local 

councils and had the responsibility to deliver services.  

In 1995, the Constitution of Uganda was enacted and Resistance Councils (RCs) changed their 

name to Local Councils (LCs). Later, in 1997, the Local Government Act was enacted to further 
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propagate the decentralised system of governance in the country. The councils were charged 

with a series of responsibilities that necessitated the devolution of political, administrative and 

fiscal powers to enable the local governments to carry out these functions (Wunsch and 

Ottemoeller, 2004:198).  

The way in which the process of decentralising power to the local governments from the centre 

was conducted in Uganda was referred to as being ‘fundamental’ and ‘crucial’ to the restoration 

of good governance and improvement in the quality of service delivery. President Yoweri 

Kaguta Museveni, in his address to the people at the Ugandan Parliament on 29 January 1986 

said, ‘ours is not a mare change of guard but a fundamental change’. Restoration of democracy 

was Point No.1 in the NRM’s Ten Point Programme, which was the means of returning power 

to the people (Mugabi, 2004:1). Much as these changes were fundamental and crucial, as they 

conceded powers, the councils had limited control over central government ministries and 

agencies, which situation remains to date where there are parallel administrative systems and 

limited resources in the local government, and where the central government has a domineering 

nature (Olowu, 2003:45). 

Officially the current decentralised system of governance in Uganda can be traced to October 

1992, when it was officially launched on a pilot basis in 13 district local governments. 

Following the review of the performance of the 13 pilot districts under the decentralised system 

of governance, the Decentralisation Statute of 1993 was enacted by the National Resistance 

Council (NRC), a national legislative body equivalent to a Parliament. This development was 

followed by the coming into effect of the 1995 Constitution of the Republic of Uganda that 

provided for a decentralised system of governance. To operationalise the provisions of the 

constitution, the Local Governments Act was enacted in 1997. The Act devolved political, 

administrative and fiscal powers to the district local governments to perform specified 

functions, roles and responsibilities (Munyonyo, 1999:10-11). 

The implementation of the decentralisation system in Uganda was a gradual process. In 1987 

the RCs did not have control over financial and human resources in the local governments. 

However, they were eventually empowered with policymaking and watchdog functions, and 

eventually fiscal powers. The actual Ugandan decentralisation policy was developed through a 

consultative process that inquired into the functionality of the local government system at the 

time. The inquiry and consultations were followed by technical analyses, discussion papers and 
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policy papers, then Cabinet consideration and approval of ‘Measures to Strengthen Democratic 

Decentralisation in Uganda’ (Mugabi, 2004:3). 

The local governance system in Uganda that has evolved over 30 years is comprehensive and 

provides opportunities for different stakeholders to participate in political, administrative and 

fiscal processes. The local governance system in Uganda is multi-layered in a pyramid shape 

and comprises elected local councils at village, parish, sub-county and district levels. The 

system provides for representation of the so-called ‘special interest groups’ such as the women, 

youth, people with disabilities (PWDs) and the elderly, who are elected through electoral 

colleges to the respective councils. This was largely a reflection of the wishes of the NRM, 

which sought to promote democratic governance through popular participation at the grassroots 

(Aalen and Muriaas, 2018:105, 124). 

One characteristic feature of the Ugandan decentralised system of governance was the 

introduction of affirmative action to enhance women’s participation in politics at local and 

national levels, much as the change brought about by women’s participation in politics still 

raises questions. The common feeling in the population is that women have not had a significant 

influence in the local council planning and budgeting processes, largely owing to limited 

exposure and understanding of council procedures and subjects such as planning, budgeting 

and accounting. That said, it is acknowledged that women’s presence in local governments has 

led to a positive change in the perceptions and attitudes of both men and women to women’s 

participation in local leadership (Johnson, Kabuchu and Kayonga, 2003:8). 

One of the key tenets of decentralisation is community participation in public policy processes. 

The Ugandan decentralisation system is assumed to have promoted the participation of various 

stakeholders in the local development processes. One of the main arguments often advanced in 

favour of decentralisation is that it promotes democratic local governance through participation 

in local elections that improves the representation of different sections of the locality for 

effective decision-making during planning, budgeting, and implementation of development 

projects at the local level. It is this assumption on which the Ugandan decentralisation system 

was built. It was assumed that local citizens will participate effectively in making decisions 

that affect their lives and make public policy development and implementation responsive, 

while holding local leaders accountable for their actions and inactions (Kakumba, 2010:172). 
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Whereas there are several activities, ranging from political activities, administrative functions 

and fiscal activities, that are carried out in local governments that could be associated with 

participation under a decentralised system of governance in Uganda, the empowering effect, 

responsiveness of policies and empowerment of locals are, in real terms, a matter of debate. 

There is a growing concern of ‘elite capture’ of local governments who, once in office, remain 

effectively detached from the local population. 

At its onset, the Ugandan decentralisation reforms attracted praise for the full nature of its 

devolution of powers from the central government to the local governments. Political, 

administrative and fiscal powers were devolved to the local governments, with the central 

government retaining the oversight functions. However, this praise seems, over time, to have 

dissipated since there is an increasing disjuncture between what the reforms were expected to 

achieve by the adoption of a decentralised system of governance and the outcomes of the 

policies being implemented under the decentralised system (Green, 2008:2). 

Jean et al. (2010:3) state that the decentralisation system in Uganda is noteworthy not only 

owing to its effect on the improvement in local governance and increasing democratic 

participation but the fact that it was a local initiative, not an externally driven process. In 

addition to being largely home-grown, the decentralisation system in Uganda is enshrined in 

the national constitution of 1995 and the Local Government Act of 1997. These laws and other 

enabling laws provide the legal framework for the implementation of decentralised public 

policies in Uganda. They mandate local governments to implement national policies at the 

grassroots and deliver services that are responsive to local needs in a participatory manner. 

This is done through the transfer of political, administrative and fiscal powers from the central 

government to local governments to perform functions and take responsibility for these 

functions and involves the transfer of a very large amount of grants from the central 

government through an inter-governmental revenue transfer system. 

However, the heavy reliance of local governments in Uganda on revenue transfers from the 

central government undermines their ability to implement national policies in a manner that is 

responsive to local needs, since the largest amount of the transfers are in the form of conditional 

grants targeting particular programme areas, ‘non-conditional’ grants that have their own 

conditions regarding what the revenue can be utilised for, and equalisation grants that have 

never been enough to equalise the quality and quantity of services in the deserving local 

governments. It is important to note that for a local government to qualify for an ‘equalisation 
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grant’, such a local government must be operating below a certain set local revenue threshold. 

By implication, then, such a local government has poor fiscal health (a local government in the 

‘intensive care unit’), thus the grant acts as a ‘life support’ system for implementing public 

policies. 

In examining the effectiveness of the Ugandan decentralisation system, Ojambo (2012:71) 

argues: 

Uganda’s scenario presents a near-perfect fundamental contradiction between form and 

content. The great promise of improved accountability, efficiency in governance and the 

empowerment of the masses remains elusive in the country, notwithstanding the apparent 

commitment to the implementation of the decentralisation programme, at least at the formal 

level of the institutional and legal framework. 

 This is so despite Uganda being ranked second to South Africa ‘in almost all aspects of 

decentralisation in Africa’. 

Among other objectives of decentralisation in Uganda was improvement in the welfare of the 

communities. Poverty reduction became an area of focus for the central government, with 

several poverty reduction programmes, such as the Poverty Eradication Plan (PEAP), being 

implemented through various programmes in local governments across the country. However, 

assessment of poverty in Uganda by the Uganda National Bureau of Statistics, Oxfam 

International Uganda and other surveys indicate that though there has been growth in Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) terms, there has also been an increase in poverty and income 

inequality in Uganda over the same period of implementation of decentralised governance. 

Ssewanyana and Kasirye (2014:1) state that ‘Uganda suffers from a twin problem of sustaining 

growth as well as maintaining the poverty reduction momentum’. There is regional disparity 

as far as growth and poverty reduction are concerned. The regions that are making progress 

keep growing while those retarding keep getting worse, with declining living standards. 

Decentralisation in Uganda was a means of achieving national consensus right from the 

grassroots among different groups of people and regions following many years of political 

instability and tribal animosities. The creation of districts along tribal lines was seen by the 

central government as a means of satisfying the tribal and regional demand for political 

autonomy. However, this approach does not necessarily translate into improvement in the 

quality of services at the local level. This can be seen from the fact that the inception of 
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decentralisation and the development policies and programmes that have been implemented 

under the decentralised system of governance seem to give rise more to dissatisfaction than to 

appreciation of the system of governance (Yan et al., 2007:2). 

The fiscal decentralisation strategy in Uganda is said to have been sufficiently feasible to bring 

about improved service delivery in local governments. However, much as the strategy may be 

feasible, its ability to improve the quality of service delivery is compromised through 

corruption and other tendencies, such as nepotism, favouritism and ineffective bureaucracies, 

both at the local and central government levels. There is a persistent problem of unsatisfactory 

accountability and no value for money spent on government contracts (Nangoli et al., 2015:1). 

From the onset of decentralisation in 1992, the laws and processes in Uganda have undergone 

a lot of changes that have made people question the intentions of the central government. The 

abolition of graduated tax, the main source of local government revenue during an elect year, 

has weakened the fiscal capacity of local governments; and the recentralisation of the 

appointment of the Chief Administrative Officers (CAOs), Town Clerks and their deputies has 

weakened local control over their administrative decisions as they tend to respond more to 

central government directives than local demands. The growth in the number of new districts 

is seen by others as a means of entrenching the ruling government in power rather than bringing 

services closer to the people, which was one of the objectives of decentralisation in Uganda. 

Political interests seem to override the service demands of the local people. It has thus been 

argued:  

Although popular, these changes are ill conceived, opportunistic and, in some instances, 

undertaken without due legal process. They are also destructive of decentralised processes. 

Local governments now do not have enough funds to fulfil their political functions and deliver 

goods and services – a situation compounded by the creation of new districts. These changes 

have been accompanied by local government reforms that recentralise decision-making and 

weaken democratic accountability. (Cammack, Mutebi, Kanyongolo, and O’Neil, 2006:7) 

These reforms in the legal and policy frameworks have had implications for the political, 

administrative and fiscal powers in the local governments and their relationship with the central 

government. These reforms have elicited mixed reactions from different sections of the 

Ugandan population and globally. Consequently, most of the reforms have been seen by people 

as a means of entrenching the ruling party in power rather than promoting the ideals of 

decentralisation as espoused in the constitution, the Local Government Act, the decentralisation 
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policy, an allegation not yet ratified by empirical scrutiny (Okidi and Guloba, 2006:15; Manyak 

and Katono, 2010:2; Mitchinson, 2003:242). 

It has been argued that the ‘restructuring of local government administration and finances has 

effectively resulted in the recentralisation of decision-making power and the weakening of 

local oversight and accountability’ (Cammack et al., 2007:7). This has been compounded by 

the central government’s takeover of the responsibility of paying emoluments for local political 

leaders from 2005 to date, which has further weakened the political, administrative and fiscal 

autonomy of local governments. 

In analysing the past, present and future of decentralisation in Uganda, Awortwi (2010:620) 

argues that Uganda followed a sequenced process of political, administrative and fiscal reforms 

and put a lot of effort into strengthening local government institutions. As such, Uganda had in 

the past received praise from international agencies, development partners and researchers for 

steady progress since the late 1980s in reforming the institutions of power as well as the 

resources and responsibilities that define state-local relationships. Much as this has been the 

case in the past, with the advent of a multi-party-political dispensation in Uganda and the 

changes in the national political scene, new reforms seem to have undermined rather than 

strengthened the local government institutions administratively, fiscally and politically, thus 

weakening them. The local governments often find themselves having to dance to the tune of 

the central government rather than being responsive to local needs and aspirations. 

Many years down the line, despite the intentions of these reforms, Uganda’s local government 

system seems to have fallen short of its founders’ and promoters’ expectations, as it was 

envisaged that decentralisation would lead to improved local capacity to deliver services that 

are more responsive to citizen needs than a centrally planned and managed service delivery 

system. In addition, the assumption was that decentralisation in Uganda would enhance 

participation, make governance more democratic, and lead to service delivery that is responsive 

to local needs. It was also assumed that the locally elected leaders would work to uphold the 

best interests of their electorate. However, this has become questionable following the 

implementation of the decentralisation policy in Uganda since 1992. As Kakumba (2010:172) 

asserts: 

Whereas some powers and functions have been devolved to local governments, the cardinal goals 

of decentralisation seem to be elusive, whereby there is less support of the community’s role in 
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raising resources for local development, demanding accountability from their leaders, 

participating in planning, and choosing their leaders without manipulation from the local ‘elite’ 

at the time of elections. The unfolding central government (CG) control rekindles the 

‘recentralisation’ of decentralisation. 

2.3 Institutional Frameworks for Decentralisation in Uganda 

Institutional structures and policies are key determinants of an enabling environment for the 

successful implementation of a decentralised system of governance in a country (United 

Nations, 2000:23). Following decades of implementation of the decentralised system of 

governance across the globe, experience shows that there are no ready-made and homogeneous 

solutions to local governance issues in both advanced and developing countries. Much as there 

are no blueprints for the implementation of the decentralised system of governance, there is 

need to establish some cross-cutting principles and guidelines for its implementation. These 

may include having policy and legal frameworks to establish legitimate systems and processes, 

and creating a participatory process, local autonomy and sound fiscal systems (United Nations, 

2000:23). 

The decentralisation system in Uganda has been provided for in the laws of the country, 

primarily the 1995 Constitution, the 1997 Local Government Act and other enabling laws. 

These laws have provided for the transfer of political, administrative and fiscal powers from 

the central government to the local governments and the inter-governmental relationships. 

2.3.1  Political decentralisation in Uganda 

The councils at the higher and lower local levels are constituted by directly elected councillors 

from all the electoral areas. These comprise a female and a male councillor, a representative of 

the PWDs, and a female and a male youth representative. The female councillors are by law 

expected to comprise not less than one-third of a council and the chairperson of the council, 

the political head of the district local government is the Chairperson Local Council Five (LCV). 

2.3.2  Administrative decentralisation in Uganda 

The local government system in Uganda is based on the principle of ‘subsidiarity’ and 

‘integration’ without subordination by any level of government. This is the principle, much as 

the practice may be different. All the local governments are subject to the national laws. 

However, they are empowered to enact laws, formulate, and to approve and execute balanced 
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budgets and plans. The plans and budgets are expected to incorporate the desires at the lower 

levels by the higher-level governments as expressed in their plans and budgets. The laws made 

at the lower levels are required to obtain clearance at the higher levels to ensure consistency 

with national laws, regulations and policies. The ministries are responsible for setting service 

delivery standards as well as undertaking monitoring and evaluation of service delivery under 

the guidance and coordination of the Ministry of Local Government (Pellini, 2005:205). 

2.3.3  Fiscal decentralisation in Uganda 

The 1995 Constitution and the 1997 Local Government Act prescribe the local government 

funding and financial management system for the sub-national governments. The local 

governments receive revenue from the central government in the form of conditional, non-

conditional and equalisation grants to implement development programmes in their areas of 

jurisdiction. The local governments are equally empowered by law to generate revenues from 

their own local sources. The funds are primarily dedicated to primary education, primary health 

care, the opening and maintenance of feeder and community roads, agricultural extension 

services, and water and sanitation services provision. To manage the fiscal transfer system, 

several laws, regulations and technical tools have been developed over time. More participatory 

processes have been adopted for planning and budgeting. Deliberate capacity-building 

initiatives have been implemented and transparency mechanisms developed to enhance 

financial transparency and accountability to realise value for money (VFM). 

2.4 Legal Frameworks for Decentralisation in Uganda 

The legal framework for decentralisation as a system of local governance in Uganda was 

established and enshrined in the 1995 Constitution and operationalised by the 1997 Local 

Government Act. These two laws provide the powers of the various levels of sub-national 

government and the framework for community participation in the political, administrative and 

fiscal aspects of the localities. The laws created five layers of governments, with the principal 

centres of local governance being the district, sub-county, and the municipal, division and town 

councils. The Local Council (LC) I and II and county councils were created to serve as 

administrative units with no fiscal and administrative powers, much as they are referred to as 

administrative units (Odero, 2004:2). 

The principles of decentralisation in Uganda were first outlined in the 1993 Local Government 

Statute and later entrenched in the constitution. Under Chapter 11, the constitution provides for 
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the structure, powers and functions of local governments, both rural and urban. The powers 

and functions relate to political, administrative and fiscal aspects of these local governments. 

It establishes the district councils as the highest level of local government and the sub-county 

as the lowest level of local government in the rural setting, while in the urban setting, there are 

the municipal, division and town councils with administrative units that do not actually exercise 

administrative and fiscal powers.  

The Constitution of the Republic of Uganda 1995 and the Local Government Act 1997 institute 

local governments as body corporate entities with perpetual succession, a common seal and 

may sue or be sued in their own corporate names. However, administrative units are not body 

corporate. Their leadership are elected through universal adult suffrage and the secret ballot. 

The local governments are granted autonomy to plan, raise revenue and execute their own 

development projects. Within this framework, the local governments and administrative units 

receive central government grants and can retain a share of locally generated revenue and 

resolve disputes. They are further empowered to monitor the delivery of services, as well as 

participate in ensuring the maintenance of law, order and security (Uganda Law Reform 

Commission, 2006:138).  

The Second Schedule of the Local Government Act stipulates expenditures of local 

governments for service delivery and allows flexibility for local governments to determine how 

they intend to deliver services. For example, they may choose to deliver services directly by 

themselves, or through the private sector, an NGO or in partnerships. The local governments 

can recruit most of their own staff through the District Service Commission (DSC), make 

ordinances and by-laws, allocate 20 per cent of their locally generated revenue for paying 

council allowances, and contract service providers. These functions are performed under the 

watch of the Ministry of Local Government (MoLG), the Auditor General’s Office, the 

Solicitor General’s Office, the Public Accounts Committee and other watchdog institutions like 

the police, the Inspectorate of Government and CSOs, among others (Shah, 2006:94). 

The amendment of the 1995 Constitution of the Republic of Uganda and the Local Government 

Act Cap. 243 (the Local Government Act has undergone several amendments since 1997) 

introduced what is called the ‘regional tier system’ (RTS) of governance, which is a form of 

federal system governance, such as those found in South Africa and Nigeria. Under this system, 

the recruitment of top civil servants in the local governments is centralised. These provisions 

in the amended constitution have been the biggest threat to the decentralised system of 
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governance in Uganda. These reforms are perceived to have the potential of weakening 

decentralisation by devolution since the central government is empowered to appoint officials 

who will owe allegiance to the centre rather than to the local people whose interest they are 

supposed to serve. They may end up serving the political interests of the ruling party and this 

may affect downward accountability (Shah, 2006:94). In addition, many advocates for a federal 

system of governance, especially from the central region of Uganda, see this provision in the 

amended constitution as an effort by the central government to frustrate their efforts towards 

reviving and achieving a federal system of governance in the country. 

The key legal provisions for a decentralised system of governance in Uganda have mainly been 

the 1987 Resistance Councils Statute, 1993 Local Government Statute,1995 Constitution of the 

Republic of Uganda, 1997 Local Government Act (Cap. 243), 1998 Local Government Finance 

and Accounting Regulations, and the Local Government Financial and Accounting 

Regulations, 2007, among other enabling laws. However, the more specific provisions for 

decentralisation in Uganda are found in the 1995 Constitution and the 1997 Local Government 

Act. 

2.4.1  Constitutional provisions for decentralisation in Uganda 

Article 176 (1) of the Ugandan Constitution establishes the system of local governance based 

on the district as the higher local government with lower local governments at the sub-county, 

division and town council and administrative units. In article 176 (2a-g), it sets out the 

following principles to guide the operations of the local government system: 

i. Ensuring that functions, powers and responsibilities are devolved from the centre in a 

coordinated manner. 

ii. Decentralisation shall be the principle applying to all levels of local government. 

iii. Ensuring the full realisation of democratic governance at all levels. 

iv. Establishment of a strong financial system for each local government. 

v. Enabling local governments to plan, initiate and execute policies with respect to 

people’s matters. 

vi. Establishment of a separate personnel system. 
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vii. Empowering Local governments to oversee the performance of staff. 

viii. Ensuring that the system is based on democratically elected leaders. 

Apart from establishing a system of local governance based on the district and lower local 

governments, Article 178 of the constitution provides for the establishment of ‘regional tier’ 

governments by the existing local governments based on the principles of decentralisation as 

provided for in the constitution. However, unlike the district and lower local governments, such 

a regional tier government has no power to levy taxes but have a secretariat that shall be a body 

corporate, meaning it can sue and be sued. Local governments that choose to forge such 

cooperation are required to develop a charter to spell out the terms and conditions of such 

cooperation. 

Under Article 179, the national Parliament is mandated to establish the areas of jurisdiction for 

the local governments by demarcating the geographical boundaries of the local governments. 

Parliament is further empowered to redraw the boundaries following a decision to alter the 

boundaries by majority vote by the members. It, in addition, has the mandate to create new 

districts. 

Article 180 establishes the local councils; Article 181 provides for the elections of council 

members; Article 183 establishes the office of the District Chairperson; Articles 184 and 185 

establish the office of the Speaker of the District and the Executive Committee, respectively; 

Article 188 establishes the office of the Chief Administrative Officer (CAO), the technical head 

of the civil service in the district; Article 190 gives planning powers to the local governments; 

Article 191 gives power to levy and appropriate taxes; Article 193 establishes the different 

types of grants to be disbursed to the local governments by the central government; and Article 

194 establishes the Local Government Finance Commission (LGFC) to advise the central 

government on matters related to financing local governments. 

Article 196 empowers local governments to draw up the list of revenues that they can collect; 

Article 198 establishes the District Service Commission (DSC) to manage matters related to 

the acquisition, retention, development, promotion, discipline and exit of human resources in 

the local governments; Article 199 provides for one local government to second staff to newly 

established district local governments; and Article 202 provides for the circumstances under 

which the President can take over the administration of a district local government. 
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Article 203 established the office of the Resident District Commissioner (RDC), a central 

government employee who oversees the implementation of central government decisions at the 

lower levels; and finally, Article 206 empowers the national Parliament to make relevant laws 

pertaining to the governance and management of local governments in the country. 

2.4.2  Provisions for decentralisation in the Uganda Local Government Act 

The Local Government Act (1997), Chapter 243 of the Laws of Uganda is the principal law 

that was enacted to govern the implementation of decentralisation in Uganda. The Act has been 

amended 11 times since it came into effect on 24 March 1997. The law was enacted to 

streamline and consolidate the existing laws on decentralisation in line with the new 

constitution and to give effect to the devolved powers to local governments. The Local 

Government Act was specifically enacted to fulfil the following objectives: 

i. To give full effect to the decentralisation of functions, powers, responsibilities and 

services at all levels of local governments. 

ii. To ensure democratic participation in the control of decision-making by the people 

concerned; 

iii. To establish a democratic, political and gender-sensitive administrative set-up in local 

governments; 

iv. To establish sources of revenue and financial accountability; and  

v. To provide for elections of LCs. 

As per the law, the rationale behind the current decentralisation system in Uganda are to restore 

democracy at the local level; to return power to the people; to improve the quality of services; 

to enhance policy formulation and implementation; to ensure the efficient and effective use of 

resources; and to enhance ownership and sustainability of development projects and 

programmes implemented at the local level (Government of uganda, 1997:5312). These laws 

equally provide for the structure or levels of governments in Uganda. 

2.5 Governance Structures for Decentralisation in Uganda 

The local government system in Uganda is organised based on a five-tier structure depending 

on whether the structures are categorised as rural or urban councils. In rural local governments, 
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the village council (LC1) forms the lowest level, followed by the parish council (LC2), then 

the sub-county council (LC3), the county council (LC4) and, at the top, the district council 

(LC5). In urban local governments, they are structured as the cell (LC1), the ward (LC2), the 

division (LC3) and the municipality (LC4) (Ojambo, 2012:71). 

The Local Government Act (Sections 3 to 6) provide for the following types of local 

governments that are body corporate, meaning they can sue and be sued. Powers, functions and 

responsibilities have been devolved to the following: the district council (referred to as the 

higher local government), the sub-county council (lower local government), the city council 

(an equivalent of a district council), the city division council (an equivalent of a municipality), 

the municipal council (an equivalent of a city council), the municipal division council (an 

equivalent of a sub-county council) and the town council (an equivalent of a sub-county 

council).  

The laws also provide for the establishment of administrative units which do not have 

administrative and fiscal powers but serve some political functions. These include: the county 

council, the parish council and the village council (Government of Uganda, 2017:5314-5315). 

Figure 2.1 illustrates the governance structure/levels of decentralised governance in Uganda. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LC = Local Council (administrative units, except for Municipal Councils/Town Councils) 

Local Government = Local Government (body corporate entity) 

Figure 2.1: An illustration of the Governance Structure/Levels in Uganda 

Source: Researcher (2019) 
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Within the above illustrated governance structure and levels of decentralised governance in 

Uganda, the 1995 Constitution of the Republic of Uganda and the 1997 Local Government Act, 

Chapter 243 of the Laws of Uganda mandate the Ministry of Local Government (MoLG) to 

carry out the following functions in the local governments: 

i. Building capacity (human and physical) in the local governments for efficient service 

delivery to the population; 

ii. Ensuring that local governments comply with the statutory requirements and adhere to 

national policies and standards; 

iii. Ensuring that local governments are transparent and accountable to the people in the 

use of public resources so that development takes place; 

iv. Facilitating the implementation of the decentralisation policy and enhancing 

democratic governance in the country through developing and reviewing systems, 

structures, statutory instruments and guidelines on local governance; and 

v. Providing technical assistance and backstopping to the local governments in 

information and communication technology (ICT), development planning and 

management, among others. 

The implementation of these functions by a central government ministry has several 

implications for the local autonomy and the inter-governmental relationships in Uganda, as 

presented below. 

2.6 Inter-Governmental Relationships in Uganda 

The relationship between the central government and the local governments in Uganda is 

regulated in various ways. The regulations seem to involve the central government a great deal 

in regulating the local governments and minimal or no regulation of the central government by 

the local governments. This can be seen through the central government’s control over the 

political, administrative, fiscal and judicial affairs of the local governments. Different models 

have been used to explain the various options for inter-governmental relations. One of these 

options is presented below. 
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Figure 2.2:  Intergovernmental Relationship Models 

Source: Wright (2001:75) 

The inter-governmental relationships in Uganda are characterised by the following: 

2.6.1  Fiscal relationship 

Whereas the laws of Uganda permit local governments to generate local revenues from local 

sources, the bulk of funds to implement decentralised public policies come in the form of grants 

from the central government. The fiscal transfers come in the form of conditional, non-

conditional and equalisation grants. As the names of the grants suggest, the funds are 

conditional, meaning they can only be committed to areas of priority that have been identified 

by the central government (which may not be responsive to local needs). These are often areas 

of national interest rather than local interest. This is contrary to the aspirations of 

decentralisation as a concept. Where the funds are said to be non-conditional, they are not non-

conditional per se; the local governments are not at liberty to spend the funds as they wish to 
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fulfil local needs (Arzaghi and Henderson, 2002:5). According to the Commonwealth 

Secretariat (2014:4), inter-governmental fiscal transfers ‘are a key constituent of local 

government finance, funding on average 70–72 per cent of local government expenditures in 

developing countries and 38–39 per cent in developed countries’. 

2.6.2  Administrative oversight  

Line ministries and central government agencies are mandated to set standards for service 

delivery, to monitor and evaluate the implementation of development programmes in the local 

governments and to co-ordinate government policies that have a bearing on the development 

of these local governments. Section 96 of the Local Government Act states that ‘for purposes 

of ensuring implementation of national policies and adherence to performance standards on the 

part of local governments, Ministries shall inspect, monitor and, where necessary, offer 

technical advice, support, supervision and training within their respective sectors’ 

(Government of uganda, 1997:5363). 

2.6.3  Control over local government budgets 

It is a requirement by the Local Government Act of 1997 that the Auditor General or a 

representative approve the withdrawal of funds from local council general fund accounts. Much 

as the local governments may generate their own revenues, they cannot spend the money in 

any way they wish. Their budgets must meet conditions set by the central government. In 

addition, where they wish to borrow as a local government, the central government must 

control how much they can borrow after fulfilling conditions set for borrowing by the central 

government, effectively curtailing the borrowing powers of the local governments. 

2.6.4  Legislative control (approval of ordinances and by-laws) 

Sections 38-42 of the Local Government Act empower local governments to make ordinances 

at the district level and by-laws at the lower local government levels. However, these laws 

cannot come into effect unless cleared by the Ministry of Justice and Constitutional Affairs, a 

central government ministry. In addition, Section 44 of the Local Government Act prohibits 

local councils from enacting laws that establish or administer courts of law or the exercise of 

judicial powers (Government of uganda, 1997:5337). 
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2.6.5  Judicial oversight in local governments 

Whereas under the Local Council Court Act the local governments are given some quasi-

judicial powers to arbitrate and try cases that are civil in nature, their overall functioning is 

overseen by the central government and guidelines for their operations are developed and 

oversight in their use is provided from the centre. There is also a limit on what kind of civil 

cases the local council courts can try. The limits are determined by the value of the issues that 

are in question. 

2.6.6  Human resource management in local governments 

The constitution provides for the establishment of the District Service Commissions with the 

mandate to manage all matters related to human resources appointment, deployment, 

development, discipline and exit management. The commissions perform their functions under 

the guide and oversight of the Public Service Commission in the Ministry of Public Service. 

Not all officers in the local governments are appointed and controlled by the local governments; 

the senior officers are appointed and deployed by the central government. They often pay 

allegiance to the centre rather than to the local governments where they are deployed to work. 

In addition, officials who are appointed by the district councils on boards and commissions 

must first be approved by the central government. In some cases, the central government has 

reversed the appointments made by the local governments. These appointments effectively 

make these officers more of central government agents. This undermines the administrative 

autonomy of the local governments.  

2.6.7  Oversight over procurement and disposal of public assets  

In the process of delivering public services, the local governments must procure goods, services 

and works. However, much as this role falls within the mandate of the local governments to 

procure and dispose of public assets in their care, they cannot do this without guidance and 

oversight from the national Public Procurement and Disposal of Public Assets Authority 

(PPDA). The authority sets limits or thresholds on what, when and how the local governments 

can procure and dispose of assets in their area of jurisdiction. 

 2.7 Chapter Summary 

Based on the literature review, in this chapter the researcher presents the historical background 

to the decentralised system of governance in Uganda, covering the pre- and post-colonial times. 
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An examination of the institutional framework reveals that decentralisation in Uganda is rooted 

in the laws of the country. However, over time, the laws have been amended. These 

amendments have been a means of increasing central government control over political, 

administrative and fiscal issues at the lower levels rather than of strengthening decentralisation 

and local governance in Uganda. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

DECENTRALISATION: AN EXPLORATION OF GLOBAL 

PERSPECTIVES AND PRACTICES 

3.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter, the researcher presented the background to the study, that is, the 

decentralised system of governance in Uganda. He then examined the institutional framework 

for decentralised public policy implementation in the country and the inter-governmental 

relationship as provided for by the institutional framework and its implications for 

decentralised public policy implementation in the Ugandan local governments. 

In this chapter, based on the literature review, the researcher explores how decentralisation has 

been conceptualised globally and the drivers behind the adoption of a decentralised system of 

governance by different countries across the world by examining the different perspectives, 

approaches and experiences in the attempts to decentralise in Africa, Europe, New Zealand, 

Latin America, Asia and the Americas. 

3.2 Conceptualisation and Drivers of Decentralisation 

3.2.1 Conceptualisation of decentralisation 

A local government refers to a portion of an entire government in a country that is administered 

and managed independently by elected and appointed local officials who operate in a system 

that is subordinate to the authority of a national government. Local governments are often in 

localities that have shared interests and a common history (Ul Haque, 2012:4; Gomme, 1987:1-

2). This perspective of what a local government is basically sees it not as an entity that is 

independent from central government control but as part and parcel of the overall national 

governance system. Whatever is seen as powers devolved to local governments under a 

decentralised system is relative since the separation of responsibilities for the delivery of public 

goods and services between central and sub-national governments is based on political interests 

at the centre. It is these that drive the public policy agenda more than the local interests, which 

are served only when the two sets of interests intersect. 

Miller (2002:3) defines local government as ‘a sub-national level of government which has 

jurisdiction over a limited range of state functions, within a defined geographical area which is 
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part of a larger territory’. Local governments often connote a decentralised system of 

administration under the democratically controlled institutions, structures and systems 

superintend by local communities. These institutions perform functions that ordinarily would 

be the responsibility of a central government. Thus, local governance describes the processes 

through which policy decisions and legislation are made in the public interest by various 

stakeholders. It equally points to the nature of relationships between these stakeholders and 

how this relationship is regulated in each society. It is through these processes that the political, 

administrative, fiscal and socio-economic affairs of a locality are managed and governed. This 

plays out differently in different countries either in terms of the form or type of decentralisation. 

Decentralisation is often seen to be synonyms with local governance. Chandler (2010:18) 

contends that there is an ‘ethical justification’ for the existence of local governments. This 

argument finds its roots in classical liberal theory. This theory has implications for the structure 

and functions of a system of local governance within a liberal democracy. It is assumed that 

local governments need to implement policies within their jurisdiction without infringing on 

the powers of other local governments outside their areas of jurisdiction. This, therefore, calls 

for a robust system for multi-layered governments based on the local community interests, as 

is the case in North America and Europe. This may call for radical restructuring of otherwise 

highly centralised governance systems. In this case, the role of the central government will be 

to regulate the inter-governmental relations, guarantee freedom and equality of and between 

local governments in terms of opportunities made available to them, and stabilise the national 

polity. Dollery, Kortt and Grant (2011:608) observe that the process of creating spatial 

structures for local authorities needs to take into account the current and future economic 

development trends while being mindful of the rate of urbanisation and population dynamics 

that are happening in the light of the political realities of the local governments. 

Fleurke and Willemse (2004:524-525) argue that decentralisation is both formal and dynamic 

in nature and approach. The formal approach to decentralisation is descriptive and deductive 

in nature since it tends to describe the actual workings of a decentralised system of governance. 

The dynamic approach, on the other hand, focuses on how tasks are allocated to the various 

levels of government. This allocation is primarily driven by changes in that society. These 

could be political, social and economic changes that may have implications for the governance 

of the state at that time. Therefore, what comes to mind is: Of the two approaches (formal and 

dynamic), which has the potential to ensure quality government in terms of its efficiency and 
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effectiveness and local autonomy (which in most cases are in decline in most countries that 

have attempted to decentralise powers to sub-national governments)? The only challenge to 

this question is that it is normative and often ambiguous. 

Decentralisation in many countries tends to be a combination of decentration, delegation and 

devolution, depending on the intentions of the central governments. With the shift in powers 

and responsibilities come socio-economic and political advantages in resolving local problems 

with the participation of local communities in decision-making processes (Ul Haque, 2012:8). 

It should be noted that the concept of decentralisation is widely used but there seems to be no 

common understanding of what decentralised governance entails. This is evidenced by the 

reviewed literature that points to variations in the implementation of the decentralised system 

of governance across the world, and even in-country experiences vary in terms of time and 

space. To some, decentralisation is seen as a management approach that attempts to distribute 

the originally concentrated powers in the centre to local governments based on democratic 

ideals. Whereas in some country’s decentralisation is seen as a means by which local 

communities are mobilised to participate in otherwise national development programmes, 

which may not necessarily be in line with local aspirations, but decentralisation provides the 

means by which their support is gained. In simple terms, it is an ideology that seeks to promote 

popular participation, democratic decision-making, self-reliance, and public officials’ 

accountability to citizens (Dhameja, 2003:178). 

Dhameja, 2003:178) asserts that ‘decentralisation means different things to different people… 

[it may mean] reversing the concentration of administration at a single centre and conferring 

powers to local government’. It is also regarded simply as a ‘a way of life’ in public 

administration and management, and a means of mobilising popular participation in national 

development at the local level based on the principles of democratic decision-making through 

popular participation, self-reliance, transparency and accountability. The arguments for 

decentralisation are numerous. They range from eliminating the red tape involved in centrally 

controlled development planning and implementation and deeper penetration of central 

government policies, to greater representation of various and remote socio-economic, political 

and ethic interests in the decision-making processes at the various levels of governments. 

There is no homogeneity in the design and approach to the decentralised system of governance. 

Various countries have adopted and designed different systems of governance for their sub-

national governments. Equally, the powers devolved to the various levels of local government 
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differ as well. Wunsch (2014:4) states that federal states seem to have a more extensive 

devolution of powers compared to unitary states. Even in such cases, however, the central 

government still exercises substantial powers over the sub-national governments, as is the case 

in countries such as Ethiopia, South Africa and Nigeria, which adopted decentralisation under 

a federal system. In all these cases, the outcomes of decentralisation are not uniform. They 

have largely been influenced by the kind of strategies adopted by the central and local 

governments. 

Under what is referred to as ‘direct decentralisation’, the central government has the full 

decision-making powers and governance functions are implemented by officials who are 

appointed by the central government and posted to the sub-national governments. These 

appointed officials remain accountable to the head of the executive arm of government and 

under the direct supervision of officers in the central government departments and agencies. 

On the other hand, under ‘indirect decentralisation’, local governments, as part of the national 

state organs, remain subordinate to the central government but independently exercise 

administrative, political and fiscal powers. They have powers to plan and legislate in their areas 

of jurisdiction (Sikander, 2015:172). Different countries opt for either direct or indirect 

decentralisation depending on the intentions of the central government. In most cases, local 

governments with greater autonomy are preferred since they promise more efficiency and 

effectiveness in service delivery at the grass-roots level than a central government agency or 

department. In most cases, central government officials do not have the time and requisite local 

knowledge to address diverse problems which are unique to different parts of the country. 

Distinctions have been drawn between administrative and political decentralisation. Larson and 

Ribot (2004:3) state that administrative decentralisation is a largely deconcentrated form of 

decentralisation which is useful in identifying the preferences of the people at the local level. 

On the other hand, political decentralisation places the local population at the centre of 

decision-making through representative local governments. Whereas Dickovick and Wunsch 

(2014:6) argue that defining devolution as the only form of ‘democratic decentralisation is 

limiting since the other two forms of decentralisation, that is deconcentration and delegation 

both involve the transfer of some authority, responsibilities and resources from central 

government to lower levels of government’. However, comparatively in terms of the outcomes 

of the different forms of decentralisation, devolution seems to be a prerequisite for a more 

democratic form of local governance compared to delegation and deconcentration, 
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respectively. Devolution creates more room for accountability and responsiveness to local 

needs, at least in theory, depending on local political, administrative and fiscal capacities, as 

well as the local communities’ capacity to participate in the decision-making processes and to 

hold local and central governments accountable. 

Much as decentralisation means different things to different people and disciplines, in general 

it entails the assignment by the central government of political, administrative and fiscal 

responsibilities to sub-national governments to perform specific functions (Fernando, 2002:1; 

Hyden, 1983:85). Decentralisation is believed to normatively distribute powers, functions and 

responsibilities between levels of government over time and space. Much as this seems relative, 

the multidimensional nature of decentralisation makes it complex to comprehend owing to the 

various actors involved and the influence of socio-cultural, political and economic factors that 

come into play (Olowu, 2001:12).  

Much as the concepts of centralisation and decentralisation may seem to be opposites of each 

other, it is argued that they are neither diametrically opposites nor mutually exclusive since in 

most countries one will find that politically and administratively governments tend to 

implement a mix of both centralised and decentralised functions (Fernando, 2002:2-3;  Smith, 

1985:1). 

3.2.2  Drivers of the decentralised system of governance 

One key aspect of the New Public Management (NPM) approach that informed many public 

sector reforms across the world in the 1980s and 1990s is the promotion of the notion of 

decentralised systems of governance. Most of these reforms were largely modelled on the 

frameworks of Western countries such as the United Kingdom, Italy, Belgium and Spain, 

among others. The adoption of the decentralised system in the developing world was largely 

tied to these developments (Onzima, 2013:2; Kauzya, 2007:1). 

The 1990s saw the adoption of massive public sector reforms across the globe, and especially 

in Africa, Latin America and Eastern Europe. Among these reforms was the adoption of the 

decentralised system of governance. Whereas there is no homogeneous driver of 

decentralisation globally, there is a combination of factors that are often context-specific; much 

as some factors are shared, how decentralisation eventually plays out is a contextual issue. The 

factors behind the adoption of a decentralised system of governance across the globe were the 

political, economic and fiscal crises of the 1970s, which caused a decline in state resources, 
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thus leading to the major public sector reforms, especially the institutional, political and 

economic reforms of the 1980s. Just because some countries are having similar challenges and 

political motives does not necessitate their undertaking the same public sector reforms. The 

circumstances that led to the adoption of decentralisation by countries were largely similar on 

the face value. However, they took different paths when it came to the design of their 

decentralisation system (Smoke, 2015:252). 

Following the end of the Cold War in the 1990s, there was pressure on governments in 

developing countries by donors to adopt good governance practices and decentralisation as part 

of the pre-condition for getting support.  They believed that such reforms were necessary for 

growth and poverty reduction. These were compounded by rapid urbanisation in these countries 

(Olowu and Wunsch, 2004:48). Decentralisation was adopted as a strategy to resolve internal 

conflicts in many African countries in the 1980s and 1990s, such as Ethiopia, Mozambique and 

South Africa. It was similarly adopted to resolve conflicts in Rwanda, Congo Brazzaville, 

Sudan, Angola, Nigeria and Senegal. However, the continuity of conflict in some of the 

countries to date brings into question the effectiveness of decentralised governance as a conflict 

resolution strategy. 

The motive to decentralise varies across countries. However, central to them all is the need to 

improve governance and the quality of public service delivery. These are often seen in the 

preambles of the laws that lay the legal frameworks for decentralisation. Uganda decentralised 

in order to deepen democracy and enhance service delivery; South Africa decentralised as a 

way of transitioning from the apartheid regime to a more inclusive system of governance; 

Ethiopia and Indonesia decentralised to take care of the social diversity that threatened national 

unity; while Rwanda decentralised in order to deal with issues of post-genocide governance 

and the state effort to control all affairs in the state (Faguet, 2011:6-8). 

African countries have historically had centralised systems of public administration and 

management. In the pre-colonial days, all authority was vested in the traditional leaders. This 

continued to be the case during and immediately in the post-colonial era. However, in the 

1990s, many African countries undertook political and administrative reforms, which included 

the adoption of a decentralised system of governance, with the hope that the new system of 

governance would be suitable for poverty reduction, enhance community participation in 

development processes, and ensure transparency and accountability as it increases ownership 

of development processes and outcomes (Kauzya, 2007:3). 
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Much as the rationale for the adoption of decentralisation in most countries seems to be shared, 

though some historical, political and economic factors may differ, politics and economics have 

been the main drivers of devolution in most countries. In South Africa, decentralisation was 

the tool used for rebuilding local communities, promoting democratic participation, integrating 

Blacks into the governance structures of their country and achieving prosperity for the people 

on a non-racial basis. In the case of Rwanda, the devolution of powers was the means to fight 

poverty and rearrange the governance structures to promote reconciliation through the 

empowerment of the local communities following the 1994 genocide. In Uganda, 

decentralisation was largely political and was aimed at attaining democratic reforms. Political, 

administrative and fiscal powers were devolved to lower local governments with powers to 

plan, implement and monitor development initiatives. It was hoped that in the three countries, 

decentralisation would result in ‘political empowerment, economic development, 

improvements in the efficiency and effectiveness in the delivery of services, ownership of local 

programmes by local people, participation of the people in planning and implementation of 

development activities as well as improvement in democracy and accountability’ (Kauzya, 

2007:3). 

Decentralisation has arguably been advanced as a means of improving service delivery. 

However, it has equally been argued that it is a means used by central governments to reduce 

the costs of administration at the centre, to mobilise resources from the lower levels and to 

resolve governance problems at the grass-roots level such as ‘chronic corruption, rent seeking, 

inability to deliver services to the grassroots, poor maintenance of public infrastructure, poor 

implementation of public programs, and lack of initiative at local levels’ (Dickovick and 

Wunsch, 2014:8-9).  

Decentralisation in the above context primarily attempts to resolve the principal-agent problem 

which is caused largely by ineffective accountability structures and mechanisms that affect the 

nature of the relationship between the citizens as the principal and the government officials 

(political and administrative) as the agents, and as such it reverses the relationship. The 

principal somehow ends up working in the interests of the agent instead of vice versa. This 

problem can best be sorted out by strengthening both lateral and vertical accountability 

mechanisms through strengthening the capacity of locals to have control over local officials as 

well as representatives of central governments. 
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The success of a decentralisation reform in terms of its effectiveness in achieving its objectives 

may be determined by the sequencing of the process as well as timing. In addition, the structure 

of governance tends to have an influence on the functionality of decentralisation as a system 

of governance that establishes governments that are ‘more honest, efficient, and responsive at 

providing basic public services to their citizens’ (Bayhaqi, 2004:2).  He further observes that 

countries that tend to decentralise are geographically large, have a population with diverse 

cultures, are relatively rich, and are faced with the possibility of civil unrest owing to the 

characteristics mentioned above. Objection to decentralisation mainly comes from local 

governments that have inadequate fiscal capacity, while those with natural resources tend to 

push for decentralisation as that would increase their control over fiscal, administrative and 

political matters.  

Blaser et al., (n.d:2) state that decentralisation processes gained momentum across the globe 

with debates on how best to transfer powers to sub-national governments. A common concern 

is the need to build capacity for participation in development initiatives. It is argued that 

effective development management for improved wellbeing requires responsive policies to 

local needs and institutional capacity to implement these policies at all levels of government. 

Most shortcomings of decentralisation have been associated with political, administrative and 

fiscal capacities to implement decentralised public policies. There are appeals for the paced 

implementation of decentralisation with capacity-building for effective citizen participation 

and institutional efficiency and effectiveness in implementing public policies under a 

decentralised system of governance. It is argued that a paced approach could enable the local 

governments and the citizens to adjust to the use of the new devolved powers and the central 

governments to adjust to the ‘lost’ powers to sub-national governments. Whereas many 

appreciate the potential value of decentralisation, they still call for a considerable role of central 

governments in decentralisation. Others argue that with a good balance of power and capacity-

building, communities could manage their own affairs with minimal central government 

guidance. 

As several countries adopted decentralisation, it was promoted as being ‘pro-poor’, among 

other reasons. Bawole (2017:123) states that ‘the widespread adoption of decentralisation has 

resulted from the conception that through giving voice to the people, control of local resources, 

and participation in local policy processes, decentralisation should aid poverty reduction’.  This 

is based on the premise that the transfer of powers to the localities ensures access to decision-
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making processes and active participation by the poor in such processes. This, thus, increases 

their agency and ability to lobby for decisions that are in their interest. In addition, it is argued 

that there is higher accountability under a decentralised system of governance with enhanced 

transparency due to community participation in decision-making processes. 

In understanding the evolution of decentralisation in different parts of the world, it is important 

to first appreciate the fact that there has never been a homogeneous process. For example, in 

the Arab world, decentralisation was to some good extent instituted by colonial administrations 

to control ‘the powers of strong local leaderships’. This system prevailed even after the 

establishment of independent nation-states, where the decentralised system of governance was 

implemented to deliver social services, gain legitimacy and support, often, authoritarian 

regimes (Harb and Atallah, 2014:3). Various factors have been attributed to the emergence of 

decentralisation in Asian countries such as Bangladesh, India, Philippines, Nepal, China and 

Sri-Lanka. The main driver of decentralisation in these countries has been political in nature, 

that is, demand for self-rule following the end of authoritarian regimes in the Philippines, Nepal 

and Bangladesh (Fritzen and Lim, 2006:36).  

McGinn and Street (1986:472-474) and Smoke (2003:7) argue that although the reason for 

decentralisation may well be stated as giving power to the grassroots, the actual reason for 

decentralising may be to entrench central governments’ effectiveness and strengthen central 

governments’ powers over local affairs by the national elites. Central governments decentralise 

just enough to make dominant groups in the country believe that their interests are being served 

by decentralising political, administrative and fiscal powers. McGinn and Street (1986:489) 

further observe that most researchers ignore examining the real motives behind decentralisation 

processes and rather focus on ‘technical’ aspects such as institutional arrangements and 

processes. Andersson and Ostrom (2008:80) argue that technical aspects of decentralisation are 

secondary to contextual incentives for decentralisation. Considering this, Rodan and Jayasuriya 

(2012:187) state that ‘it is paramount to look more deeply into how decentralisation has been 

carried out and to put more emphasis on the institutions, actors and reasons behind the 

decentralisation process’. 

3.2.3  Perceived benefits of decentralisation 

Proponents of governance through a decentralised system argue that it has an empowering 

effect on democratic public institutions at the lower levels by enabling their leaders and 
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managers to protect their core functions as the transfer of powers to lower levels decongests 

the central machinery while improving the quality of information on local conditions, public 

policies and projects being implemented at the local levels (Nzimakwe and Pillay, 2014:3,17). 

By bringing revenue and expenditure centres closer to the lower levels, public institutions 

become more transparent and accountable in the process of implementing public policies. This 

is hoped to improve the quality of public service provision as sub-national governments get 

more sensitive to various local needs based on the feedback mechanisms in the decentralised 

system of (Theron, 2008:133; Fox, 2006:42). Furthermore, decentralisation enhances public 

participation in decision-making processes as sub-national governments since they are much 

closer to local communities compared to central governments (Yemek, 2005:20). 

Subsidiarity is the main guiding principle of decentralisation. The argument here is that 

governance can only be effective when the powers for decision-making are close to where such 

decisions are being implemented through democratic processes in the established institutions 

(McGinn and Welch, 1999:94). Pellini (2005:3) argues that much as decentralisation is 

expected to lay the foundation for political representation and greater participation of 

marginalised groups of persons, no evidence is in place to prove that decentralisation has been 

implemented owing to demands from the grassroots but rather because of central government 

initiatives that are often loaded with political motives. 

A decentralised system of governance, whether by deconcentration, delegation, devolution or 

a combination of all three, transfers powers and functions from the central government to sub-

national governments, or from the central government agencies to their field offices. This 

entails making changes in the structures, systems and practices of governance in order to bring 

government closer to the grassroots (Miller, 2002:3-4). A key aspect of decentralisation is its 

ability to determine what powers and responsibilities get to be transferred to sub-national 

governments and what remains in the hands of the central government, the extent of these 

transfers and to whom. This means there is need for a formal transfer of powers and the 

provision of the required funds to manage the decentralised functions. It equally determines 

the governance structures by establishing the levels of government, their authority, and the 

level of autonomy from central government control or influences (Stančetić, 2012:5).  

It is commonly believed that decentralisation is an inevitable outcome of development. 

Together with development comes the desire for democratic participation in development 

decision-making. As societies develop in terms of infrastructure and in the socio-economic 
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spheres, it becomes necessary for control over development processes to be in the hands of the 

most appropriate level of government, especially when it comes to deciding locations, means 

of implementation, operation and maintenance of public investments. As demand for these 

services grows, it becomes equally necessary to share the financing of these development 

initiatives between levels of government and non-state actors within a sound transparency and 

accountability framework. For example, in India, evidence points to the fact that it has been 

easier to introduce public-private partnerships (PPPs) in the delivery of services than other 

forms of market-based reforms since partnerships do not pose a threat to traditional forms of 

local governance. However, the design of these partnership arrangements significantly differs 

with those in Western countries like the United Kingdom where the development and 

management of partners do not follow the same principles (Slater, 2001:80). 

According to Poteete (2000:1), decentralisation should result in the empowerment of people 

and increase the level and number of equitable decision-making institutions. From experiences 

so far encountered in the implementation of decentralisation, the question is being asked about 

the increase in equity due to the adoption of decentralisation. As devolution causes a shift in 

the balance of power between the central and sub-national governments, the effect of this on 

equity between and within levels of governments remains unclear. At community level, it is 

argued that decentralisation is not adequate to overcome structural social inequities. These 

inequities are embedded in the socio-cultural norm, values and practices of these local 

communities. In some cases, inequity is reinforced by formal state institutions.  

The researcher observes that where governments and the donor communities have attempted 

to use regulations and conditionalities to address the problem of inequalities in the 

communities, the outcomes have not been obvious. Evidence points to the fact that externally 

enforced initiatives to address inequity in communities have failed. Cases where they have 

succeeded have been where the communities have by-in and appreciate the need for addressing 

this institutionally promoted inequity. Others even argue that legislating equitable 

representation in decision-making processes run counter to the goals of decentralisation, 

especially where authority has been devolved to local governments to decide the direction of 

their own development. 

Although a decentralised system of governance is said to have the potential to promote 

accountability, this has remained a matter of debate. The argument has always been that fiscal 

decentralisation, with its principles and guidelines, enhances accountability as it brings 
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governments to account. However, this will depend on the political system and administrative 

practices (Goodspeed, 2011:24). Whereas political decentralisation is mainly seen as being 

associated with democratic processes in a country, administrative decentralisation is 

categorised into two forms, direct and indirect decentralisation. 

Fiscal decentralisation without inter-jurisdictional spill-overs is said to improve public service 

delivery in three ways. First, it enhances allocative efficiency as it prompts local governments 

to determine what services to provide where in their area of jurisdiction depending on local 

demand for public goods and services. Second, it promotes accountability since the fiscal 

processes could curb corruption if well implemented. Accountability is enhanced because the 

local officials are closer to the people, thus they can be held accountable for their actions and 

inactions. Third, fiscal decentralisation leads to cost recovery by making services demand-

driven, and households are more willing to pay for services they need, thus maintaining the 

goods and services they demand (Azfar et al., 1999:9). 

The researcher observers that these benefits that are attributed to fiscal decentralisation could 

be debatable. Local governments, especially those in the peri-urban and urban areas, have the 

challenge of benefit spill-overs; especially with the rapid rate of urbanisation, allocative 

efficiency may reduce. As for accountability, most local communities find it difficult to hold 

local leaders accountable, especially where there is elite capture of local governments and weak 

community empowerment and civil society engagement. Cost recovery is largely difficult 

because most communities are reluctant to pay for goods and services that are public in nature 

and expect government to provide them for free since they are taxpayers. They feel that these 

services are paid for through the taxes that they pay to the state; hence the expectation among 

the community members that these public goods and services should be provided free of 

charge. 

Decentralisation is said to be a process rather than an end. How this process starts may vary 

from one country to another? Externally promoted processes of decentralisation often start with 

the establishment of preconditions such as setting prices and the provision of subsidies and 

rewards as an inducement for local officials to better manage finance and the delivery of 

services. The best option for institutionalising decentralisation by international agencies is 

argued to be through the building of local administrative capacity and the private sector to 

perform on their mandate. Despite several years of implementation of decentralisation in 

Africa, managerial and technical skills gaps remain an issue of concern and the ability of local 
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authorities to raise their own revenue and to generate local financial resources is limited 

(Rondinelli, McCullough and Johnson, 1989:40). 

According to the World Bank (2001:5), the type of decentralisation adopted by a country 

dictates the type of services that can be decentralised from the control of the central government 

to the sub-national governments. In turn, the type of decentralisation is determined by the 

anticipated ‘economies of scale’ as far as technical efficiency and the spill-over of benefits 

beyond the area of jurisdiction of a local government are concerned. Consequently, the formal 

design of a decentralised system of governance will determine the extent and form of the 

service to be decentralised. 

Decentralisation is seen to be a key tool for promoting good governance. This is said to be so 

because of the pluralist nature of decentralisation, the promotion of transparency and 

accountability, and citizen participation in political and development processes, especially 

where there is decentralisation through the devolution of powers to sub-national governments 

(Oduro-ofori, 2016:1). 

It is argued that decentralisation does not only affect governance and service delivery, but it 

has an effect on the economy by reducing the distance between the local authorities and 

economic agents, thus improving productivity and local economic development with national 

implications (Buehn, Lessmann and Markwardt, 2011:2). 

Decentralisation by devolution is believed to be the strongest form of decentralisation that 

could grant autonomy to managers of local governments. This produces the requisite 

empowerment, flexibility and commitment for effective service delivery that is responsive to 

local needs. It is believed that there is a linkage between level of control from the top and 

degree of autonomy for officials at the lower levels of government to do their work (Wynen, 

Verhoest and Rübecksen, 2014:497). 

Many governments devolved political, administrative and fiscal power to elected local councils 

with the hope that this would lead to an improvement in the quality of service delivery in terms 

of responsiveness, efficiency and effectiveness owing to the assumption that citizen 

representation in local governments bring government officials closer to the people, thus 

improving overall governance. In addition, decentralisation increases the options available to 

national and sub-national leaders to deal with complex issues. The policy and legal frameworks 
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can safeguard national interests at the sub-national levels while empowering local political 

institutions (Hankla and Downs, 2010:758). 

3.2.4  Effectiveness of a decentralised system of governance 

The effectiveness of any decentralised system of governance depends on the existence of the 

most appropriate legal, policy and administrative frameworks within which decentralised 

policies are being implemented. In addition, the local political, administrative and fiscal 

capacity to implement programmes and the level of ‘civic culture’ in the country will determine 

the success of decentralisation, especially where devolution has been adopted as the main form 

of decentralisation (Fritzen and Lim, 2006: 36).  

In examining what counts most in determining the success of a decentralised system of 

governance, there are different views. Sacchi and Salotti (2016:106) argue that fiscal powers 

are key to the effectiveness of decentralisation. They observe that several variables determine 

fiscal decisions when powers are being decentralised. These include demographic, political and 

macroeconomic objectives, and types of services to be decentralised. The ideological 

underpinnings of the political powers in relation to the variables above are key to determining 

the spending roles that are allocated to the sub-national governments. 

Independence of sub-national governments is critical for the success of decentralisation. For 

sub-national governments to be sufficiently independent to generate the benefits of 

decentralisation, it is necessary for reformers to get the fiscal system right, and local 

governments need to have authority and control over their budgets. Competitive elections are 

vital for both the legitimacy and the effective functioning of local political institutions. These 

have largely been influenced by the public sector reforms of the 1980s and 1990s.  

Key to the concept of decentralised governance is the notion of self-government based on 

political powers vested in the local governments. According to Erlingsson and Ödalen, 2013:4), 

local self-government requires local governments to have full political power that they can use 

for decision-making on matters affecting the community members in their areas of jurisdiction. 

Therefore, it is fundamental to strengthen and legally protect local self-government so that the 

localities can own the decisions taken by their local leaders without the need for the ‘central 

government’s approval or risking reprimands afterwards’. By implication, local governments 

need to have the right to make their own decisions within certain demarcated areas and without 
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needing the blessings of the central power. For such a right to be meaningful, there is need to 

guarantee freedom from intervention from the central government in local matters. 

3.2.5  Decentralisation and local capacity 

The concept of local government capacity is perceived in various ways. Reddy, Nemec and De 

Vries (2015:2-3) define local government capacity in terms of a local government being able 

to perform functions that have been assigned to it in an efficient and effective manner. 

Examining the capacity of a local government requires one to be familiar with the expected 

functions they are supposed to perform and the powers to perform these roles. It is important 

to note at this point that the functions local governments are expected to perform are not 

homogeneous; they do vary globally.  

The researcher observes that issues of local capacity mainly revolve around the delivery of 

quality public services and the promotion of good governance principles. What local 

governments are able to do and how they do it is largely influenced by contextual factors such 

as the socio-cultural, economic and political conditions, inter-governmental relationships that 

are determined by the structural arrangements and the degree of decentralisation; institutional 

factors such as size, location, internal organisation, fiscal health, quality of infrastructure, 

management practices, and management information systems; and human resource factors such 

as the competencies of local leadership and management to carry out robust analyses, plan, 

budget and execute the plans and budgets. 

According to the United Nations (2012:6), the term ‘capacity implies having the required 

aptitude, resources, relationships and facilitating conditions that are imperative to achieve some 

intended goals’. Its further states that capacity may mean ‘the ability of individuals, institutions 

and societies to perform functions, solve problems and set and achieve objectives in a 

sustainable manner’ (United Nations, 2012:20). Whereas the World Bank (2005:56) defines 

the concept of capacity as ‘the ability to access and use knowledge and skills to perform a task 

and to act in pursuit of an objective’. Both conceptualisations of the term ‘capacity’ point to 

the need for appropriate structures, systems and resources for the effective functioning of local 

governments if they are to achieve the purpose for which they are established. 

The United Nations (2012:13) defines capacity development as the ‘process through which 

individuals, organisations and societies obtain, strengthen and maintain the capabilities to set 

and achieve their own development objectives over time’. Capacity-building being a process 
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means that it is not a one-time event but rather consists of multiple events geared towards 

establishing the requisite structures, systems and resources over time. This means that, capacity 

development necessitates organisational changes in terms of leadership and management, the 

development of their competencies, creating an enabling environment where structures are 

respected, and systems are allowed to function. Capacity development can, therefore, be seen 

in terms of organisational development (putting in place the right structures, systems and 

processes), human resources development (equipping individuals with the knowledge, skills, 

tools and information required to perform their roles) and establishing the appropriate legal and 

institutional framework to create an enabling environment for effective service delivery and 

good governance. 

3.2.6  Decentralisation and community participation 

Roberts (2004:5-6) observes that literature on citizen participation provides a complex and 

cluttered definition despite the concept having a long history in both political and development 

discourses. The concept of accountability is seen as part and parcel of any participatory process. 

Since it is hinged on participation by different levels of stakeholders, decentralisation therefore 

calls for upward and downward accountability. This implication means that higher-level 

governments need to be held accountable by lower-level governments and vice versa (Dufhues, 

Theesfeld and Buchenrieder, 2014:3; Agrawal and Ribot, 2000:5). 

In theory, decentralisation is assumed to foster local political participation and accountability 

through established mechanisms. Decentralisation by nature is supposed to lead to ‘a reduction 

in the accountability of sub-national governments to the central government’ but with a 

mechanism for the population to hold local government officials accountable, otherwise there 

is a risk of local officials becoming only accountable to themselves and local elites (Smoke, 

2003:11). In addition, often, local politicians prefer being accountable to higher-level 

governments than vertically to their electorates. Upward accountability seems to have more 

incentives than downward accountability (Larson and Ribot, 2004:5; Jütting et al., 2005:644; 

Bardhan, 2002:191). 

3.2.7  Questioning the outcomes of decentralised system of governance 

According to Fernando (2002:9), there is no unified theory of decentralisation that explains 

what it is and how it functions. Decentralisation largely emerged in the 1950s and the practices 

were influenced by neoclassical economic and political ideologies. Decentralisation became 
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more popular in the late 1970s and the 1980s. Normatively, decentralisation was viewed as the 

foundation of the modern states where it was seen as having local government, liberal 

democracy, economic and Marxist interpretations of the state and its role at the lower levels, 

public policy and political economy perspectives and orientations. Despite the rosy image 

painted by proponents of decentralisation, it has come under attack from diverse fields, 

especially in academia. Slater (1989) cited in Fernando (2002:9) describes decentralisation as 

a ‘mirage, myth and a mask’. Decentralisation has equally been faulted on the grounds that it 

is parochial and separatist in nature, thus it threatens national unity. 

The devolution of powers to perform certain functions and of resources to sub-national 

governments across the world has made decentralisation become one of the most fundamental 

trends in the 20th century, much as there is no consensus on the benefits of decentralisation 

and the best institutional arrangements for delivering these benefits. Often, political conditions, 

more than anything else, tend to determine the functionality of decentralised systems of 

governance for service delivery. In what Ponce-Rodriguez et al. (2018:1) call ‘inter-

jurisdictional spill-overs’, they argue that ‘the interaction of democratic decentralisation (the 

popular election of sub-national governments) and party centralisation (the power of national 

party leaders over sub-national office-seekers) will produce the best service delivery 

outcomes’. However, this argument may be counterproductive to the view that for effective 

decentralisation, there must be political, administrative and fiscal autonomy of the sub-national 

governments to avoid undue influence of the national government over them. 

To examine the outcome of decentralisation in connection with the strength of a state, one 

needs to assess if decentralisation has encouraged or discouraged secessional tendencies among 

diverse populations; heightened or reduced internal conflicts; strengthened or weakened 

national policy formulation, implementation and compliance with the national law; improved 

public service delivery; and enhanced learning. However, the ability for decentralisation to 

achieve this depends on the design of the systems and structures, and how well they are 

respected at the different levels of government. Where they are well designed and respected, 

decentralisation has the potential to deepen democracy without undermining the national 

government, enhance local participation and create a sense of legitimacy for governments at 

all levels (Faguet, Fox and Pöschl, 2015:3). 

Lewis (2017:2) asserts that ‘the decentralisation of responsibility for providing and financing 

services from central government to local governments is a ubiquitous phenomenon in 
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developing countries’. He further argues that the resultant effect of decentralisation should be 

‘a better match between local public service delivery and heterogeneous citizen preferences’ 

due to increased proximity of local governments to citizens that allows them to discern their 

demand for public services as opposed to what a central government can do remotely. However, 

experience has shown that the achievement of these theoretical benefits of decentralisation are 

not a given. Most of the failures of decentralisation as per the available literature have been 

attributed to poor governance. 

Lewis (2017:3) has argued that the proliferation of local governments through ‘the creation of 

new local governments via the splitting of administrative jurisdictions into smaller units— also 

brings government closer to citizens. As such, like decentralisation, it may facilitate a better 

match between the supply of and demand for local public services’. However, the increased 

administrative costs of running the numerous administrative units in the local governments 

may draw money away from actual service provision to administrative overheads costs like 

wages and allowances that may have no direct effect on the quality of service delivery. 

It is claimed that decentralisation results in human resource capacity development, 

improvement in the quality of public services in terms of efficiency and effectiveness, 

increased innovation, and enhancement of community participation, thus increasing political 

stability and good governance that make service provision more responsive to local needs. 

However, Peckham (2016:3) argues that ‘many claims of the benefits of decentralisation are 

not supported by strong evidence and may not be specific to decentralisation per se, and in 

some cases results can be similarly achieved through increased centralisation or through 

differing combinations of centralisation and decentralisation’. 

To understand the design of decentralisation across countries where there are multiple levels 

of government, one needs to analyse which levels of government are empowered and why. 

While Kenya has one sub-national-level government, some have more than two levels with 

varying powers. Take the case of Indonesia and South Africa, which have devolved a lot of 

powers to the sub-national governments, and Cambodia and Egypt, whose central governments 

have decided to retain most of the powers. As Ethiopia empowered state governments, 

Indonesia empowered the lower levels of government. Uganda has a five-tier governance 

system, while Ghana has elected local governments with administrative regions. The case 

equally varies between countries which have decentralised through a federal system like 

Mexico and India, where the state has a great influence on local powers, to other federal states 
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like in Indonesia, Nigeria and Somalia, where the states or provincial governments have weak 

control over local governments. 

In examining the effect of foreign aid on decentralisation, Dickovick (2014:194) states that the 

will to decentralise depends on where the incentive to decentralise is coming from. The author 

argues that where there is a regime-level motivation, the decentralisation moves faster. If the 

incentive is at the governmental level, the will to decentralise is moderate. If the push to 

decentralise comes from the donors or factors external to the country, the will to decentralise 

is low. Where the internal factors, especially political incentives, align with the external push 

for decentralisation, the results are substantial. 

Faguet (2011:5) states that ‘the most important theoretical argument concerning 

decentralisation is that it can improve governance by making government more accountable 

and responsive to the governed’. He further observes that most literature on decentralisation 

focuses on ‘policy-relevant outcomes’ in the areas of health and education services, public 

infrastructure investment, and fiscal issues.  

In terms of public sector reforms, decentralisation is one of the most widespread types of reform 

when one looks at the number of countries that have implemented it (about 80 per cent of 

countries worldwide) and its implication for the nature and quality of governance in these 

countries.  The countries that immediately come to mind when one talks about decentralisation 

include Japan, Indonesia, South Korea and Cambodia in Asia; Bolivia and Peru in Latin 

America; Uganda, South Africa, Ghana and Ethiopia in Africa; and France and the UK in 

Europe, among others. Decentralisation cuts across poor and rich nations, large and small 

countries, and different regions of the world with different political and colonial histories 

(Faguet, 2011:5). 

Evaluation of the performance of decentralisation policies and the ensuing programmes has 

largely generated negative outcomes, with the exception of a few countries, owing to the 

ideological premise of these assessments that put emphasis on markets and the centrality of 

party politics to governance despite the emergence of new orientations in the decentralisation 

discourse. Such assessments often ignore the local context and circumstances under which 

African countries, if not all developing countries, attempt to implement decentralisation. For 

example, many countries would rather implement decentralisation under a one-party system 

owing to experiences with multi-party politics. In addition, not many countries understand 
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decentralisation with a narrow perspective, largely political decentralisation, while not putting 

much emphasis on the administrative and fiscal decentralisation, much as they often claim to 

have devolved these powers to sub-national governments (Olowu, 2001:5). 

The current approach to decentralisation has been faulted on several grounds. First, where there 

are unequal capacities in the regions, decentralisation becomes asymmetrical, thus increasing 

regional inequalities. Second, the emphasis on vertical transfer of powers undermines local 

capacity to mobilise their own resources, especially at a time when central governments are 

resource constrained. There are minimal incentives for local governments to generate their own 

resources. However, it may be too harsh a judgement on the local governments. The legal 

frameworks often undermine or limit the ability for local resource mobilisation, especially 

financial resources, since most central governments want to remain in full control of local 

affairs by manipulating fiscal arrangements. Third, despite the existence of provisions in most 

countries for local participation in determining their development through representatives, the 

mechanisms for vertical and horizontal accountability remain weak. Much as there are 

provisions for the recall of leaders and to hold referendums on critical issues, most communities 

feel powerless to act against their own elected leaders and appointed officials (Olowu, 2001:6). 

According to Bayhaqi (2004:3-4), decentralisation could result in deeper corruption due to 

additional regulations at the lower levels that can make local accountability illusive and the 

weakening of local autonomy due to dependence on central government transfers. Therefore, 

the outcome of decentralisation is dependent on the political, fiscal and administrative settings 

that influence governance practices and the implementation of decentralised public policies. 

Such systems need to be home-grown rather than imported if they are to be effective within the 

local context. He further states that the downside of decentralisation has been seen in the risk 

of declining service delivery due to capacity issues as well as the application of various service 

delivery standards developed locally, which is not the case where central governments apply 

homogeneous approaches across a country. Granting local autonomy may lead to political 

unrest as local regions may start desiring to break away from the rest of the country, and 

because of the risk of capture by the local political elite, thus entrenching corruption at the 

lower levels. 

One common argument is that participation empowers local actors in the process of rural 

development. However, over time, the concept of participation and its ability to empower 

people at the local level has come under intense criticism, with many scholars arguing that 
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there have hardly been any meaningful changes in many societies as a result of adopting 

participatory approaches to local governance and development (Bayhaqi, 2004:202). These 

criticisms have forced the discourse on participation to shift away from participation in 

development processes to political participation and accountability, which itself is questionable 

owing to the question of whether local populations have the capacity to hold their political 

leaders accountable (Mansuri and Rao, 2004:29). 

The ability of decentralisation to achieve equity has increasingly been questioned. Poteete 

(2000:1) argues that it is not ‘reasonable to expect increased equity from decentralisation’ even 

when ideally devolution redistributes powers between levels of government but its ability to 

create equity between and within localities is not obvious. This is only possible where there is 

meaningful political, administrative and fiscal empowerment of localities. The level of 

responsiveness largely depends on the level of accountability by the local authorities and the 

capacity of the community to hold local officials accountable. Where the people at the 

grassroots are empowered, they can utilise their rights to formally hold the local leaders 

accountable. In addition, the responsiveness of policies to local needs depends on the ability of 

these policies to consider the local context in terms of local conditions and practices. 

In advocating a comprehensive devolution of powers to local governments, (Smoke, 2003:15) 

argues for a gradual process of decentralisation where one aspect of decentralisation, be it 

political, administrative or fiscal, is implemented first while the other dimensions of 

decentralisation are ignored.  For example, holding elections before devolving administrative 

and fiscal powers has the potential of ‘raising public expectations that local governments will 

be unable to meet’, much as it would be good to sequence various dimensions of 

decentralisation while building capacity where they are lacking. In cases where local 

institutions are weak, modest grants can be transferred to local governments to support small-

scale projects with technical support from the central government. It is important to note that 

decentralisation is by no means a straightforward process since context plays a central role in 

determining the type and form of decentralisation to be adopted. Decentralisation largely 

requires that the central government has the capacity to design and implement an effective 

system. Since decentralisation is a largely politically driven process, the political realities of 

the time will determine how straightforward or otherwise the process will be. 

Rondinelli, Nellis and Cheema (1983:1) reviewed decentralisation experiences in the 

developing countries. The review indicated that several governments in developing countries 
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decentralised development planning and management responsibilities from central 

governments to sub-national governments. When this happened, decentralisation took the form 

of deconcentration, delegation and devolution with a transfer of functions to local governments 

and NGOs. These initiatives produced mixed results. While in some countries decentralisation 

enhanced local participation in development initiatives, and resulted in a more effective and 

efficient administration, nearly all local governments faced serious problems of 

implementation of decentralised functions owing to capacity gaps. This was compounded by 

weak political and administrative support from the central government bureaucracies, as 

reflected by their attitude and behaviours towards local governments. In addition, the 

effectiveness of decentralisation policies and programmes was undermined by inappropriately 

designed implementation of decentralised functions.  

Decentralisation across the developing countries was weakened by the failure of the fiscal 

policies that did not guarantee enough financial resources to match the transferred functions 

and responsibilities. Where there were success stories in the developing countries, these seem 

to be in cases where decentralisation was implemented on a small scale and where local 

governments were given time to prove themselves capable of managing the decentralised 

powers and responsibilities with support and capacity-building from the central government. 

Therefore, this makes a case for an incremental approach to decentralisation as fiscal, 

administrative and political capacities are being built. This is only possible where the process 

is carefully nurtured and a shift in the orientation of central government bureaucracy to 

facilitate and support the processes (Bodman, 2011:3026). 

Rondinelli, Nellis and Cheema (1983:8) argue for a ‘guarded optimism on the utility of 

decentralisation in developing countries’. This conclusion is largely based on the examination 

of decentralisation programmes in various countries. These include ‘Indonesia’s Provincial 

Development Program, Morocco’s local government reform, efforts to decentralise in 

Thailand, Pakistan, and Tunisia, and other cases, show perceptible improvements in resource 

distribution, local participation, extension of public services to rural areas, project 

identification and implementation, and employment generation’. 

According to Erk (2015:411-412), intra-party politics, workings of traditional institutions and 

several other actors influence the outcomes of decentralised public policy implementation. 

Following the adoption of decentralised systems of governance by most Sub-Saharan African 

countries, murky intra-party politics continues to affect decentralisation outcomes. For one to 
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understand the workings of decentralisation, one needs to appreciate the part played by the 

local context. This is only possible with in-depth field studies among trusted and trustworthy 

informants who understand the subject and are familiar with the local context.  

However, it is important to note that, as a key factor in decentralised governance, the local 

context is not a static phenomenon. The governance context in Africa has been changing since 

the 1960s. This ranges from the independence struggles, post-independence periods, the Cold 

War era where African  governments were drawn into proxy wars between the Western world 

and the Soviet Union, and later the adoption of liberal democratic values and the institutional 

changes that go along with them, to the coming of the market economies that created an 

intersection between markets and governance. 

According to Alm, Aten and Bahl (2001:15), ‘a major flaw in decentralisation program around 

the world is that there is little analysis of the degree to which the existing programme is meeting 

the objectives set for which it was established’. Questions such as ‘does the programme 

equalize across local governments? Does it stimulate revenue mobilization? Does it lead to 

different public expenditure mixes? Are hard budget constraints effective? Do higher income 

places borrow more? Are budgeting practices improved?’ are not being asked. Where they are 

asked, not much attention is paid to the answers. In addition, examining the extent to which 

governments have decentralised to sub-national levels remains a key challenge. This is more 

problematic in countries with authoritarian regimes that have decentralised structures and 

functions but with a high level of control of local affairs by central governments. Local 

autonomy and free community participation are most times questionable in such countries 

(Shair-Rosenfield, Marks and Hooghe, 2014:89). 

According to Peckham (2016:1), decentralisation is ‘an empty concept that lacks clarity’ 

despite the enduring interest in decentralising the delivery of public goods and services such as 

health services. Quoting Gershberg, he states that ‘…the concept of decentralisation is a 

slippery one; a term – like ‘empowerment’ or ‘sustainability’ [is] empty enough on its own that 

one can fill it with almost anything’. This lack of clarity poses a challenge to studying and 

assessing decentralisation. Peckham further notes that upon examining the experience of 

decentralised health services in Fiji, the findings raised ‘interesting questions about the value 

of decentralisation as an analytical concept’, especially where the shift in power to lower-level 

governments have failed to deliver the talked-about autonomy from central government 

oversight and control, which is compounded by the nature of relationships at the local levels. 
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According to Peckham (2016:2), what may be needed is an examination of the level of 

autonomy for independent decision-making at both vertical and horizontal levels pertaining to 

health service delivery in Fiji. Studies indicate that little ‘real’ decision-making power was 

decentralised to sub-national governments. 

3.3  Decentralisation in Africa 

Decentralisation is one of the key political, administrative and fiscal reforms that have been 

undertaken in developing countries, especially in Africa, over the past two or so decades 

following the end of the Cold War in the 1990s. This reform saw the transfer of powers over 

political, administrative and fiscal decisions from central governments to sub-national 

governments at various levels, such as the state, provincial or local governments, districts and 

urban authorities, though with varied country experiences (Dickovick and Wunsch, 2014:4). 

Decentralisation in Africa can be said to have gone through four major phases as enumerated 

by Olowu (1988:40). Phase one was between 1945 and the early 1960s. This was a period 

marked by a process of decolonisation following the Second World War. During this phase, 

councils were elected, a well-set system of taxation was established, and the involvement of 

local governments in infrastructure development and service delivery was initiated.  

The second phase of decentralisation in Africa happened from the early 1960s to the late 1970s. 

This was largely during the post-independence period. This was driven by the new breed of 

local African politicians and the rapid economic achievements of the time. During this period, 

local governments were the main drivers of development. A common feature during the same 

period was the emergence of one-party states under military rule. The focus of local 

governments was primarily on the maintenance of law and order and the implementation of 

central government-dictated initiatives. Decentralisation in most African countries during this 

period ‘[was] merely attempts at window dressing increasing centralisation’ (Olowu, 1988:40).  

The third phase of decentralisation happened from the late 1970s to the late 1980s. Following 

the economic crisis of the 1970s, most central governments found themselves in a position 

where they could never meet the demands of the population. In response, they undertook 

structural adjustment, which was being promoted by international financial institutions like the 

World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Part of the recommended reforms 

under the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) was decentralisation of local governance 

as a means of cost-cutting by the central governments. These pressures drove decentralisation 
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reforms rather than a true desire to decentralise. Much as at face value powers had been 

devolved, the administrative structures basically extended central government control over 

local governments in political, administrative and fiscal terms. 

The fourth and last phase of decentralisation occurred from the 1990s to the present day. During 

this period, Africa underwent a series of democratic reforms. These included the election of 

local leaders and representatives to the national assemblies and increased participation of local 

communities in decision-making processes. However, the real motivations for these reforms 

during this period remain diverse across African countries, and at times constitute a dilemma 

as what is said and written on paper as the reasons for decentralising local governance seems 

to be far from what is practised. 

According to Dickovick and Wunsch (2014:5), ‘…decentralisation in many countries in Africa 

exhibits a paradox: it can actually strengthen or entrench national-level actors, even as it 

changes little in governance at the local level’. Central governments in Africa have opted for 

the decentralised system of governance for various reasons. In many countries, it has had a 

stabilising effect and even provided room for the central government to increase its grip on 

power through the decentralised structures. In some countries, the ruling political parties have 

entrenched themselves at the grassroots where they are the dominant party in sub-national 

governments. Much as some may say that decentralisation has weakened central governments’ 

powers in other parts of the world, in most cases in Africa, it has strengthened the central 

governments, especially through fiscal and administrative controls. As such, political decisions 

at the lower levels are not a true reflection of the local aspirations but, rather, of central 

government intentions. 

Much as most African countries adopted the decentralised system of governance in the 1970s 

to the 1990s, their experiences and drivers of decentralisation have not been the same. This 

equally varies in Anglophone Africa and in Francophone Africa. For one reason or another, 

some countries in Africa had both an Anglophone and Francophone experience. In some cases, 

for example in Cameroon, both systems co-exist, with their attendant complications for local 

governance. According to Olowu and Wunsch (2004:48-49), several factors account for the 

shift in the political context in Africa that led some countries to adopt decentralisation. These 

included the economic and political crises of the 1980s, pressure from donors for good 

governance reforms, conditionalities that came with development aid, and the rapid speed of 

urbanisation, with its peculiar facets. These dynamics called for change in the allocation of 
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responsibilities and the adoption of multi-layered governments to respond to local needs. In the 

post-1990s, decentralisation in one way or another proved to be a good strategy for conflict 

resolution and improved service delivery where it was correctly implemented. A case in point 

is the use of decentralised governance to resolve conflicts in African countries such as Ethiopia, 

Nigeria, Sudan, Senegal, Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and Congo 

Brazzaville. 

The researcher observes that African decentralisation policies up to the 1980s largely took the 

form of deconcentration even where the word ‘devolution’ was used. In practice it was a 

deconcentration of functions with limited to no transfer of decisional powers to lower units of 

government. Where there were federal systems, they ran like unitary systems. However, this 

started to change in the 1990s with the onset of the SAPs and the adoption of liberal political 

systems across Africa. These developments forced most African countries to devolve more 

political, administrative and fiscal powers from the central governments to the sub-national 

governments.  

However, even with these developments, that required changes in the mindset of the people, 

most of the people and their leaders remained stuck in the deconcentration approach to local 

governance and mode of service delivery. The various levels and forms of decentralisation 

could be seen in the following countries: ‘deconcentration with nominal devolution: Cameroon, 

Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Zambia; devolution: Côte d’Ivoire, Mali, Mauritius, Nigeria, Senegal, 

Sierra Leone, Tanzania, Uganda; and partial devolution (urban areas only) in Botswana, 

Mozambique, Namibia; federations: Ethiopia, Nigeria, Republic of South Africa and 

Tanzania’. The phases in these decentralisation reforms ran between 1945–early 1960s, early 

1960s–late 1970s, late 1970s–late 1980s and 1990s to the present day, and the reforms keep 

going on. The last phase has been referred to as the ‘golden age of local government in Africa’ 

(Olowu, 2001:3-5). 

Decentralisation was perceived to be the most suitable mode of governance in several African 

countries for implementing poverty reduction strategies, planning, implementation, monitoring 

and evaluation. It was adopted with the hope that it would enhance community participation in 

the identification of their development needs, thus promoting the ownership and sustainability 

of livelihood activities. Decentralisation entailed the transfer of powers to elect political leaders 

and carry out administrative functions, and the performance of the fiscal functions of planning, 

budgeting, revenue generation, revenue allocation, utilisation and accountability in a 
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transparent manner. These powers allow socio-economic and political decisions to be made at 

local levels by communities rather than by the centre for local implementation. To ensure the 

functionality of decentralisation, structures, systems and processes must be put in place and 

these should work with minimal or no interference from the central government. The transfer 

of powers may be vertical between levels of government and horizontal to and among 

communities, enabling them to exercise the powers entrusted to them to analyse their problems, 

generate solutions, and implement them under accountable leadership (Kauzya, 2007:75). 

In understanding the genesis of decentralisation in many African and other developing 

countries, one needs to examine the colonial and post-colonial history of these countries. A 

case in point is Tanzania. At the time the country attained independence, it was economically 

weak with underdeveloped social services. Therefore, the main challenge for the new 

government was to develop the institutional capacity to deliver services and development. To 

deliver services and enhance development, Tanzania, unlike Uganda, DRC and Senegal, which 

dismantled and restructured the colonial administration systems to meet the challenges of the 

newly independent countries, Tanzania continued with the institutional framework left behind 

by the colonial power, Britain. Governing powers were vested in the native authorities, district 

councils and town councils (Mollel and Tollenaar, 2013:365). This could constitute a failure 

on the part of the new state to adopt a governance system that would correct the colonial system 

that was highly centralised and purely serving the colonial masters’ interests rather than the 

local interests. 

In examining decentralisation by sector and based on inter-governmental arrangements in 

Africa, Andrews and Schroeder (2003:30) state that decentralisation of services is not uniform 

across countries and even across local governments in a country. There are differentials 

depending on location and capacities. Service needs and capacities vary between urban and 

rural local governments as well as capacities within each category. In some cases, the variation 

may even occur between local governments at the same level. Owing to this, some countries 

choose to allocate responsibilities depending on location and capacities. In some cases, 

decentralisation has been implemented in a phased manner, while in countries where the central 

government feels that the local governments have acquired the capacities required to manage 

the functions that are devolved to subnational governments. In some cases, it is an all-round 

devolution of powers, functions and responsibilities.  It is even possible for decentralisation to 
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be approached in phases, with jurisdictions being given authority over certain service 

components only after the necessary capacity has been established. 

In most cases, powers to plan and manage functions are decentralised to local governments, 

including the responsibility to operate and maintain public investment in the areas of 

jurisdiction of these local governments. For example, in Zambia, under the District Health 

Management System, the power to plan, develop and manage the health system was devolved 

to the district under the Health Management Boards. A similar approach was adopted in 

Tanzania where the operation and management of primary health care became the 

responsibility of the local governments, and so is the case in Uganda. Under this arrangement, 

the central government may second employees to work in these health facilities that are being 

managed by the local governments. In Ghana, the law allows quasi-private entities to take 

responsibility for managing health service provisions as the central government plays a 

regulatory role (Bossert, Beauvais and Bowser, 2000:6). 

Rondinelli, Nellis and Cheema (1983:5) observe that the scenarios where developing countries 

found centralised governments to be highly desirable, the roots of such a desire are found in 

the political history of these countries. The centralised political and administrative institutions 

in these countries are a direct legacy of the colonial rulers in these developing countries. Most 

of these systems were preserved even after the countries attained independence. 

The 1940s and the 1950s witnessed an increase in the centralisation of powers in central 

governments in both developed and developing countries. However, these governments in the 

1960s and 1970s undertook public sector reforms that included, among others, the 

decentralisation of powers to sub-national governments across the world. These transfers of 

power came with structural changes and levels of authority in order to make public services 

more efficient, effective and responsive. While some governments willingly decentralised 

owing to internal factors in their respective countries, others were forced to decentralise owing 

to the forces of globalisation, which emphasised the limitations of centrally controlled 

development planning and implementation. Some governments were forced to decentralise 

because of internal political, social and economic factors which necessitated granting greater 

autonomy over decision-making processes and resources management. In Africa, the ‘growing 

discontent with the inability of central government bureaucracies to deliver effectively almost 

any type of service to local areas fuelled the decentralisation movement in Africa’ (Cheema 

and Rondinell, n.d.:3). 
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African countries, like many other developing countries, adopted decentralisation as part of the 

larger public sector reforms from the 1970s to the 2000s. The argument has been there is need 

to increase access to financial resources to local governments, to build administrative capacities 

and to open up space for civil society access to decision-making processes if decentralisation 

is to make service delivery more responsive to local needs and make government accountable 

to the people (Alvergne and Latouche, 2010:16). However, building fiscal and administrative 

capacity with a weak civil society may not lead to a responsive and accountable local 

government. The quality of those elected to political office equally matters in determining the 

outcomes of decentralised public policy implementation. 

Rapid urbanisation and development in Africa have been accompanied by the proliferation of 

urban local governments in Africa. For example, in the 1980s, Ghana embarked on a 

decentralisation process that reformed the workings of local governments.  These reforms 

resulted in the creation of ‘independent’ and ‘autonomous’ local governments as new 

jurisdictions were created for new local governments. This led to the fragmentation of 

metropolitan areas, thus weakening what was then seen as strong local entities. A similar 

development took place in the 1990s in South Africa at the end of the apartheid regime, where 

numerous independent municipalities were created under the Municipal Demarcation Board 

Act 27 of 1998. One key aspect of this development in South Africa was the emphasis on 

economic viability in the areas of jurisdiction of these local governments that were being 

created (Owusu, 2015:13). 

3.3.1 Ghana experience  

Ghana is one of the African countries that has been praised for its decentralisation efforts. The 

current system of decentralisation was established in 1988 by the Provisional National Defence 

Council (PNDC) regime under the leadership of Jerry John Rawlings. Local Government Law 

207 established a local governance system where the District Assembly (DA) became the key 

governing institution. With the enactment of the 1992 Ghanaian Constitution and the Local 

Government Act of 1993, decentralisation was consolidated. These two laws accentuated 

decentralisation as the primary means by which democracy could be made a reality, a popular 

development discourse at the time (Crawford, 2009:60). The Rawlings regime sought to 

institute participatory democracy at local levels.  It restructured the governance systems and 

introduced new administrative units to implement local development in a transparent and 

accountable manner.  Administrative and developmental powers were devolved to district 
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assemblies to deal with economic, social and environmental matters at the local levels. The 

legal frameworks for these were provided by the 1992 Constitution and the Local Government 

Act 462 of 1993. These established local governments at the district, municipal and 

metropolitan levels under ‘Regional Co-ordinating Councils, District Assemblies and 

structures below the district’ (Oduro-ofori, 2016:5-7). 

Ghanaian independence in 1957 did not bring about changes in the political and administrative 

structures that were established by the colonial administration. Few to no changes were made 

following independence to the political structures established by the colonisers. This posed a 

challenge for decentralisation in post-colonial Ghana. This was further compounded by 

military coups that followed the overthrow of Kwame Nkrumah in 1966. Under the military 

rule of Lt. Col. Ignatius Kutu Acheampong in the 1970s, an attempt was made to empower 

local governments. Despite this attempt, it is the Provisional National Defence Council 

(PNDC) government under Jerry John Rawlings that is credited with the current 

decentralisation reform. It is under Rawlings’ regime that concrete institutional frameworks 

were established for decentralisation in terms of policies, laws, regulations and structures 

((Badu and Antwi-Boasiako, 2010:170). Similar transitions happened in Ethiopia. 

3.3.2 Ethiopia experience  

The period from 1991 saw remarkable political and constitutional reforms in Ethiopia. In what 

Mezgebe (2015:474) describes as ‘decentralised governance under centralised party rule’, a 

legal and policy framework was established to devolve power to sub-national governments. 

These developments followed the toppling of the socialist military regime by the Ethiopian 

People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) that adopted new administrative and 

political structures under a federal system of governance. 

Following the breakaway of Eritrea from Ethiopia, the government decided to empower 

ethnically identifiable federal states as a means of promoting national unity as was the case in 

Indonesia, which was faced with separatist insurrections following the fall of the Suharto 

regime and the loss of East Timor province. The Ethiopian government empowered lower 

levels of government while disempowering the provincial governments as a means of averting 

further provincial secession attempts. On the contrary, as Ethiopia decided to strengthen 

provincial governments, Indonesia did the reverse, yet they faced a similar problem. India 

amended her constitution to allow states to have more control over local governments, while 
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Brazil adopted a constitution that changed the fiscal system. This allowed for direct transfer of 

revenue from the central government to municipalities, thus reducing the control of regional 

governments over the municipalities (Smoke, 2015:253). 

The implementation of the decentralised system of governance in Ethiopia has had mixed 

outcomes. In taking stock of decentralisation in the Oromia region of Ethiopia, Emmenegger, 

Keno and Hagmann (2011:733) observe that decentralisation led to the empowerment of the 

Kebele administrations, at the same time resulting in the expansion of service delivery to the 

grassroots. Despite empowering local governments, the state still maintained its powers over 

the local governments through the sub-kebele state and party structures that are used for 

mobilisation and control down to the household level. However, this form of state dominance 

over local governance is resisted through the subversion of state-led development initiatives. 

To overcome this challenge, the kebele officials use ‘clientelist networks’ to implement public 

policies and programmes in these areas. Whereas elsewhere decentralisation alters state-

community relationships, the kebele reform of the 1990s in Ethiopia has not affected the 

hierarchical state-society relationship in Ethiopia, nor has it led to ‘genuine’ representative 

democracy at the lower levels of government. Within this framework, local administrators 

dispense discretionary powers in commanding and controlling local activities and ensure 

political loyalty to the siting government at the centre. This often leads to lack of a sense of 

ownership for state-led development initiatives since the people perceive them to be based on 

an ‘order and obey’ basis. 

Unlike many other African countries, decentralisation in Ethiopia is widely believed to have 

been internally driven, largely by the divisive national politics in the country which led to the 

breakaway of Eretria, one of the former regions of the Ethiopian state. The adoption of 

decentralisation of powers under a federal system was intended to take care of the various 

interests of the different nationalities in the country and contain any further secessional 

tendencies. The main transfer of powers, responsibilities and functions to the federal states 

began after the overthrow of Mengistu Haile Mariam’s Derg regime in 1991 by the Ethiopian 

People’s Revolutionary Front (EPRDF). A new constitution that transferred political 

(legislative), administrative and judicial powers to the federal states was enacted in 1995. This 

constitution established five levels of governments, to which powers were transferred. These 

are the federal, regional, zonal, district and local governments (Snyder et al., 2014; Dickovick 

and Gebre-Egziabher, 2010:3).  
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However, it is important to note that these governing structures were established during the 

Derg regime but strengthened by the EPRDF government. The same constitution equally gave 

powers to the sub-national governments to manage the socio-economic development of the 

areas under their jurisdiction. The devolution of powers was from the central government to 

the state (regional), district (weredas) and local governments (kebeles) respectively. 

 The reforms promoted democratic participatory processes that were a means of bringing 

governments closer to the people and making them more responsive to local needs. To 

operationalise this, the regional governments were given powers to enact their own 

constitutions and other enabling laws, collect and manage taxes in accordance with the 

provisions of the law, they can enact laws and collect taxes following provisions set out in the 

National Federal Constitution of Ethiopia (Gebre-Egziabher (2007:1). 

3.3.3 Zimbabwe experience  

In the case of Zimbabwe, right from the time of independence, decentralisation has always 

remained high on the government agenda. However, despite over 20 years of preparation, the 

objectives and nature of decentralisation have been changing. Most of the functions that have 

been decentralised have been ad hoc, largely as responses to national crisis. This has led to 

questions such as: What can be done to ensure that at least some of the substantial existing 

knowledge about decentralisation is reflected in policy initiatives? This has led to the 

conclusion that decentralisation in Zimbabwe was being implemented for the ‘‘wrong’’ reasons 

and was poorly designed and inadequately planned. This approach to decentralisation may not 

deliver on the overall objectives of a decentralised system of governance, especially where 

there seems to be no effort to develop the capacity of local government institutions (Conyers, 

2003:115). 

Like many other African countries, Zimbabwe undertook decentralisation in the 1990s. This 

was not the first time Zimbabwe was subjected to institutional changes that were hoped to 

deliver on the public service front. Despite the fact that decentralisation had been part of 

governance during the different phases of colonial rule – under the British South Africa 

Company (BSAC), then British imperial rule, and finally Rhodesian regime – even in the post-

independence period, traditional institutions and leadership have been part of local governance 

and have been seen as one of the factors holding back the outcomes of a decentralised system 

of governance. Despite this, the Government of Zimbabwe has remained positive regarding the 



68 

 

existence of the traditional authorities. This can be seen in the official recognition of these 

institutions and their leadership through the enactment of the Traditional Leaders Act of 1998, 

which recognised traditional institutions and their leadership as part of the governance 

structures in rural areas. These structures were charged with the responsibility of dealing with 

rural land, trying both civil and criminal cases in areas of their jurisdiction, and with 

undertaking other service delivery obligations of local governance (Chigwata, 2015:440; 

Makahamadze, Grand and Tavuyanago, 2009:43). 

3.3.4 South Africa experience  

Decentralisation in South Africa has had its own history. Prior to 1994, the local governance 

system in South Africa was said to be racist, exploitative and lacking in legitimacy. It is argued 

that the system damaged the social, economic and environmental wellbeing of the majority 

Black population. This resulted in deficiencies in social services, inequalities between 

municipalities, a high unemployment rate, housing problems and relentless poverty in 

households. These conditions heightened the fight against the apartheid regime ((Pillay, Reddy 

and Mohamed, 2015:2; De Visser, 2005:58). 

In 1996, the ‘democratic Constitution’ of the Republic of South Africa was enacted. This 

constitution entrenched decentralisation and put the responsibility to deliver social services and 

the development of supportive infrastructure in the hands of the local governments at the 

federal and municipal levels in what was referred to as ‘developmental states’. The constitution 

provided concurrent powers and functions for national, provincial and local governments. 

Under the new governance system, municipalities were charged with the responsibility of 

providing ‘basic’ services like education, health, electricity and waste management, and 

ensuring democratic participation by the people in decision-making processes (Koelble and 

Siddle, 2014:607). The municipalities categorised as A, B and C, that is metropolitan, district 

and local municipalities respectively. 

Fiscal decentralisation was adopted in South Africa to enhance efficiency in public service 

provision and to align public expenditures with regional and local priorities. It is characterised 

by vertical sharing of national revenue between national, provincial and local governments; 

horizontal sharing of revenue equitably between provinces; and sharing between local 

governments and municipalities. The fiscal transfers come with equal transfer of 

responsibilities for revenue and expenditures based on constitutional provisions (Nzimakwe 
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and Pillay, 2014:18; Wittenberg, 2003:37). Years down the road, an assessment of the 

functioning of the decentralised system in the 309 local authorities, that is, 44 district 

municipalities, 8 metropolitan municipalities and 278 local municipalities across South Africa, 

revealed that ‘the experiment with decentralisation has largely failed to achieve its main aims 

– democratizing local government and delivering adequate basic services to all communities’ 

(Siddle and Koelble, 2013:5). This perceived failure of decentralisation in South Africa came 

despite the constitutional provisions putting local governments at the centre of policy 

development and management, and the promise of a system that would be democratic, 

participatory, efficient, effective and responsive to local needs. These developments 

undermined trust and confidence in the local governments to delivery on their promises. The 

failure of decentralisation in South Africa has been attributed to ‘lack of funding, poor political 

leadership at local level and other levels, lack of social capital, poor institutional design and 

lack of capacity’ (Siddle and Koelble, 2013:9-10). Therefore, legal and policy provisions are 

not good enough to deliver on the promises of decentralisation. The circumstances under which 

these laws, policies and programmes must be implemented need to be right at the national, 

regional and community levels. 

3.3.5 Mozambique experience 

Another country in Southern Africa that has had experience with decentralisation is 

Mozambique. The experience of decentralised governance in Mozambique may not be any 

different from that of other developing countries. Much as the 1990 Constitution of the 

Republic and Law 3/94 both provide a legal framework for decentralisation and emphasise it 

as the guiding principle for public administration and management, they fall short of 

prescribing how power should be devolved to the lower levels of government, of identifying 

the institutional arrangement for exercising these powers and of stipulating how the citizens 

will participate in political and administrative processes. However, the dilemma in the 

decentralisation process in Mozambique has its roots in the independence struggles and the 

political transitions that took place at the time in 1975. Following independence, the 

Mozambique Liberation Front (FRELIMO) managed to gain control over the state institutions 

and sought to maintain this control, which is contrary to the aspirations of the proponents of 

the decentralisation of governance. Just like in other African countries that had engaged in 

hard-fought independence struggles, in Mozambique ‘the former liberation movement 

developed a strong sense of ownership on issues of national unity and identity’. This tended to 
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affect how decentralisation that was legally provided for should be implemented (Igreja, 

2013:321).  

Ferrant (2018:2) observes that the processes of decentralisation in Mozambique following the 

1994 elections “show that formal decentralization obfuscates a process of state centralization, 

through the co-optation of the very actor’s decentralization reforms supposedly empower”. It 

can be observed that every election in Mozambique results into reforms in the decentralisation 

system. A case in point is the governance reforms that followed the 2019 general elections that 

saw changes in the powers, functions and structures of local governments. 

3.3.6 East African experience  

In Eastern Africa, most of the countries, if not all of them, inherited a centralised system of 

governance from their colonial masters. In the first decade following independence, the states 

increased the level of centralisation by withdrawing the little powers for self-governance that 

were established by the colonialists from the local communities and putting these powers in 

the hands of the structures of the ruling political parties. 

 In Tanzania the 1972 Decentralisation Act was enacted and, ironically, it disbanded local 

governments while centralising powers in the ‘Regions and district development committees’. 

The Local Administration Act of 1967 introduced a deconcentration form of decentralisation. 

Whereas in Kenya, the Transfer of Functions Act was enacted in 1969. Through this Act, the 

local governments lost control over the functions that they originally played to the central 

government. However, this trend of centralising powers was not unique to the East African 

countries, but was a phenomenon observed across the post-colonial Africa that had their own 

negative consequences. This centralisation eventually weighed down on most African 

countries that had attempted to centralise the previously decentralised functions under the 

colonial governments, thus the pressure to eventually undertake institutional reforms, which 

included the decentralisation of powers and functions from central governments to the local 

governments (Mutahaba and Pastory, 2015:3).  

In 1978, Tanzania started to reintroduce local governments, first by establishing urban councils, 

and in 1982, by passing the 5th Constitutional Amendment which formally provided for the re-

establishment of local governments, though this did not significantly change the powers and 

functions of the local governments. In neighbouring Uganda, a system of political 
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decentralisation was established under the National Resistance Movement (NRM) when it 

came to power in 1986. Even where Tanzania and Uganda established some forms of 

decentralisation, they were largely political and administrative, while the fiscal powers 

remained centralised. Local governments remained underfinanced and understaffed while 

continuing to be subjects of the central governments. As the two countries (Uganda and 

Tanzania) attempted some form of decentralisation, central government control of local 

governments remained very strong in Kenya. A more robust reform to strengthen local 

governments came with the advent of what is commonly known as the New Public 

Management (NPM) approach that was the main driver behind the Structural Adjustment 

Programmes of the 1980s and 1990s. Under this framework, Uganda and Tanzania devolved 

political, administrative and fiscal powers to local governments through the enactment of laws. 

For example, the 1995 Constitution entrenched the devolved powers and functions to the local 

governments in Uganda. Article II (iii) of the Constitution states that ‘[t]he State shall be guided 

by the principle of decentralisation and devolution of governmental functions and powers to 

the people at appropriate levels where they can best manage and direct their own affairs’. To 

operationalise the constitutional provision, the Local Governments Act was enacted in 1997. 

This law empowered local governments with political, administrative and fiscal powers over 

affairs in their areas of jurisdiction. Whereas in Tanzania, a decentralisation policy was enacted 

in 1998 and the Local Government Act amended in 1999. These led to the launch of the Local 

Government Reform Programme in 2000. To facilitate the process, the Local Government 

Regulations were passed in 2000 to guide the use of the devolved powers in Tanzania 

(Mutahaba and Pastory, 2015:4-5). 

In Tanzania, there was no uniform application of the decentralisation reform across the country. 

The local governments went through various stages of decentralisation. For example, the local 

council of Mwanza, an urban council, completed the decentralisation process before the Moshi 

council, a rural council. This could be explained by several factors, the rural versus urban 

settings, the Mwanza councillors were largely from the Chama cha Mapinduzi (CCM), the 

ruling party, whereas the Moshi council was predominantly composed of councillors from the 

opposition parties. The central government could have looked at the Mwanza council more 

favourability and offered them all the support they needed while not paying special attention 

to the Moshi rural council. In addition, urban councils tend to have more political, 

administrative and fiscal capacity compared to rural authorities. 
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The concept of intra-municipal decentralisation in Tanzania is seen as a new concept that was 

developed based on Western European models, especially the Scandinavian countries that 

carried out amalgamation reforms. The process of decentralisation in Tanzania started with the 

transfer of powers to sub-villages in districts and mtaa in the urban councils. The local 

authorities in the villages and urban councils were charged with the responsibility of 

developing plans under the leadership of village chairpersons and representatives appointed by 

the chairperson. The development plans are tabled before the village assembly for endorsement 

and approved by the Ward Development Committees (WDC) constituted by all village 

chairpersons (Lameck, 2011:141). 

However, in Kenya, local government reforms started in 2003, though this did not result in 

immediate empowering of local governments. This was compounded by the rejection of the 

draft ‘Boma’ Constitution by the government then. The government put forward alternatives 

to the draft constitution. The same was rejected in the Constitutional Referendum. The 2010 

Constitution in Kenya devolved vast amounts of power to the county local governments. These 

decentralisation reforms largely came following the failure of central governments to 

effectively and efficiently deliver services and the conviction that decentralisation would 

deliver on efficiency and effectiveness in public service delivery. Despite all these reforms, 

local governments in East Africa remain largely weak in general owing to local capacities and 

lack of autonomy to efficiently and effectively deliver public services. The weakest local 

governments are those in Tanzania (Mutahaba and Pastory, 2015:6-8). 

The governance system in Kenya has roots in the history of her colonial past where local 

government structures were established at the municipalities for large urban areas, at town 

councils for small towns, and at county councils in the rural areas. The current decentralisation 

system by devolution in Kenya has largely been attributed to the grievances about the 

distribution of public resources across regions. These grievances over time led to political strife 

and post-election violence. It was believed that devolving powers, roles and responsibilities to 

lower levels of government would lead to the equitable distribution of public resources and 

positive development outcomes at all levels (Ndii, 2010:87). 

The legal frameworks for the current decentralised system of governance in Kenya is found in 

Article 174 of the Constitution that provides the reasons for devolving political, administrative 

and fiscal powers and functions to sub-national governments. The main objectives of 

decentralisation in Kenya are the promotion of democratic participation, empowerment of 
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communities and accountability for socio-economic development, and improved and equitable 

public service delivery. Article 174 further states that decentralisation was to be adopted to 

promote and protect the rights of minorities and marginalised communities and to create checks 

and balances as well as to ensure the separation of powers (Boex and Kelly, 2011:1, 2-3). 

As part of its decentralisation effort, the Kenyan government undertook to implement a fiscal 

decentralisation policy. Under this policy, the Constituency Development Fund (CDF) was 

established. In examining the effect of the CDF, Obuya (2008:2) states that ‘fiscal 

decentralisation has promoted allocative efficiency and equity but at a cost of exporting tax 

burdens (operations and maintenance) to the central government emanating from capital 

projects implemented at the local level’. However, if decentralisation is supposed to promote 

autonomy at the political, administrative and fiscal levels, it is important that the CDF 

programme be reformed in such a way that it reflects the true nature of the cost-benefit ratio of 

implementing development initiatives. In this way, one will be able to know where the actual 

burden of decentralised public policy implementation lies, either with the central or the sub-

national governments.  

Looking at the fiscal arrangement in Kenya, the decentralisation system in the country is a 

weak one in terms of the functions that have been transferred to the country governments. 

Kaburu (2013:1) argues that what has been transferred are ‘minor functions’ while the central 

government retained control over the bulk of social service expenditures in sectors such as 

health and education. The second aspect that makes him argue that the system is a weak one is 

the fact that in terms of taxation, the taxes that the central government left in the hands of the 

county governments are the low-yielding and hard-to-collect taxes, thus minimising the fiscal 

autonomy of the sub-national governments. However, the fiscal system in Kenya has two key 

attributes that make it a strong system. First, it provides for an equalisation grant that is 

allocated by Parliament based on established criteria with advice from the Commission on 

Revenue Allocation (CRA). This protects regions from the temptation for biased allocation of 

revenues. Second, it establishes many and strong oversight institutions such as the 

Constitutional Implementation Commission (CIC), the CRA and the Transition Authority 

(TA). These provide close supervision of the fiscal functions in the decentralised system of 

governance in Kenya.  

The pillars of a sound fiscal system under decentralisation are political autonomy; clear 

expenditure responsibilities; revenue assignment between various levels of government; a 
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sound and respected inter-governmental fiscal transfer system; and a framework for sub-

national borrowing to curb the temptations for developing budget deficits (Kaburu, 2013:3). 

Another facet of the fiscal decentralisation in Kenya under the CDF programme is the growing 

concern over the sustainability of public investments, especially when it comes to the operation 

and maintenance of public investments in infrastructure. The common practice is for the newly 

voted local politicians to embark on new infrastructure projects, leaving aside those started by 

their predecessors so that there are projects in place that can be associated with their term in 

office. This they do by influencing the planning and budgeting processes through ‘bending’ or 

avoiding CDF implementation guidelines for funding new capital projects as well as the 

guidelines for financing the operation and maintenance of these projects for two reasons. First, 

new projects provide them with room to make political statements and, second, the projects 

provide avenues for rewarding their supporters during electioneering (Obuya, 2008:2). 

Rwanda is one of the African countries that have made considerable public reforms, including 

the adoption of a decentralised system of governance since the 2000s.  The local governments 

have access to resources with deliberate capacity-building initiatives. Apart from the provincial 

governments, leaders are elected through general elections. These reforms represent a 

remarkable deviation from the historically centralised system of governance in Rwanda. An 

analysis of the design of the Rwandan decentralisation system reveals that the allocation of 

mandates and resources to local governments is critical. It has granted some autonomy, 

however, with considerable central government control over the affairs of the local 

governments. The design of this system was largely influenced by the need to reconcile local 

and national development needs and national security concerns. This increased the 

‘vulnerability of the Rwandan political elite’, as stated by Chemouni (2014:246). Chemouni 

further argues that this arrangement creates an apparent contradiction as the country seeks to 

‘foster social peace and avoid repeating history, on the one hand, and the imposition of top-

down and sometimes harsh policies, potentially constituting a great source of resentment, on 

the other’. 

3.3.7 West African experience  

Decentralisation in Nigeria has its roots in its colonial past from the 1940s under British rule. 

The colonial administration adopted an indirect rule approach to govern the people of Nigeria 

through the Hausa-Fulani emirates by creating autonomous local governments but enforced 
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upward accountability to the colonialists at the expense of downward accountability to the 

people being governed. The British thought that this system was more cost-efficient, and that 

it created room for responses by the emirates to local concerns while shielding them from direct 

shocks from central government failures. The local governments were used largely as means 

for extending colonial rule while providing the local elite with coercive powers and economic 

resources that largely constituted rewards for their collaboration with their colonial masters. 

The local government authorities were mainly used as a means by the central administration to 

extend their authority to rural areas (Angerbrandt, 2011:18; International IDEA, 2000:923; 

Mamdani, 1996, 1996:60; Oyedele, 1987:590). 

It was not until 1990s under the General Abacha regime that Nigeria established a 

comprehensive legal and institutional framework for local governance and, by extension, the 

implementation of the decentralised system of governance. A key concern about the 

decentralisation system in Nigeria has been the attempt to reconcile local participation in the 

public administration with the provision of public services by external service providers under 

partnership arrangements. The governance structures and systems that were established were 

attempts to shift centralised planning and political controls from the central government to the 

local governments and enhance participation by all stakeholders in resource mobilisation, 

allocation, utilisation and monitoring at all levels of government. CBOs, citizens and public 

officials have been engaging in the provision of public services under partnership arrangements 

(Dibie, 2003:1062). 

As is the case in many developing countries, Senegal adopted a decentralised system of 

governance in 1996. Political, administrative and fiscal powers were devolved to the sub-

national governments under the Parti Socialiste (PS) government under the leadership of 

Abdou Diouf. The Decentralisation Laws of 1996 created 10 regions, and each region had units 

called ‘collectitivities’ (communes d’arrondissements in urban areas) under the leadership of 

elected councils and appointed governors, mayors, assistant mayors and prefects appointed by 

the central government. However, since the adoption of the decentralised system of 

governance, several strategies have been adopted by the central government to subvert the 

political, administrative and fiscal powers provided for by the decentralisation law. Since 1996, 

no local government has had enough revenue to undertake the functional responsibilities that 

were devolved to them. The funds transferred to the local governments are conditional grants 

targeting only health, education, youth and sports, mainly in the rural areas, while ignoring the 
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urban areas and the broader, comprehensive and integrated development needs. The only 

constitutional guarantees relate to planning and the rules for fiscal transfers, while the transfers 

themselves are targeted to a limited number of areas and are unpredictable (Resnick, 2014:64). 

In the 1980s the government in Côte d’Ivoire undertook to implement decentralisation. Thirty-

five urban governments were created in 1980, and 60 more were created by 1987 to deepen 

democracy through the establishment of local governments. However, these reforms were 

resented by some as it was a way of concentrating central government interests and power (Ul 

Haque, 2012:7). 

3.4 Decentralisation in Europe, Australia and New Zealand 

One of the countries with a very long history of the decentralised system of governance in 

Europe is the United Kingdom (UK). This started with debates between Aneurin Bevan and 

Herbert Morrison about political and organisational decentralisation of the National Health 

Service (NHS) in the 1940s (Peckham et al., 2005). This debate led to many British 

governments decentralising different aspects of the National Health Service (NHS). However, 

the debate about whether to centralise or decentralise the NHS continues. There are arguments 

for command and control of the NHS, while others call for more autonomy. 

The Labour government in the UK is known for some of the most ambitious public sector 

reform programmes, even though the Conservative Party has historically been known for being 

the party that worries about the functionality of local governments. The party undertook three 

post-war local government reorganisations. Most of these reforms targeted the local 

governments. They devolved powers for the delivery of major public services to the local 

governments. These led to the re-engineering of local governments to deliver public services 

either directly or in partnership with the private sector or user associations (Laffin, 2008:109). 

According to Chandler (2010:18), the argument for local governments in Britain is that they 

are the best means for delivering services efficiently under the oversight of Parliament, which 

is made up of representatives of the people and who seek happiness for the greater number of 

people. This therefore underpins the reason behind administrative decentralisation. It is further 

argued that stable national liberal democratic systems are best developed through local 

governments.  Therefore, local governments have a national significance that goes beyond the 

benefits that the local levels derive from them. For the local governments to perform their role 

at both sub-national and national levels, they need to be free from external influences 
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emanating from the national government and to have adequate fiscal capacity to perform their 

functions. The responsibility of guaranteeing the independence of local governments, groups 

and individuals lies with the central government. 

Norway is one of the countries in Europe with a large but decentralised public sector. Local 

governments account for a fifth of the national GDP and the main source of revenue is personal 

income taxes. Whereas some countries have fixed revenue-sharing arrangements as stipulated 

by law, the revenue sharing in Norway between the central government, counties and the 

municipalities is determined by Parliament on an annual basis.  Income-tax revenue is shared 

between municipalities, counties and the central government, with revenue shares determined 

each year by Parliament at a rate of 13 per cent to the municipalities and 3 per cent to the 

counties, while the central government retains 12 per cent. Fiscal decentralisation has been 

used by countries like Canada, the United States of America (USA) and other Western 

countries to promote local autonomy in the delivery of public services. However, evidence 

from developing countries points to the contrary; in these countries there is a high degree of 

central government control over local government affairs using fiscal arrangements (Borge, 

Brueckner and Rattsø, 2013:12). 

The local governance system in New Zealand followed the kind of public sector reforms that 

took place in other Western countries in the 1980s. These reforms were informed by neo-liberal 

political agendas that sought to promote democratic values, and to develop and strengthen 

partnerships for efficient and effective public service delivery. These reforms sought to bridge 

the wide divide between the state and the market by promoting partnerships and networks in 

public service delivery. Decentralising powers to the local governments was the favourite way 

of rebuilding public confidence in the otherwise eroded efficacy of central governments. These 

reforms put local governments at the centre of development planning and implementation while 

the central governments, through their agencies, performed an oversight function and set 

service delivery standards, monitored the implementation of national policies at the lower 

levels and evaluated the impact of these development initiatives (Thomas and Ali Memon, 

2007:172). 

In 1991, the Bulgarian Parliament enacted a law to facilitate self-government. This law 

triggered the decentralisation process. Decision-making powers were decentralised to local-

level governments. The decentralisation reforms in the 1990s were largely driven by 

ideological and intellectual changes that favoured a decentralised and market-based system of 
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governance. This was emphasised by the pressure that came with rapid urbanisation and 

globalisation and that called for localised development planning and coordination which was 

expected to be responsive to local needs. 

With decentralisation in Bulgaria came the assignment of legally binding responsibilities to 

local governments to fulfil certain functions with guidelines from the central government. The 

responsibility of central governments was to set standards and to develop performance 

parameters like targets and performance indicators. This came with some local government 

officials being appointed by the central government while others were appointed by the local 

authorities. The central government then monitors and evaluates the performance of the local 

governments based on the set standards, indicators and targets. Whereas most powers seem to 

have been retained by the central governments, local governments still had powers to formulate 

and implement local policies in line with the national policies for local service delivery (Meurs, 

2008:12). 

Italy adopted decentralisation through a federal system following the collapse of the so-called 

‘First Republic’ in the 1990s through a rather chaotic institutional reform process. Through 

constitutional reforms, political, administrative and fiscal powers were devolved to federal 

states and local governments. Like other European countries, such as the UK, Spain and 

Belgium granted local governments autonomy to manage their affairs (Baldini and Baldi, 

2014:87). 

Decentralisation in Belgium followed ideological shifts in the 1960s. Previously, identity 

politics drove governance in the country. The competing ideologies – the liberal, socialist and 

Catholic ideologies – were the bedrock of individual citizen identity. Leading socialists like 

Jules Destrée even denied the existence of a Belgian nationality. However, these ideologies 

started to lose their appeal, and thus politicians had to revert to regional identities as a means 

of popular mobilisation, leading to the rise of decentralisation in Belgium. The 1993 

Constitution provided for a federal system of governance under the broader European Union 

framework, which required the equitable implementation of policies across a country, much as 

this raised the question of how the sovereign federal states that were autonomous would relate 

with the rest of the European Union (Jones, 1998:140-141). 

The state of Macedonia has undergone processes of decentralisation, centralisation and re-

decentralisation in her political history. Prior to her independence in 1991, the Socialist Federal 
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Republic of Macedonia ran a highly decentralised system of governance. Even though the 1974 

Constitution enshrined decentralisation as one of its major objectives, the 1990s witnessed a 

process of recentralisation of previously decentralised powers. Following Macedonia’s 

independence, the inclusion of decentralisation as the main system of governance came as a 

result of pressure from the Albanian politicians, who felt that their interests were not being 

taken care of under the governance system of the time and, therefore, pushed for powers to be 

devolved to the municipalities. The Albanian community felt that the centralisation process 

that had taken place earlier was undertaken while targeting them and that it disadvantaged them 

as a community. During the decentralisation reforms, a call for proportional representation in 

the municipal councils, committees and public administration to ensure equal participation by 

the different ethnic groups was taken care of in both administrative and elective offices. Even 

though proportional representation was one of the provisions in the 1974 Constitution, the 

reality was far different in practice. The 1991 Constitution removed the collective rights in the 

previous constitution that had provided for proportional representation based on quotas in all 

public institutions. This meant that the Albanians only constituted 2.5 per cent of public 

employees as of 2001 (Lyon, 2015:160). 

Decentralisation of educational services in Poland has been described as ‘systemic localisation’ 

and ‘radical decentralisation’. Systemically, the governance and administration of schools was 

devolved to regional, district and municipal governments as a way of making education 

services efficient and responsive to local needs. The decentralisation of education in Poland 

was radical in nature in that education service provision was not just decentralised to the sub-

national governments, but also to the non-state institutions. Despite being non-state agencies, 

the schools all received considerable funding from the state. This led to an increase in the 

number of non-state actors getting involved in education service provision. As of the 1990s, 

there were about 500 private schools; and as of now, there are over 1,000 private schools 

participating in the programme and accounting for 5 per cent of the total national education 

provision (Bodine, 2005:87). 

In Germany, decentralisation and local governance were adopted as a means of driving 

innovations and sustainable development by local governments in partnership and 

collaboration with local communities, societies, businesses and citizens in general based on 

European Union (EU) and global standards and norms (Heinrichs and Schuster, 2017:539). 
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Whereas in other parts of Europe there are nearly similar systems of governance, in Turkey, it 

is a dual system. This can be attributed to the form of decentralisation that the country has 

adopted. The local governance system in the country is based on deconcentration as opposed 

to a devolved form of decentralisation. Deconcentration is arguably the weakest form of 

decentralisation after delegation and devolution. Within the Turkish system of local 

governance, deconcentrated functions are headed by central government-appointed governors 

while the local governments are headed by elected persons. For example, the municipalities are 

headed by mayors who are directly elected during district or metropolitan elections. Members 

of the district and town councils are also elected directly by the people from among a list of 

members provided by the party on a proportional representative basis. At the metropolitan 

level, the municipalities are led by a metropolitan council whose membership is composed of 

mayors from the municipalities plus some council members. In addition, the metropolitan 

council has municipality mayors and a certain number of council members from the districts. 

The thinking is that such an arrangement will ensure coordination of functions between the 

various levels of government. The elected members serve a term of five years (Yilmaz and 

Guner, 2013:126). 

Despite Serbia being considered a centralised state, an examination of state financing shows 

otherwise. About 10 per cent of its total budget is spent at the lower levels of government. 

However, the level of political will to decentralise is questionable. This may be because the 

key actors do not see the need for a decentralised system of governance, and yet recognition of 

the need for a decentralised system of governance is primary in the successful implementation 

of such public sector reforms (Stančetić, 2012:6-7). 

3.5 Decentralisation in Latin America 

The political reforms that swept across Latin America in the 1980s resulted from a group of 

champions of decentralisation. These included mayors, who even formed an association of 

mayors to promote and coordinate decentralisation efforts across Latin America. In 1988, the 

first elected mayors in Colombia created the Colombian Federation of Municipalities known 

as the Federación Colombiana de Municipios (FCM). They aimed at promoting the collective 

interests of their localities in the areas of municipal management and enhancing 

decentralisation at all levels of government. By 1986, the impetus for decentralisation that had 

developed continued to further political decentralisation and this trend seemed difficult to 

reverse. A Constitutional Assembly in 1991 convened in Bogota assigned a committee to 
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develop frameworks for local elections and the degree of autonomy that could be granted to 

the local governments (Falleti, 2005:339). 

In examining the evolution of decentralisation in Latin America, Falleti (2005:330) argues that 

both advocates and critics of decentralisation operate on the assumption that decentralisation 

powers sub-national governments. The Latin American experience reveals that the influence 

of decentralisation has not been homogeneous across countries. Considering this, Falleti 

proposes a ‘sequential theory of decentralisation’. According to this theory, decentralisation is 

seen as a process that considers the interests of the actors that bargain a win in their favour and 

that ensures that there is a policy feedback mechanism in place. In addition, the sequence of 

decentralising the different powers (fiscal, administrative and political) determines the balance 

of power in the inter-governmental relationships. The author concludes that it is not a given 

that decentralisation inevitably increase the power of local governments. 

However, it is important to note that countries are not homogeneous across the board and even 

within individual countries. It may be that the sequencing of decentralisation of the fiscal, 

administrative and political powers alone may not determine the outcomes of decentralisation 

but it has to be accompanied by the local capacity to utilise these powers and the nature of the 

relationship between the central government and local governments as well as the interests of 

the political elite at both the national and sub-national government levels. 

Following the widespread governance reforms in Latin America, where countries adopted the 

decentralised system of governance in its varied types and forms in the 1980s and 1990s, there 

are efforts across Latin America now to subtly recentralise the otherwise decentralised powers 

to sub-national governments. There have even been attempts in some countries, such as Peru 

under the authoritarian regime of Alberto Fujimori between 1990 and 2001, to remove 

provisions for local elections. Administrative powers to monitor and control local affairs have 

shifted back to central governments, especially through fiscal controls and conditional grants. 

The Peruvian national government even argues that the deconcentration of Finance officials 

from the centre to local governments amounts to decentralisation that brings government closer 

to the people. This has led to increased control and monitoring of local development and 

spending decisions and control over mineral resources (Dickovick and Eaton, 2013: 1453 - 

1455). 
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The implementation of a decentralised system of governance in Peru followed the ousting of 

Alberto Fujimori from the presidency in 1990. This was even though the 1979 Peruvian 

Constitution under Article 79 stipulated the principle of decentralisation as being the basis of 

local governance.  In 1993, a new constitution came into effect. The constitution centralised 

power in the national government though it incorporated democratic participation and protected 

the rights of the indigenous people. The implementation of decentralisation in its ‘true’ form 

in Peru is seen to be deficient in terms of transfer of decision-making powers and control from 

the central government to the sub-national governments. There seems to be no political will to 

transfer powers and responsibilities to lower local governments. This has affected the exercise 

of powers in all aspects of local governance, thus affecting the delivery of decentralised 

services (Heuft and Buchenrieder, 2003:341). 

As a way of facilitating regional development, the Peruvian government established 

departmental corporations. Under this arrangement, urban industrial areas were created, and 

highways constructed to link the four regions to the capital, Lima. The integrated regional 

development strategy was initially implemented in 1976 with technical and financial support 

from the United States Aid for International Development (USAID) (Rondinelli and Wilson, 

1987:348). 

Unlike most Latin American countries that adopted the decentralised system of governance 

between the 1980s and 1990s, effective decentralisation in Peru took root in the 2000s under 

the leadership of President Alejandro Toledo. Before that, governance in Peru was highly 

centralised, especially under the authoritarian regime of Alberto Fujimori. Even though the 

structures for local governance existed for some time, local governments were non-functional. 

One aspect of Peruvian decentralisation is the adoption of participatory budgeting as an 

approach to governance. In this approach, citizens make budgeting decisions at the local and 

regional government levels. Much as community participation in local governance is not new 

to Peru, extending it to budgeting was new and it influenced local governance (Jaramillo and 

Wright, 2015:280). 

However, these trends across Latin America and elsewhere, especially in the developing 

countries in Asia and Africa, should not be a surprise, especially when one considers the fact 

that most of the governments did not willingly decentralise. The failure of local governments 

to perform as expected owing to capacity gaps or inappropriate design of decentralisation is 

being used as a reason to recentralise otherwise decentralised powers. With most of these 
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countries adopting multi-party democracy, the urge to control local politics and decisions has 

grown substantially. 

Bolivia and Colombia are among the Central American countries that adopted decentralisation 

as a means of addressing local development concerns. These countries undertook fiscal reforms 

that saw resources for public investment being redirected to regional and local governments. 

Public investment shifted from infrastructure and industry to what is seen to be the primary 

social service sectors, that is, education, health, water and sanitation, especially in rural, poor 

and small communities and urban areas. These were the areas with the greatest needs, which 

needs could best be met through a decentralised system of governance that was assumed to be 

more responsive to local needs (Faguet and Sanchez, 2006:9). 

Mexico is one of the countries in Latin America that decentralised under a federal system of 

governance. There are three levels of government in this country that comprise the central 

government, state governments and local governments, including municipalities. There are 

strong regional and state governments, but with disparities. A common aspect is the varied 

fiscal capacities of the local governments. For example, the district of Nuevo León in Mexico 

state accounts for about 40 per cent of Mexico’s GDP, while states such as Oaxaca, Chiapas, 

Hidalgo and Guerrero contribute only about 7 per cent to total GDP. This ultimately affects the 

distribution of the revenue to the different levels of government, especially where the 

distribution is based on the tax collection efforts of the local governments. The challenge with 

this is the fact that the bulk of the high-yielding taxes, like income taxes, excise duties and 

value-added tax (VAT) are controlled by the central government. This undermines the tax 

independence of the local governments, which translates into dependence on the central 

government to fund public services in the areas of jurisdiction of these local governments 

(Hernández-Trillo and Jarillo-Rabling, 2008:1548). 

Decentralisation of what was then central government functions to sub-national governments, 

user associations and the private sector in Mexico drastically transformed the political economy 

of the country following decades of a centrally controlled economy and state responsibilities 

under the neo-liberal restructuring of the state. These reforms have let to rapid growth of 

Mexico’s urban centres where what were initially public services have been commoditised and 

privatised, for example the water services (Wilder and Romero Lankao, 2006:1977). 
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The decentralisation experience and processes in Venezuela reflect what happened in the other 

Latin American countries. It is argued that there has been a greater of implementation of 

decentralisation in Latin America than in other developing regions of the world. This is 

evidenced by the 17 largest countries in Latin America adopting decentralisation as the 

appropriate system of governance. These include Mexico and Brazil, among others. Much as 

the design and incentives for the implementation of the decentralisation policies vary across 

Latin America, they all involve considerable devolution of powers from the central 

governments to the sub-national governments. The reforms include constitutional provisions 

for the local people to elect their leaders to the various political institutions, resulting in some 

political autonomy. Most of the decentralisation policy aspects in Latin America, be it political, 

administrative or fiscal, were informed by geographical imbalances (Mitchell, 2000:3). 

As part of the broader public sector reforms in Brazil, participatory budgeting processes were 

adopted to further operationalise decentralisation and democratise the budgeting process. 

Under this system, substantial amounts of funds were transferred to the municipal 

governments, which were also given powers to plan and budget for their local service needs to 

meet household needs (Gonçalves, 2013:3). 

3.6 Decentralisation in Asia 

Governments in East Asia are said to be the most enthusiastic about decentralisation compared 

to other parts of Asia. The adoption of a decentralised system of governance coincided with 

the spread of deregulation and privatisation between the 1970s and 1980s. These reforms were 

instituted to transform what was perceived to be highly centralised command-and-control 

regimes. The reforms led to local governments having to elect their own leaders rather than 

them being appointed by the central government. In addition, the reforms saw a large 

percentage of total public expenditure being executed at the sub-national levels. For example, 

the total expenditure at the local levels stood at 70 per cent for China, 66 per cent for India, 60 

per cent for Japan, and 45 per cent for South Korea and Vietnam, respectively. However, it is 

worth noting that in these countries, the share contribution of revenue by the sub-national 

governments remains low despite the long period of time during which the decentralised system 

of governance has been implemented, thus bringing into question the economic benefits of 

decentralisation. For example, the share contributions of revenue stand at 40 per cent for China 

and Japan, 35 per cent for Viet Nam, and 33 per cent for India. The fiscal incapacity of local 
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governments calls into question the outcomes of decentralisation. This necessitates re-thinking 

the approaches to the decentralised system of governance (Ramesh, 2013:1). 

Decentralisation in most of Asia went hand in hand with rapid urbanisation and 

industrialisation while being driven by forces of globalisation since the 1990s. During the same 

period, the region witnessed the fall of many authoritarian regimes and the adoption of 

democratic governance. During this period, also, decentralisation was promoted as the vehicle 

for improving governance processes, with anticipation of its desired outcomes being based on 

the local capacities and contexts. It is argued that type of regime and sector has implications 

for the outcomes of decentralisation. These tend to influence the level of inter-governmental 

relationships, collaborations and effectiveness of service delivery (Rumbach, 2016:35) 

According to Miller and Bunnell (2012:1), the push for decentralisation across Asia is 

multifaceted/multipronged and is characterised by competing interests and voices. There is a 

common belief that the push for central governments to transfer political, administrative and 

fiscal powers to sub-national governments has come from the international development 

community to promote community empowerment and greater community participation in 

formal decision-making processes. 

However, the implementation of decentralisation in Asia has not been uniform. The transfer of 

powers in countries such as Japan, Thailand and Bangladesh have happened to only a limited 

extent compared to Indonesia and Malaysia. The weak form of decentralisation in Bangladesh 

and Thailand is largely attributed to weak political will and strong political resistance to the 

devolution of powers and resources from the central government to sub-national governments. 

This has led to the adoption of a highly diluted form of decentralisation that is implemented 

half-heartedly with a lot of manipulation form central government agencies that interfere with 

local government decisions concerning the development agenda and programmes (Miller and 

Bunnell, 2012:2). 

The local governance system in Japan has its roots in the ‘Meiji Restoration’ of 1888. During 

this period, the Japanese government sought to establish a modern nation-state. Local 

authorities were established at the levels of cities, towns and villages and within a system of 

prefectures with local autonomy. The Meiji Constitution established the prefectures as the local 

government entities, but they also served as administrative organs of the central government, 

with governors of the prefectures as well as the local administrative officials being appointed 
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by the central government. The local administrative officials served under the close supervision 

of the Minister of the Interior through the centrally appointed prefectural governors. However, 

the system of local governance established under the Meiji was a weak one, thus prompting the 

amendment of the constitution after World War II. The new constitution provided for more 

autonomous local governments with more political, administrative and fiscal powers to 

perform devolved functions. The constitutional provisions were further operationalised by the 

enactment of an ‘omnibus’ decentralisation law (Ikawa, 2008:10, 12). 

During the years that the decentralised system of governance has been implemented in Japan, 

several commissions of enquiry have been established to examine the operations of local 

governments. Significantly, among them is the ‘Shoup Mission’ of 1949. This mission 

recommended strengthening the local revenue generation capacity, and the abolition of the 

‘national treasury subsidy and obligatory share system’. In 1980, the ‘Second Provisional 

Commission for Administrative Reform’ and the ‘Local Government System Research 

Council’ recommended the reintroduction of the ‘Agency Delegated Function System’. In line 

with their recommendations, a law was enacted in 1986 that provided for the removal of 

appointed governors and mayors who did not perform well in delivering the delegated 

functions.  The new law enacted in 1991 provided for lawsuits to be initiated against governors 

of prefectures and mayors of municipalities who failed to implement the Agency Delegated 

Function System. In addition, fiscal reforms were instituted. There were cuts in national 

subsidies and obligatory shares under the transfer system. A system to simplify fiscal transfers 

between levels of government was established. This set out conditions for subsidies and 

payment procedures (Ikawa, 2008:13). 

The Thai local governments system is based on a three-tier structure. This consists of 

provincial, municipal and sub-district governments. These fall under two metropolitan areas of 

Pattaya City and the Bangkok Metropolitan area. The political and administrative structures 

are headed by representatives elected for four-year terms and appointed officials respectively 

(Krueathep, 2004:218). 

Following the independence of Indonesia from the Dutch in 1945, the general population hoped 

for greater improvement in their socio-economic conditions. However, this was not the case 

under the centrally controlled development efforts undertaken by the government. 

Dissatisfaction with this was the motive force behind the demand for greater autonomy by the 

different regions in the country.  Indonesia instead responded to this dissatisfaction by 



87 

 

maintaining/strengthening a centralised administration. It is important to note that even though 

decentralisation was fully instituted in later years, the 1945 Independence Constitution 

contained provisions for several levels of government under a federal system. The governments 

then opted for a unitary system of governance owing to the existence of diverse nationalities 

with distinct ethic identities that made nation formation a challenge. Decentralisation came on 

the heels of interrelated concerns about constructing a national identity, constraining 

regionalism, and the growing interest among the elite in local and national politics (Diprose, 

2008:397). 

Indonesia is one of the most decentralised countries in the world. Shortly after independence, 

the country adopted a decentralised system of governance. Even under military rule, the sub-

national governments enjoyed a relatively high level of autonomy. The central government did 

not have direct control over matters at the provincial, district and local government levels. This 

was driven by the desire to break away from the post-colonial bureaucracy. In the light of this, 

in 2001 the country started the process of the so-called ‘big bang’ of decentralisation. This 

reform led to a comprehensive transfer of political and administrative powers from the central 

government to the provincial, district and local governments. Significant powers were devolved 

to the local governments and less to the provincial and district, as well as city governments. To 

further enhance the powers of the local governments, Law No. 6 of 2014 was enacted to expand 

the powers of the village authorities to take charge of revenue mobilisation, public 

administration, and management of natural resources like forests in their areas of jurisdiction. 

In 2014, Law No. 23 on Regional Governance was enacted to regulate the relationship between 

the local governments and the higher-level governments (Ardiansyah, Marthen, A.A. and 

Amalia, 2015:1). 

Since the 1950s, Indonesia has operated a highly centralised but multi-tier unitary state system 

of governance, with state agencies performing deconcentrated central government functions at 

the provincial and district levels (Alm, Aten and Bahl, 2001:4). Indonesia devolved powers in 

all aspects, that is, in the political, administrative and fiscal spheres. Under its system, more 

powers and responsibilities were entrusted to the district local governments, with substantial 

amounts of public funds being put under their control. The provinces and districts accounted 

for 20 per cent of total public expenditure at the start, and this rose to 26 per cent by 2001 and 

37 per cent by 2007.  These are figures that are higher than for many countries in the OECD 

and other East Asian countries, apart from China. However, despite these elaborate reforms 
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and figures, there are regional disparities as far as the welfare impact of these fiscal 

arrangements is concerned. The provinces are not homogeneous, and they have varying fiscal, 

administrative and political capacities. This has led to conflicts in some regions, such as Java 

Province, being attributed to these disparities (Murshed, Tadjoeddin and Chowdhury, 2009: 

398-399). 

Decentralisation in Indonesia provides an interesting case in the decentralisation discourse, not 

just because of the sheer size and the economic and political importance of decentralisation in 

the country, but also because of the radical design of the decentralisation system that was 

adopted by the government. This decentralisation system devolved responsibilities and the 

requisite resources for nearly all political and administrative matters from the central 

government to sub-national governments, apart from matters concerning national security, 

fiscal policy, religious affairs, monetary policy, justice and foreign affairs, which remained in 

the hands of the central government. Significant central revenue transfers to the local 

governments came to around 30 per cent of the total national budget and the chain of command 

for political accountability in the country was reorganised by eliminating the hierarchical 

relationship between the three levels of government, that is, the central, provincial and local 

governments. Citizens were granted the right to vote their own local leaders and Members of 

Parliament through direct elections. District officials were answerable to the locally elected 

assemblies. Lastly, all central government agencies worked under and answered to the local 

governments. Indonesia’s decentralisation design and experience makes a good case for the 

positive influence of granting local governments greater autonomy over their issues within a 

broad national framework. This approach to decentralisation was informed by the experiences 

drawn from the previous attempts to decentralise and the political crisis of 1998. This prompted 

the decentralisation reforms that have taken place since 1999 and the enactment of laws that 

took effect in the 2000s (Sujarwoto, 2012:58). 

The decentralisation process in Indonesia has been described as ‘a pendulum’. In 1999, 

Indonesia moved swiftly to decentralise owing to pressure resulting from political instability 

and the demand for independence by several provinces, and then went on to recentralise some 

aspects of the administrative decentralisation, especially in the management of the health 

sector. The need for some form of control from the centre derived from the perception by 

district local governments that they did not need to coordinate policy implementation with the 

higher levels of government. Departments in districts started to set their own standards across 
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the provinces. There also emerged overlaps in responsibilities at the different levels of 

government owing to this perception. This equally led to inequalities across the country as ‘the 

new roles of local governments under decentralisation required a different set of skills for 

policy, planning and budgeting. However, no transfer of technical skills accompanied the 

transfer of responsibilities and funding’ (Hodge et al., 2015:1635). It is in this context that the 

central government saw the need to have some control at the local levels in some services, such 

as health services and education, owing to the national implications of their performance. 

The progress made in the decentralised delivery of public services in Indonesia has come under 

enormous stress from external economic shocks like the constant fluctuations in oil prices. This 

has greatly affected the fiscal decentralisation function in the country, consequently affecting 

the implementation of public policies at the national, regional and local levels. This is 

compounded by the fact that there is varying per capita income among the population and 

disparities in the regional fiscal capacities (Ranis and Stewart, 1994:34). Decentralisation in 

Indonesia needs to be analysed and understood in the broader context of the democratisation 

processes that followed the ousting of Suharto in 1998, and the need to counter the separatist 

insurrections by some of the regions in the country, for example the separatist moves in Aceh, 

Sumatra, a resource-rich province. To institutionalise decentralisation, the constitution was 

amended and specific laws on decentralisation were enacted in 1999 and these took effect in 

2001. These laws set out the mandates of the national, provincial and local governments, 

together with the corresponding fiscal arrangements. They empowered the local governments 

politically, administratively and fiscally. Room was created for districts to make laws that met 

their local needs (Murshed, Tadjoeddin and Chowdhury, 2009:398). 

Whereas Indonesia decentralised fiscally, the local governments do not enjoy the autonomy to 

determine tax rates. The rates and assessments are done by the central government. 

 It is argued that Indonesia needs to adopt international practices where local governments can 

determine their tax rates, though within a provided range. However, there is a wide disparity 

in fiscal capacities across local governments in Indonesia and, as such, most local governments 

continue to depend on central government transfers for their operations and development 

efforts. There is need to put in place effective incentives for local governments to raise their 

own local revenue over which they have spending discretion, but which is subject to regulation. 

If this is not the case, there will be allocative inefficiencies as administrative and other costs of 

local governance will not reflect the true picture of decentralisation (Kelly, 2004:84). 
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Whereas Indonesia’s experience with decentralisation reforms has been praised, especially for 

promoting popular participation in political processes, and the functionality of watchdog 

institutions, it has been associated with increasing inequality between resource-rich and 

resource-poor regions, increasing corruption at the lower levels and the inability of central 

government to prioritise national interests. Another downside to the decentralisation reform in 

Indonesia has been the limited political, administrative and fiscal capacity of several local 

governments to match the responsibilities that come with the devolved powers such as policy 

development, implementation, monitoring, evaluation and the ability to engage with the local 

population in meeting their needs. This undermines the legitimacy of the local governments 

among the citizens. These could reflect limited government capacities at the different levels, 

but it will also reflect the attitude of the office holders and a weak civil society (Lim, 2006:5). 

Following two decades of civil war, the Government of Cambodia embarked on a 

decentralisation process as a means of bringing prosperity to the country. This followed in the 

wake of decentralisation initiatives in other developing countries. The decentralisation process 

was initiated by the Royal Government of Cambodia by first carrying out the election of 

commune councils. This development brought about changes in the traditional hierarchical 

structure of Cambodian society. This increased the avenues for citizen participation in local 

decision-making processes concerning local developments in their areas of jurisdiction. The 

guiding principle was that of subsidiarity, whereby ‘the most effective governance of any 

organisation occurs when authority for decision-making is located as close as possible to the 

site where the action takes place’ (Pellini, 2005:205). 

Whereas some countries have opted for a full-blown decentralisation of functions, some have 

decentralised using a piecemeal approach. A case in point is the decentralisation of disaster 

risk management in Vietnam.  The idea of decentralisation is widely seen in the policies and 

legal provisions in Vietnam. The disaster risk management policy puts emphasis on local 

capacity for community-based disaster risk management. However, just like in other countries, 

the implementation of decentralisation policies keeps shifting according to developments in the 

global political, economic and social arenas. However, the country remains focused on using 

decentralisation as a driver of socio-economic change to secure political acceptance and 

legitimacy (Garschagen, 2016:43). The use of decentralised disaster risk management 

approaches has also been pushed by many national governments around the globe, notably in 
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Asia where significant populations and assets are exposed to a wide range of natural hazards, 

coupled with high levels of susceptibility and considerable limits to response capacity. 

Vietnam, a unitary state, does not have a clear and coherent decentralisation policy. What could 

be decentralisation can best be seen in the administrative sphere. Unlike other countries, the 

local governments do not have legal provisions for their mandates over resources, 

responsibilities and their legal status. What exists is more of decentration of central government 

agencies than devolution of powers. If we were to go by the belief that language is a window 

into one’s inner intentions, the phrase for decentralisation in Vietnamese, ‘phan cap 

phanquyen’, which means ‘allocating among levels’, would reflect the deconcentration of 

central government functions to other levels of government. The phrase can also mean 

‘allocating rights’. This is more applicable in the political context where a citizen is given rights 

to participate in political processes like elections (Fritzen, 2006:9).  

Despite the claim that there is decentralisation in Vietnam, the local governments have limited 

administrative and political discretion over resources and decision-making processes. This 

could be explained by the common fear among the central government officials that ‘sharing 

of power and the emergence of autonomous actors [may lead to] …extreme [like the] potential 

loss of unity in areas such as national defence, internal security and foreign affairs’ (Nguyen, 

2000:15). 

Basing on the experiences of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Vo 

(2009:399) examined fiscal decentralisation in Vietnam. The results revealed that, first, the 

central government sets the tax rates and tax base and second, tax administration is centralised 

and, third, there is tight control of sub-national expenditures by the central government. These 

three factors weaken the fiscal position of the sub-national governments. With such a weak 

position, the local governments lack the autonomy to undertake decentralised functions. If 

decentralisation is to achieve its objectives in Vietnam, there is need for fiscal reforms that can 

guarantee some autonomy and the responsiveness of local governments to local needs. 

The governance structure in India has largely remained the same as when the British colonial 

regime left.  The British had established three levels of government, and these included the 

union, state and local governments. Of all the states in India, Kerala is the most decentralised. 

The state adopted a so-called ‘big bang’ approach to implementing decentralisation from the 

state to the local governments. It implemented a comprehensive fiscal decentralisation policy 
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and deliberately built the capacities of the local governments to undertake the decentralised 

functions and powers. This enhanced discretionary powers and accountability in the local 

governments in terms of political, administrative and fiscal functionality. Kerala’s local 

governments have a high level of discretionary powers, accountability and citizen participation 

in decision-making processes.  The local governments consist of panchayat (village level), 

block panchayat (about 100 villages) and district panchayat (about 1,000 villages). In the urban 

areas, the structure consists of the nagarpanchayat (lowest level), municipal council (middle 

level) and the municipal corporation (highest level). These structures are staffed by elected 

officials at all levels (Venugopal and Yilmaz, 2009:316). 

Singh (2012:119) argues that where central governments, local governments and NGOs work 

together in development initiatives, there are higher chances of attaining sustainable 

development. In India, local governments were fragmented and differentiated to deliver 

services, and most became urban (Elander, 2002:191). The impetus for collaboration between 

local governments and other development actors came with the constitutional reform that 

restricted their access to resources and, as such, they resorted to contracting services to the 

private sector and user associations (Elander, 2002:112). This promoted competition to deliver 

services, thus improving efficiency and effectiveness in the delivery of services in the areas of 

jurisdiction of these local governments. This was possible where the urban authorities were 

under the second tier of government and, as such, the central government had a controlling 

effect on what happened in these urban areas. Even where the urban authorities were subject 

to the state government, central government continued to dictate and support urban 

development programmes. 

Decentralisation in the Philippines was established through constitutional reforms in 1987 that 

sought to dispose of dictatorial tendencies of the central government by establishing democratic 

local governments (Ul Haque, 2012:7). 

Like many other developing countries, decentralisation is a going concern in the Philippines 

owing to the long-standing entrenchment of a centralised system of governance right from the 

time of colonial rule under the Spaniards. To date, there exist centralised administrative and 

political structures and processes. It is in this context that even after the passing of many laws 

to decentralise governance, the autonomy of the decentralised structures is yet to be realised. 

The central government continues to be the dominant force in local affairs and there is a high 

level of dependence on the central government by the local governments. Efforts to decentralise 
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were curtailed by the coming into effect of martial law that vested the powers to appoint local 

government officials in the President, despite the fact that several policies that promoted local 

autonomy were enacted to enhance the administrative and fiscal capacities of local 

governments (Brillantes and Modino, 2015:4). 

Decentralisation in Korea has always been associated with pluralistic democracy in the country 

since the 1990s. This followed about three decades of autocratic rule. The governments of Kim 

Dae Jung and Roh Moo Hyun granted local governments autonomy and promoted participatory 

local governance. As such, right from 2003, decentralisation reforms have been an ongoing 

reform process. Much as the decentralisation in Korea is provided for in the constitution, and 

local governments are given responsibilities in their areas of jurisdiction, what is in practice 

does not quite reflect the legal provisions in the constitution pertaining to the role of local 

governments in promoting the well-being of the people. This is even though the Koreans have 

participated in the election of their political leadership at all levels of government, such as that 

of county executives, governors and mayors, since 1995 (Lee, 2006:15). 

A key aspect of the decentralisation discourse is the issue of popular participation by 

communities. According to Shakil Ahmad and Abu Talib (2012:34), community participation 

in development issues in Pakistan can be attributed to the devolution of the planning process 

that was enacted into law in 2000 and took effect in 2001 as part of the broader decentralised 

governance system in Pakistan. This initiative has promoted community participation in 

resource mobilisation, development planning and implementation based on a representative 

system called the Citizen Community Boards (CCBs) at the local government level. This has 

enhanced participation by marginalised groups and empowered them to undertake self-

development initiatives based on the so-called the community-driven development (CDD) 

approaches under which community contribution to any development initiative in their area is 

mandatory. This has helped the communities to develop a sense of ownership of the 

development initiatives in their areas. 

In the Chinese political system, decentralisation is not a straightforward affair. Though there 

are legally created local governments, there are mechanisms within the system that allow close 

control of the affairs of the local governments by the central government. The local 

governments lack the autonomy to the point that they cannot deviate from the priorities of the 

central government, even if they are not in line with the local needs. It is argued that ‘local 

autonomy only reaches so far as the central government circumscribes’ with powers being 
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concentrated in the higher levels of local government, that is, at the provincial and prefecture 

levels. This is a more recent development, which is referred to as ‘soft centralisation’. This 

development has robbed the lower-level governments of most of the powers that they enjoyed 

before. They are now what (Smith, 2010) calls ‘empty shells’. With the economic 

developments from the 1970s, inter-governmental relations have continued to change, with 

local governments gaining fiscal autonomy but losing politically (Shi, 2017:75). 

3.7 Decentralisation in the Americas 

In comparing the local governance system in Ontario, Canada and in England in the United 

Kingdom, one discovers that the Canadian local government system is hardly provided for in 

the Canadian constitution, which gets a few mentions here and there. Equally, the position of 

the local governments in the Canadian political system does not receive constitutional 

protection. Section 92(8) of the Constitution lays the responsibility for the control of local 

government in the hands of the provincial governments. As per the Municipal Act and the City 

Act, the provisional governments are to determine the mandates of local governments 

(Sutcliffe, 2007:255). According to Graham and Kane (1998:1), the ‘limited constitutional 

status is in part responsible for the dominant impression that local authorities are ‘bit players’ 

in Canadian politics, particularly at the federal level’. This legal provision for local 

governments in Canada leaves them highly vulnerable to the influence of the provincial 

governments. This contrasts with the strong legal and policy frameworks for local governance 

in England and in most other countries in the world that have adopted a decentralised system 

of governance. 

According to Groenveld, van der Meer and Wagenaar (2010:48), the form of institutional set-

up that exists during the formational time of an organisation dominates and determines several 

issues during the lifetime of that organisation. In reflecting about the local governance system 

in the Netherlands, one cannot detach it from her experience during the invasion of the country 

by the French. During the birth of the Dutch Republic in 1795, the institutional arrangements 

were largely informed by that experience. What is often referred to as the French era in the 

Netherlands accounts for the political-administrative divides that exist to date. However, it 

should be noted that the later Dutch public sector reforms were informed by contemporary 

governance trends in continental Western Europe that shaped the design of local governments.  

These reforms have often been dated to the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries. What is often 
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called in the Netherlands the French era is seen as constituting a sharp rift in the political-

administrative development. 

3.8  Chapter Summary 

The notion of decentralised governance is not a homogeneous concept. Its understanding and 

practices vary across countries. In some cases, there are variations in the same country over 

time and space. Whereas there are now agreed positions on what decentralisation and local 

governance are, numerous arguments have been advanced in its favour, especially where it is 

believed that it can lead to popular participation, empowerment of local communities and 

improvement of the quality of service delivery. However, the rosy picture painted of what 

decentralisation can deliver is tainted by experiences across the globe were the failure of 

decentralisation to deliver has been documented. Despite all these, decentralisation continues 

to be a popular public sector reform that continues to be implemented in Africa, Europe, New 

Zealand, Latin America, Asia and the Americas, with mixed results. 

Following the conceptualisation of the concept of decentralisation and exploring the 

experiences in different parts of the world, in the next chapter, the researcher describes the 

research methodology and design that was used to investigate the phenomenon under study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN 

4.1  Introduction 

In the previous chapter, the researcher reviewed literature to explore how decentralisation has 

been conceptualised, the drivers behind the adoption of  the decentralised system of governance 

by different countries across the world, the approaches used, the experiences (success and 

shortcomings) in implementing public policies within decentralised systems of governance in 

some African countries (Anglophone and Francophone Africa), Anglo-Saxon countries, Latin 

American countries and Asian countries. 

In this chapter, the researcher presents the philosophical orientation that underpinned this 

study, the research design, the study population, the techniques that were used to select the 

study participants, data collection and analysis strategies, ethical considerations and a summary 

of the chapter. 

4.2 Study Methodology 

A research methodology refers to procedures that are applied in the process of implementing a 

research plan to resolve a research problem (Schurink, and Auriacombe, 2010:428). To 

investigate the concern about the disjuncture between the objectives of decentralisation and 

public policy outcomes in Uganda, with special focus on the West Nile sub-region in Uganda, 

the study applied a purely qualitative research methodology to obtain an in-depth 

understanding of the underlying issues associated with the decentralised implementation of 

public policies in Uganda. 

An extensive literature and document review were conducted to gain an insight into the concept 

and issues relating to public policy implementation within a decentralised system of 

governance globally and a focus on the Ugandan context. This process enabled the refining of 

the research problem, aim, questions and objectives. This process was guided by the 

interpretivist research paradigm or philosophical orientation, as stated below. 

4.3 The Philosophical Orientation of the Study 

A research paradigm or philosophy is a belief about how data should be gathered, analysed 

about a phenomenon and information generated and utilised. It is argued that every researcher 
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either consciously or unconsciously brings their beliefs and philosophical assumptions to a 

study (Creswell, 2013:15). This connotes that a research method is based on the philosophical 

orientation of a given researcher. This orientation dictates the research design, the nature of the 

problem under investigation, and the target audience of the study (Cohen et al. 2007:47). 

A research paradigm refers to assumptions based on the philosophy that shape one’s 

worldview. There are two main research paradigms. These are social constructivism and 

positivism, which sit on opposite sides when it comes to how research should be conducted. 

Constructivism is largely qualitatively oriented, while positivism is largely quantitative in 

approach (Neuman, 2000:13). 

Qualitative research goes beyond describing the way things are but seeks to obtain a deeper 

understanding why things are the way they are. In qualitative studies, the focus is to gain an 

understanding as well as explain a phenomenon by exploring and clarifying issues related to 

the phenomenon under study. This is achieved by examining respondents’ perceptions, 

feelings, experiences and values, and how these values inform their beliefs about a problem 

under study (Amin, 2005:42). 

Unlike quantitative research designs that are structured and rigid in approach, qualitative 

studies are flexible and evolve in the research process (Kumar 2011:104). This approach to 

research, according to O’Dwyer, (2004:239), ‘demands much of the researcher. The researcher 

is the primary research instrument and is personally responsible for gaining access to sites and 

interviewees, maintaining good field relations, collecting/analysing data and writing in 

creative, yet credible ways’. 

It is argued that qualitative studies can be used when an issue needs to be explored among a 

group, the identified variables cannot be measured easily, and there is need to hear ‘silent 

voices’ on the problem under study (Creswell, 2013:48). Owing to the nature of the problems 

underlying the disjuncture between decentralisation and the outcomes of public policy 

implementation in Uganda, the study applied a qualitative research design to get a deeper 

understanding of why decentralisation seems not to have created the desired effectiveness in 

public policy implementation through interactions with key informants who had long 

experience in the implementation of the decentralisation policy in Uganda. 



98 

 

4.4 Research Design 

Kumar (2011:94) defines a research design as ‘a procedural plan adopted by the researcher to 

answer questions vividly, objectively, accurately, and economically’. A research design 

provides a blueprint for the operationalisation of a study. It sets the precondition for effective 

data collection, analysis, interpretation and presentation. A research design or approach spans 

the entire process of conceptualisation of a study problem, the development of research 

questions, data collection, analysis, writing the research report, and dissemination of the 

research findings (Creswell, 2014:31). 

According to Briggs, Coleman and Morrison (2012:30) and Yin (2009:23), the research design 

is informed by the philosophical perspectives adopted by a researcher. For this reason, the study 

adopted an interpretivist constructivist perspective and used a case study as a strategy for 

investigating the research problem (Mkansi and Acheampong, 2012:133; Denzin, 2009:16). 

A case study approach was adopted by the researcher for this study owing to the type of 

research questions that the study sought answers to. The questions were descriptive and 

exploratory in nature. According to Creswell (2014:187), descriptive studies attempt to 

systematically describe a problem by providing information on the conditions in a particular 

locality, while exploratory studies are those that attempt to give explanations into why and how 

a phenomenon occurs. In this case, it is decentralised public policy implementation in Uganda. 

In order to get deeper and various perspectives on the issues under study, the researcher used a 

multiple-site case study approach. This involved conducting field studies in Kampala City (the 

seat of the national government where national policy decisions are taken), Nebbi, Arua and 

Koboko districts (sub-national governments that implement national policies within a 

decentralised system of governance) to examine multiple realities from the different study 

participants from these locations regarding their experiences in implementing decentralised 

public policy in Uganda, with a special focus on the West Nile sub-region. 

Briggs, Coleman and Morrison (2012:22) advocate the use of the multiple-site case study 

design owing to its ability to document a variety of practices and intangible attributes from 

different locations on the same issue. Yin (2009:12) further argues that evidence from multiple-

sites is more robust and appealing compared to evidence from single-site case studies. In 

addition, multi-site case studies provide room for the comparison of similarities and differences 

(Yin, 2013:9; Maree, 2015:25). 
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In carrying out this study, the researcher sought answers to why decentralisation seemed not to 

have had the expected outcomes in Uganda. Owing to the desire of the researcher to get an in-

depth understanding of the research questions, he ruled out the option of a quantitative 

approach to the study. In so doing, the researcher collected data from the study population on 

the background to decentralised governance, the institutional frameworks for decentralisation 

in Uganda, the global perspectives and approaches to decentralisation, the influence of 

political, administrative and fiscal capacity, and community participation on the effectiveness 

of implementing decentralised public policies in Uganda. 

4.5 The Study Population 

A study population refers to the sum of units from which data can be collected. This can include 

individuals, artefacts, events or organisations that meet the criteria for inclusion in a study 

based on the nature of the problem under study, while a target population refers to the sum of 

the subjects that a researcher is interested in (Sekaran, 2003:265; Parahoo, 1997:218).  

Initially, during the conceptualisation and eventual development of the research proposal, the 

target population for this study comprised officials from the Uganda Ministry of Local 

Government headquarters, officials from the Uganda Local Government Finance Commission 

(ULGFC), officials from the Uganda Local Governments Association (ULGA), officials from 

the district local governments (DLGs) of Arua, Nebbi and Koboko, and three civil society 

organisations (CSOs), that is, Advocacy Coalition for Development and Environment 

(ACODE), Community Empowerment for Development (CEFORD), and Action Aid 

International, Uganda. 

However, as the data collection process progressed, it became apparent that officials from the 

Ministry of Finance, Planning and Economic Development (MoFPED) and Members of 

Parliament who sit on the parliamentary committee responsible for local government had to be 

interviewed to get their perspectives on the issues under study. In addition, some researchers 

and consultants on the issues of decentralisation and local governance were interviewed to 

broaden the perspectives on the problem under study. 

Different categories of respondents were included in the study for various reasons, especially 

for their current or previous experience with the implementation of the decentralisation policy 

in Uganda. The Ministry of Local Government (MoLG) officials were included because it is 

the ministry primarily responsible for the implementation of the decentralisation policy in 
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Uganda. The Local Government Finance Commission and MoFPED were chosen owing to 

their role in the fiscal aspects of the local governments under study. ULGA was selected owing 

to the advocacy role that it plays on behalf of all the local governments in Uganda. The 

Parliamentary Committee on Local Governments was selected owing to its advocacy and 

oversight role in ensuring the effective implementation of decentralised public policy 

implementation in Uganda. 

The CSOs were included in the study because of the nature of their work, which involves 

addressing issues related to local governance and quality of public service delivery at the 

national and sub-national levels. These CSOs focus on advocating good governance to ensure 

affective public service delivery to the intended beneficiaries of decentralisation, the local 

community members in Uganda. 

4.6 Sample Size and Sampling Technique 

4.6.1 Sample size 

A sample is defined as part of the target population that is accessible and representative of the 

whole population. It always remains an estimate no matter how accurate and exhaustive it may 

appear (Kumar, 2011:193; De Vos et al., 2011:10). Issues associated with the cost of a study, 

time and accessibility to the whole population often limit researchers from studying the whole 

target population, thus the need to sample (Cohen et al., 2007:100). For a sample to provide 

adequate information for making judgements about a population, it should bear the 

characteristics of the larger population (Uganda Bureau of Statistics, 2011:3). 

The study had initially targeted 35 participants to be drawn from the MoLG headquarters (3 

respondents), Uganda Local Government Finance Commission (2 respondents), district 

officials from Arua, Nebbi and Koboko district local governments (6 respondents per district, 

totalling 18 respondents). The respondents from the CSOs were to come from ACODE (2 

respondents), CEFORD (2 respondents) and Action Aid International, Uganda (2 respondents). 

These were to be politicians and bureaucrats. 

However, during the data collection process, only 29 participants out of the intended 35 

participated in the study. The research participants included officials from the central 

government ministries and agencies (MoLG, MoFPED, Local Government Finance 

Commission, the Parliament of Uganda, and ULGA) (8), district local governments (13), CSOs 
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(4) and academia (4). These participants were selected using the sampling technique describe 

below. 

4.6.2 Sampling technique 

To arrive at the above numbers, the researcher applied non-probabilistic sampling techniques 

owing to the qualitative nature of the research design. The study used the purposive sampling 

technique and the snowball sampling technique. According to Creswell (2013:154-155), in 

purposive sampling, the researcher is concerned about getting participants who have a story to 

tell based on their experiences, has an understanding of the phenomenon under study as well 

as the people and sites that can provide relevant data, and the fact that the intention of 

qualitative research is not to generalise but arrive at an in-depth understanding of a problem 

from a few people and sites. 

The respondents for a study are purposively selected based on the researcher’s judgement of 

who in the target population has valuable information that can be used to answer the research 

questions (Cohen et al., 2007:101; Teddlie and Yu, 2007:77). In addition, the target sample 

population finds the method less complicated (Amin, 2005:242). However, this does not mean 

that it is an easy approach to research. This is because of the level of rigour required in ensuring 

the validity of the findings and the reliability of the data collection instruments and data 

analysis techniques used. 

It is important to note that the researcher was mindful of the fact that the purposive and 

snowball sampling methods used to identify key informants were likely to generate some 

selection and response bias since they entirely depended on the subjective judgement of the 

researcher and the respondents who made the referrals. The referrals used while applying the 

snowball sampling method could have biased the responses of some participants owing to the 

nature of the relationships that existed between the referee and the persons referred.  

To avoid the biases that could have arisen owing to the sampling technique employed for the 

study, the researcher ensured that the selection of the respondents was based on their official 

capacity in their respective organisations and made the purpose of the study clear to them. This 

way, the referral was made based on the level of knowledge the referee assumed that the person 

had on the subject matter. To protect the identity of those who participated in the study, the 

researcher took care to ensure that the participants would not be personally identified or linked 
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to any of the information shared. All extracts and/or quotations contained in this thesis do not 

contain any information which may suggest the participants’ identities or personal information. 

The final number of participants was determined when the researcher realised that there was 

saturation in the data collected, and additional respondents were generating similar 

information. However, effort was made to cover all the categories of respondents that were 

intended for this study. 

In addition to the purposive sampling technique, the snowball sampling technique was 

employed by the researcher. According to Atkinson and Flint (2001:1-2), snowball sampling 

refers to a qualitative approach where contact is made with an initial respondent, and such a 

respondent, based on the knowledge they now know the researcher is interested in, refers the 

researcher to another possible respondent. Such referrals were made based on the specific 

knowledge that the referred respondents had, and it was based purely on trust between the 

referred, the referee and the researcher. Of the 29 participants in the study, seven participated 

as a result of referrals by colleagues at work. 

4.6.3 Categories and selection of respondents 

The selection of the participants was based on the perceived level of knowledge they had 

concerning decentralisation and public policy implementation in local governments in Uganda 

as a result of their work in or with local governments. 

The three district local governments of Nebbi, Arua, and Koboko were selected because they 

were among the pioneer districts to implement decentralisation, and Koboko district was 

selected because it was a district carved out of Arua. This enabled the researcher to establish if 

the issues that affected decentralisation in the older districts applied in the new districts that 

were created after decentralisation had already been fully rolled out in the country. 

The enrolment of the participants in the study went through the following steps: First 

permission to collect data was sought from the respective organisation’s gatekeepers. Once 

permission was granted and the respondents were identified, the researcher contacted the 

respondents at least a day or two earlier to fix an appointment for in-depth interviews. Before 

the interviews, the respondents’ informed consent was obtained after providing an information 

and consent form for the respondents to read and sign. Only then were the interviews 

conducted. The details of the study participants are provided in Table 4.1. 
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Table 4.1: Study Participants 

Sn. 
Level of 

Institution 
Institution 

No. of 

Respondents 

1. 
National 

Government 

Ministry of Local Government 2 

Local Government Finance Commission 2 

Ministry of Finance, Planning and Economic 

Development 
1 

Parliament of the Republic of Uganda 1 

Uganda Local Government Association 2 

2. 
Sub-National 

Government 

Nebbi District Local Government 3 

Arua District Local Government 5 

Koboko District Local Government 5 

3. 
Civil Society 

Organisations 

Action Aid International, Uganda 2 

Advocacy Coalition for Development and 

Environment (ACODE) 
2 

4. Academia 
Makerere University 1 

Uganda Management Institute 3 

TOTAL PARTICIPANTS 29 

Source: Developed by the researcher 

4.7 Data Collection Techniques 

According to Yin (2014:35), data for qualitative studies may be collected in the form of 

observations, numbers or words on a phenomenon under investigation. Data for this study was 

primarily collected using two main approaches – key informant interviews and document 

review. The data collection method was dictated by the research methodology and design, 

which, in turn, was determined by the type of research questions, which were descriptive and 

exploratory in nature. Data was collected from both secondary and primary sources. 

Secondary data was collected primarily through a review of literature on the subject under 

study. Key concepts in the study and theories informing the study were carefully scrutinised 

(Yair, and Ellis, 2006:182). The literature reviewed primarily came from relevant journal 

articles, textbooks, reports, statutes, laws, policies, regulations, and newspaper articles, among 

others. The aim of employing this technique was to find out what was already known and where 

the gaps were. Furthermore, it was intended to gather various perspectives on the topic that was 

under study, even to shape it. The literature review clarified issues and brought focus to the 

research problem – improving the research methodology, broadening the researcher’s 

knowledge base about the research area, and eventually helping with contextualising the 

findings of the study (Boote, and Beile, 2005:3). 
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Kumar (2011:139) defines primary data as data that is collected from first-hand sources. Data 

for this study was collected through key informant interviews and the respondents were 

selected purposively and using snowball sampling techniques. This approach to data collection 

was adopted owing to the qualitative nature of the study and the researcher’s desire to get an 

in-depth understanding of the issues under study. The findings from the primary source were 

corroborated with data from the secondary sources to draw meaningful conclusions and 

recommendations. 

4.7.1 Document review 

Documentary analysis is a process that involves the identification, access and analysing of 

relevant documents to the subject under study, be it printed or electronic (Briggs, Coleman and 

Morrison, 2012; Brooks and Normore, 2015; Maree, 2015). This provides a record of events 

about a phenomenon. According to Yin (2014:352), ‘our lives as individuals as well as 

members of a society… have become sullen to recording’. By implication, recorded materials, 

in whichever different forms they come, become relevant as data sources for a study. However, 

not all documents were found to be relevant to the study, while others turned out to be 

foundational in answering some of the research questions.  

The document review was key to refining the research problem, aim, questions and objectives, 

and to gaining insights into the background to decentralisation in Uganda and into public policy 

implementation locally and globally. This was used to augment the findings of the field study. 

According to Yin (2014:107), document review is key to ‘ensuring case study bounding of the 

phenomenon’ under study. A summary of the documents reviewed are presented in Table 4.2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.2: List of Documents Reviewed 
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S/N Type of Document Reviewed Analysis Carried Out 

1. • Constitution of Uganda 1995 

• Local Government Act Cap. 243 

• Public Financial Management Act 2015  

Assessment of the legal framework for 

decentralised public policy 

implementation 

2. • Decentralisation Policy Assessment of the policy framework of 

decentralised public policy 

implementation 

3. • District Local Government 

Development Plans 

• Monitoring Reports 

• Annual Performance Reports from the 

Office of the Prime Minister 

Assessment of the effectiveness on 

planning, implementation, monitoring 

and evaluation of government policies 

at the sub-national levels 

Source: Developed by the researcher 

4.7.2 Key informant interviews 

In case study research designs, evidence is often gathered through interviews as it is assumed 

to be one of the best approaches to collecting data from the targeted sources (Maree, 2015:18). 

Key informant interviews were conducted to gain access to rich data through dialogue with the 

respondents (Briggs, Coleman and Morrison, 2012:55; Yin, 2014:34). This enabled the 

researcher to gain insights into the personal accounts and viewpoints of the participants. 

The key informant interview processes began with the researcher getting gatekeeper clearance. 

Once the clearance was obtained, appointments were made with the respondents two days to 

the interview dates. Follow-up calls were made to ascertain the availability of the respondents 

on the set date. On the set date, the researcher met the respondents at locations that were 

convenient for them. Before the interviews commenced, the researcher introduced himself and 

the purpose of the study. The researcher then sought informed consent of the participants, the 

participants read through the information sheet and signed the consent form with an ‘X’ mark 

and the date of the interview. Permission was also sought to record the interviews for later 

transcription. The researcher continuously kept inquiring if the interview could go on to ensure 

that the informed consent that was given at the beginning of the interview was still holding. 

Apart from recording the interview proceedings, the researcher kept taking field notes in a 

notebook, which information was vital in the preliminary analysis of the data. Much as 
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observation was not part of the data collection method, the researcher made some observations 

and took notes of these observations. 

4.8 Data Analysis 

According to Kawulick (2004:97), data analysis is the ‘process of reducing large amounts of 

collected data to make sense of them’. It is observed that a qualitative researcher should at all 

times have a questioning and inquiring mindset and should be able to synthesise ideas that 

emerge from data, and this is to be a continuous process throughout the entire research cycle 

(Yin, 2009:334; Cresswell, 2013:179). O’Dwyer (2004:390) further observes that qualitative 

data analysis ‘constitutes a pervasive activity throughout a study’s life’.  

The process involves observing regularities, explanations, emerging patterns, causal flows and 

possible configurations (Laws et al. 2008:383). 

Much as qualitative data analysis is assumed not to follow set procedures, as is the case with 

quantitative data analysis, this is not the case. Qualitative data analysis involves a process of 

data reduction by summarising collected data, coding, teasing out themes, developing clusters, 

and bringing out the evolving story using analytical tools for qualitative data analysis, and all 

these steps are interconnected (Cresswell, 2013:179). As data collected for this study went 

through these phases, discourse analysis and content analysis was done, for both secondary and 

primary data (Miles and Huberman, 1984:21). A five-phase process was used for data analysis, 

as illustrated in Figure 4.1. 
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Figure 4.1: Five-Phase Data Analysis  

Source: Developed by the researcher based on Yin (2014) 

Figure 4.1 illustrates the five-phase data analysis process developed by Yin (2014:253). In the 

illustration above, the arrows indicate the causal relationships between the different phases in 

the data analysis process. The two-sided arrows indicate a two-way process, while the one-way 

arrows indicate a linear process. The researcher had back-and-forth movements as well as 

linear movements in the data analysis process. Basically, this confirmed the proposition that 

qualitative data analysis is not a linear process. 

4.8. 1 Data compilation 

The researcher collected a huge amount of data from the field activities through key informant 

interviews and documentary analysis. This huge volume of data had to be sorted into 

meaningful information that could be used (Cresswell, 2013:182). The interviews were 

transcribed verbatim by the researcher from the audio recordings. This was combined with field 

notes that were taken during the interview process. This ensured the ensure completeness of 

the records from each interview conducted.  

The personal and immediate transcription of the interview recordings by the researcher served 

several purposes. First, it ensured confidentiality, a key ethical consideration in research. 

Second, it enabled data to be captured and observations made as well as ensuring that the 

meanings of field notes did not get lost owing to forgetfulness when such data is not attended 

to there and then. Three, preliminary interpretation happened during the transcription process. 

All these were to ensure more accuracy of the data and the conclusions drawn from the data. 

As for the documents that were reviewed, such data was summarised and synthesised with 

interview data for comparison. 

4.8.2 Data disassembling 

In phase two of the data analysis process, the researcher had to read and re-read the interview 

transcripts in order to identify concepts that appeared unique, some key words that were 

emerging and eye-catching sentences and phrases. Yin (2014:109) advises that data that has 

been transcribed needs to be fragmented (disassembled). In order to do the disassembling of 
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data, the researcher used colour codes to differentiate texts that showed similarity, as well as 

sentences and phrases that had different meanings. The different colour codes were allocated 

different labels/codes in the dataset (Cresswell, 2013:185). To keep on track, the researcher 

had to go back to the study preposition so as not to move away from the aim of the study. 

Through this process, the researcher was able to develop codes, and identify emerging themes 

and sub-themes that were in line with the study aim, questions and objectives, as illustrated in 

Figure 4.2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2: Disassembling of Data 

Source: Developed by the researcher 

4.8.3  Data reassembling 

In phase three of the data analysis process, the qualitative data was reassembled. This involved 

identifying relevant sentences from the interview scripts and reorganising them into key 

concepts, sub-themes and substantive themes. To organise the data into sentences, concepts, 

sub-themes and themes, the researcher developed a matrix (see a sample in Annexures 9 and 

10). The matrix has the sentence extracts from which the direct quotes were picked for analysis, 

codes, sub-themes and themes developed for each respondent. Through an inductive process, 

the sub-themes and themes emerged following a careful analysis of data. These sub-themes 

and themes were aligned with the study objectives by the researcher. 
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4.8.4  Data interpretation 

The fourth phase in the data analysis process was about the interpretation of the reassembled 

data. This phase involved the researcher describing in detail the narratives from the interview 

extracts. These were interpreted in line with the expressed experiences of the respondents and 

those of the researcher as one who had worked before within the same context, though several 

years earlier, and those of a lecturer in the same field of study (Cresswell, 2013:187). From the 

extracts, the researcher sought deeper meanings of what the respondents said. While doing this, 

he also sought out areas of similarity, difference and contradiction in the viewpoints of the 

respondents (Cresswell, 2013:187). From this process, three main concepts on institutional 

frameworks, inter-governmental relationships and local capacity emerged and from these the 

discussion of the findings was carried out by the researcher. 

4.8.5  Drawing conclusions 

According to Yin (2014:253), the final phase in the data analysis process is the conclusion. In 

this phase, the researcher draws conclusions based on the data analysed. The conclusions were 

based on the themes that emerged and aligned with the study objectives. The data analysis 

process took the researcher about four months, during which field data was transcribed and 

coded, and themes identified in accordance with the study objectives. From the findings, 

conclusions were drawn, and from the conclusions, recommendations were made, thus 

enhancing the effectiveness of decentralised public policy implementation. 

4.9 Data Quality Management 

Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2012:15) observe that ‘for all its richness and potential for 

discovery, qualitative research has been critiqued as too often lacking in scholarly rigour’. 

However, the authors advance a systematic approach to bringing ‘‘qualitative rigour’’ to 

inductive studies by proposing ways in which qualitative studies can be conducted and 

presented. Unlike the quantitative research that is systematic and seeks the generalisability and 

reproduction of studies, qualitative studies seek to understand complex social phenomena as 

advanced by Denzin (2009:140) and (Yin, 2014:45). They further argue that a qualitative 

researcher needs to create their own criteria and standards of quality while conducting a study, 

basic ethical considerations and discipline guidelines notwithstanding. In this study, the 

research utilised proposals by Cresswell (2013:250) and (Corbin and Strauss, 2008) regarding 

credibility, trustworthiness, consistency, relevance and plausibility as means of ensuring 

quality in inductive studies. These are detailed below: 
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4.9.1  Credibility 

Credibility in a qualitative research involves establishing the trustworthiness of study findings 

and the extent to which they reflect the findings from the study participants, and the 

researcher’s lived experiences concerning the phenomenon under study (Corbin and Strauss, 

2008:346). It is argued that credible research should have substance that provides insights into 

the phenomenon under study and rhymes with how the study has been conceptualised while 

allowing room for the researcher to draw their own conclusions.  

In undertaking this study, the researcher interacted directly with the study participants during 

the data collection process, which allowed him to follow the stories as they unfolded 

(Cresswell, 2013:246). During this process, the participants were observed (though this was 

not initially an intended method of data collection) and documents were assessed for their 

accuracy within the natural environment in the field (Briggs, Coleman and Morrison, 2012:15).  

To further ensure credibility in this study, the researcher undertook rigorous data analysis. 

From this process, sub-themes and themes were developed based on data based on the multiple 

sites where data was collected. During data analysis, texts were extracted from the transcribed 

key informant interviews, colour coded, relationships established, and areas of variance 

established on the same issues under study, as advanced by Yin (2014: 63).  

Cresswell (2013:243) argues that researchers bring to a study their experiences, assumptions 

as well as their biases. To minimise the researcher’s bias and ensure credibility, the researcher 

did not only take filed notes, but recorded his own feelings and reactions during data collection 

process and these were reflected on during the data analysis process to that they do not 

influence the conclusions drawn from the findings. To further ensure credibility, the peers of 

the researcher were involved in assessing the researcher’s methodology, findings and analysis 

to check for instances of likely bias. Cresswell (2013:251) suggests the triangulation of 

methods, data sources and investigators to ensure the credibility of inductive study findings. 

4.9.2  Consistency  

Consistency is key to any study Maruster and Gijsenberg (2013:31). The researcher tried all 

possible means to maintain consistency in the data collection and analysis process. The study 

questions and objectives kept the study focused. This rigour was maintained even while 

collecting and analysing data from multiple sites (Yin, 2014: 78 and Cresswell, 2013:50, 253).  
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4.9.3  Relevance 

Glaser and Strauss (2012:73) suggest that to establish relevance, a researcher needs to assess 

the degree to which an aspect in the data collected fits contexts of the phenomenon under study 

and how it brings out different viewpoints as well as possible rival viewpoints so as to get a 

complete picture of the issues being studied. To ensure relevance, the researcher based his 

analysis on the research questions and selected relevant texts and phrases that fitted the 

phenomenon under study, that is, decentralised public policy implementation in Uganda. The 

field data was triangulated between multiple participants and secondary data to increase the 

rigour of the study findings (Cresswell, 2013:255).  

4.9.4  Plausibility  

The ability of a study to answer the research questions is a basis for judging how plausible the 

study is and the products from such a study determine how successful it may be said to be. To 

attain plausibility in this study, the researcher ensured that he followed the rigorous processes 

of qualitative inquiry (Glaser and Strauss, 2012:48; Cresswell, 2013:71). The feedback and 

professional guidance the researcher received from his promoter and peers throughout the study 

process enhanced the plausibility of the study.  To further increase the plausibility of the study, 

the researcher engaged the services of a professional proof-reader and editor who was not just 

a reader and editor, but familiar with the subject under study. According to Baxter and Jack 

(2008:29), plausibility in a study can be enhanced through a detailed description of the study 

design so that readers can judge its appropriateness for generating the findings, conclusions 

and recommendation. These were guided by ethical considerations, as described below. 

4.10 Ethical Considerations 

Ethical issues in research arise when an act or omission is harmful or has the potential to be 

harmful to the respondents and researcher(s) (Laws et al., 2008:234). The antecedence of 

ethical considerations in research dates to the Nuremburg trials focusing on the Nazi 

experiments on prisoners during the Second World War and the Tuskegee syphilis experiments. 

These, among others, resulted in the development of the Nuremberg Code which provided for 

voluntary consent, benefit to human society, use of sound and credible methods or procedures, 

protection from harm, and willingness and ability to terminate experiments. Cohen et al. 

(2007:51) observe that the ‘major ethical dilemma is that which requires researchers to strike 

a balance between the demands placed on them as professional scientists in pursuit of truth, 

and their subjects’ rights and values potentially threatened by the research’.  



112 

 

In taking the research proposal through ethical clearance by different institutions, the risk level 

for this study was rated as being low or minimal since it was not a health-related study and did 

not involve interviewing children, and since all the study participants were adults capable of 

giving informed consent. In addition, there was no anticipated psychological, physical, social, 

economic or legal harm to the respondents and the researcher, or harm to the dignity, or to the 

community/society’s interests in the research process. However, the minimal risk identified 

was associated with the discomfort that came from being interviewed by a researcher who was 

a stranger to nearly all the respondents and the inconvenience to the respondents as the 

interviews were conducted during working days. 

To ensure ethical conduct of the study, the researcher sought permission to conduct the study 

in Uganda from the Gulu University Research Ethics Committee (GUREC), the Uganda 

National Council of Science and Technology (UNCST) and the President’s Office/State House. 

The researcher also obtained ethical clearance from the North-West University Vaal Triangle, 

Basic and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee (BaSSREC) on 28 August 2017 (see 

Annexure 4). 

Prior permission was sought from gatekeepers to allow the researcher to collect data from the 

various sites (see Annexure 6). During the study, the researcher ensured voluntary participation 

in the study by the respondents through making them sign anonymous informed consent forms 

(see sample in Annexure 8). The participants were free to withdraw from the study should any 

feel that they needed to do so for one reason or another. Anonymity and confidentiality were 

observed during data collection and analysis, and during presentation of the findings. 

Following the key informant interviews, the recordings were transcribed, and the soft copies 

deleted. The printed copies of the interview transcripts were securely locked up in cupboards 

as soft copies of data were protected by passwords. To protect intellectual property, proper 

referencing was done in text and the bibliography section in line with NWU referencing 

guidelines 2012 to avoid plagiarism and the final thesis was run through the ‘Turnitin’ anti-

plagiarism software. All attempts were made to adhere to the North-West University ethical 

guidelines for conducting research. In addition, the researcher undertook and passed a research 

ethics training by Macquarie University Human Research Ethics Online Training Module for 

the Social Sciences and Humanities. The reason why the researcher undertook the training was 

to ensure that the study caused no harm to individuals and institutions that participated in the 

study. 
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4.11 Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, the researcher presented the philosophical orientation that underpinned this 

study. The research methodology and design were described in detail as well as the study 

population among which the study was conducted. The techniques that were used to select the 

study participants and to conduct data collection, as well as the strategies of analysis were 

described. The ethical considerations that were considered and the measures taken to ensure 

ethical conduct of the study were described. In the next chapter, the study findings are 

presented. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

PRESENTATION OF STUDY FINDINGS 

5.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter, the researcher presented the philosophical orientation that underpinned this 

study. The research design, the study population, the techniques that were used to select the study 

participants, the data collection and analysis strategies, the ethical considerations and a summary of 

the chapter were dealt with. 

In this chapter, the researcher presents the empirical data from the fieldwork based on the research 

questions and the study objectives. These related to issues of institutional frameworks, inter-

governmental relationships; and the local political, administrative, fiscal and community capacity 

and how they affect public policy implementation in Uganda within a decentralised system of 

governance. At the end, a summary of the chapter is presented. 

5.2 Presentation of Research Findings 

Very rich qualitative data was collected from four sites in Uganda. These included three district 

local governments in the West Nile sub-region of Uganda (Nebbi, Arua and Koboko districts), 

Ministry of Local Government, the Parliamentary Committee on Public Service and Local 

Governments, and Uganda Local Government Association in Kampala district (the national 

headquarters of government ministries, agencies and organisations).  

For purposes of anonymity, these data collection sites were coded as D for district, where A-D 

represents the four sites; MOLG for the Ministry of Local Government, where 1-6 represents the 

participants in the interviews; PC for the Parliamentary Committee on Public Service; and ULGA 

for Uganda Local Government Association.   

The presentation of data follows the thematic areas as indicated in the research objectives. While 

selecting the data-rich extracts, the researcher took care of triangulation of the different participants 

to gain a more holistic view of the ideas raised at the local and national levels pertaining to the 

implementation of public policies within a decentralised system of governance, as presented below.  
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5.2.1  Institutional Framework and Decentralised Public Policy 

Implementation 

In seeking to understand the functionality of decentralisation as a means of implementing public 

policies in Uganda, the researcher asked questions relating to the institutional framework for 

decentralisation. In addition, questions relating to whether decentralisation delivers on the 

objectives for which it was adopted as a system for implementing public policies were asked.  The 

extracts below seem to suggest that there is a clear institutional framework for decentralisation and 

the implementation of public policies in Uganda, though there are several challenges in their 

operationalisation: 

When you look at decentralisation in Uganda, Prof. Mamdani advised on devolution of 

powers. This is seen in [the] Constitution of 1985 and the Local Government Act Cap 247 

functionalising decentralisation. I think decentralisation is working when you look at the 

structures in place from village level, parish, sub-county and district with the exception of 

the county. They are not functional at the county level since currently there is no Assistant 

Chief Administrative Officer (an officer who is the administrative head at the county level) 

to link the county to the district. For the urban [local governments] we have urban cell, 

ward, division town and municipal council and city all working. (DLGA1) 

The institutional framework in Uganda for decentralisation provides for the political organs that are 

responsible for policy development and implementation matters. Some respondents had this to say 

about their functionality:  

The political structure has two key areas, the executive committee and the council. The 

council is the final decision-maker. They also monitor council activities implemented by 

the civil servants and the NGOs. The council approves the budget and work plans. There 

are also bodies like the District Service Commission (DSC), Land Board, Public Accounts 

Committee (PAC) which carry out specialised work for the council. Where we have 

challenges is when you analyse the constitution and [the] Local Government Act provisions 

regarding qualifications for political leaders. (DLGA1) 

I would say very appropriate (the institutional framework for decentralisation) because it is 

a decentralised system for the management of public affairs in the country. We have a 

complete legal framework [and] a policy that is enshrined from the constitution and the 

Local Government Act. So, I would say the policy and legal framework is very appropriate 

and it is really helping us achieve every objective of decentralisation. When you look at the 

decentralisation policy, that we are running, we are running in the devolved system of 
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decentralisation. But over time the changes in the legal regime like the current introduction 

of the Public Finance and Management [Act] that has come up with a number of changes 

and has brought a number of changes in the legal regime and therefore it has actually taken 

power from local governments and recentralised most of the functions that were originally 

decentralised. So, we need to again look at the spirit in which the Public Finance 

Management Act was brought and see how to harmonise it with the Local Government Act 

so that we do not run the danger of stealing…I would call it stealing the functions and 

powers that we had given to these Local governments. (MOLG1) 

In triangulating the views of participants from both the district local government authorities and the 

Ministry of Local Government officials, as seen in the extracts above, there seems to be agreement 

that a decentralised form of governance in Uganda is being implemented. It is anchored in legal and 

clear policy guidelines. The provisions in the laws and policy spell out the stakeholder powers, 

functions and roles of the district political authority and the technical staff as well as the structures 

for local governance right from the national level down to the sub-national level. There are clearly 

established structures that are provided for right from the national level to the sub-national levels of 

government. These include the national government, district, county, sub-county, parish and village 

level structures, with corresponding powers and functions.  

However, concerns were expressed about the legal and policy ambiguities in the existing 

institutional frameworks for decentralisation. This has been compounded by the legal and policy 

reforms that have tended towards recentralising powers and functions that were earlier decentralised 

to local governments. These reforms are being perceived as threats to decentralised form of 

governance.   

5.2.2 Inter-governmental Relationships and Decentralised Public Policy 

Implementation 

The effective implementation of public policies under a decentralised system of governance 

depends on how the relationship is between the different levels of government has been designed 

to work. The design has implications for the powers, responsibilities and resources that will be at 

the disposal of the various levels of government. It equally determines the nature of interaction 

between them, either vertically or horizontally, especially the relationship between the central 

government and local governments, as well as the relationship between the governments and the 

local communities.  
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Owing to the centrality of the workings of inter-governmental relationships in a decentralised 

system of governance and its implications for public policy implementation, the researcher sought 

out views regarding the relationship between the central government and the local governments as 

well as the relationship between the different levels of government and the local communities to 

find out how the nature of this relationship influences the implementation of public policies under 

a decentralised system of governance. The extracts below from the interviews explain the nature of 

these relationships: 

The relationship is good because when you look at the support in terms of resources, 

almost all resources come from the central government. Local government have not 

utilised avenues like borrowing so they depend entirely on central government. They 

also give us support when developing by-laws and ordinances. First, they give the 

authority, oversee and ensure that it doesn’t contravene other laws. For instance, we 

passed an ordinance regarding all projects to be implemented in [the] district to have 

concern for environment by planting trees. The release of funds is slow, delaying 

implementation yet at the closure of the financial year unspent funds are remitted back 

to the treasury. (DLGA1) 

Under decentralisation, we use bottom-up planning but somehow there is dictatorship 

from up. Because we depend on central government there are restrictions in the use of 

money – no liberty to satisfy the needs of the community. At times the central 

government priorities differ from the needs of the community. The other area is the 

centralisation of the CAOs (Chief Administrative Officer) and Town Clerks. Since they 

are now central government staff and are posted in a district for approximately three 

years they seem not to be committed to engage in planning for longer periods. If they 

find a challenge, they would ignore with the hope that they would be transferred. 

(DLGA4) 

Well, the relationship in terms of legal framework…they are very clear…they are very 

clear. There is what the roles of LGs are and what the CG roles are. But when it comes 

to implementation that’s where the relationship becomes a bit sour, I should say. 

Because as we speak now the LGs human resource structure is being financed up to the 

level of 56 per cent on average. But you have structures that are filled as low as 30 per 

cent! So, if the structure of a whole LG lacks 70 per cent of the human resource 

required… certainly you don’t expect them to implement. Secondly, sometimes councils 

don’t meet because there are no allowances to pay them…. they don’t monitor. So, 

because of that the relationship is not good. You may have heard where the District 

Chairpersons poured water on the Minister of LG …. pouring water…that means the 
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relationship is not good. They are not happy…the local government leaders…they are 

not happy. (MOLG4) 

The dominant suggestion about the relationship between the central government and local 

governments is that there is a healthy working relationship. Where there is a good working 

relationship, it seems to be attributed to the financial and technical support that the local 

governments receive from the central government. In addition, there is a clear framework in the law 

and policy that establishes the nature of their powers, functions and resources.  

Whereas the general view is that there exists a good relationship, DLGA4 notes that they do not 

relate as equals and, as such, the central government seems to determine what is left for the local 

governments to implement and the facilitation. This is further compounded by the central 

government deployment of the Chief Administrative Officers (CAOs) and Town Clerks, who seem 

to owe allegiance and to be committed to the central government rather than being responsive to 

local concerns. The limitations that have caused the inability of the local governments to implement 

their mandate is a possible source of a poor relationship. This is because the local governments 

attribute such failures to the central government not remitting monies in time, inadequate funding 

affecting the recruitment of staff, and the central government dictating what the local governments 

should plan for and implement. This has led to inter-governmental relationship being perceived as 

poor and unequal.  

The nature of this relationship between the central government and the local governments has 

implications for the implementation of local government service delivery. The extracts above seem 

to suggest that where the relationship is negative, there is lack of commitment to support the 

implementation of public policies in the local governments. In addition, the nature of the 

relationship seems to cause suspicion within local governments that the central might want to 

recentralise previously decentralised local government mandates. The researcher postulates that 

where there is a healthy inter-governmental relationship, there is better implementation of public 

policies at the local levels, and the reverse is true where there are unhealthy inter-governmental 

relationships at all levels, be it a vertical or horizontal relationship. 

5.2.3 Local Capacity and Decentralised Public Policy Implementation  

Capacities at the different levels of government and in the communities play key roles in ensuring 

the effective implementation of public policies within a decentralised system of governance.  For 

purposes of examining the ability of the local governments to implement their mandates, the 
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researcher examined the capacity in terms of political, administrative and fiscal capacities as well 

as community capacities for the effective implementation of public policies under a decentralised 

system of governance. This is presented below.  

a) Political capacity 

As enshrined in the Constitution of Uganda and the Local Government Act, the political leadership 

of the district oversees its functionality. As such, the researcher sought to explore and get a deeper 

understanding of the nature of political capacity in the local governments and how it affects the 

implementation of public policies within the decentralised system of governance in Uganda. The 

extracts from the interviews below explain this further: 

Before I comment, I look at the political leadership in terms of setting direction in the 

district and such needs competent, knowledgeable people. The current standard for one 

to be a councillor is too low. How would you expect an uneducated political leader to 

manage the CAO? They will not even be able to analyse the budget and as such conflicts 

would even occur. However, nowadays people are read; myself I’m pursuing my MBA, 

my vice has a degree and secretary for social affairs has a masters. As such, there is little 

conflict. The problem is some council members representing sub-counties cannot read 

and write. (DLGA2 

Now the…I wouldn’t have a definite position or even way of describing it but have 

always had it and it has always been an issue for discussion. That apart from the 

Chairman of a district all the other political leaders don’t need to have either academic 

qualifications or skills or so on apart from representation. So, there has always been an 

argument that we need academic qualification for them to grasp because most of the 

discussions are kept in English. Of course, it does not deny them debating in local 

language, but all records are kept in English. So that has been an issue but always it has 

come out that whatever we have is okay. So long as someone can serve his 

community…give them the chance and note that the best performers are not the most 

academically qualified. …and by the way the other issues which affect implementation 

of public policy is sometimes also goes down to personalities elected. You find one 

district doing very well…another one doing very badly. But maybe the one doing very 

badly they have people in the council who are not well read…and what. But sometimes 

relationships among them…I mean personal relationships with other team, team players, 

team workers etc. matters a lot. And this differs from one LG to another. (MOLG3) 
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As the above extracts show, the participants are of the view that the level of political capacity is 

evident when it comes to the leaders giving a sense of direction for their local governments and this 

is determined by the level of educational attainment. Having an ‘acceptable’ level of knowledge is 

key. The inadequacy of knowledge may lead to inability to read and analyse important documents 

which are written in English as the official language. Though MOLG3 seems to underscore the need 

for a certain level of education, he still suggests that the spirit to serve, the leader’s personality and 

fostering teamwork should be treated as more important than educational attainment. 

b) Administrative capacity 

The role of administration in the effective functioning of the local governments does not need to be 

overemphasised. The administrators are central to providing technical guidance to the politicians as 

they perform their roles, and implement the approved policies, programmes and projects.  It was, 

therefore, prudent for the researcher to examine the administrative capacity with a view to 

examining the perceptions about administrative capacity in the local governments and how it 

influences the ability of the local governments to implement public policies within a decentralised 

system of governance. The extracts below from the interviews explain this further: 

Now administrative capacities…there we always have one recurring problem of 

understaffing. For all the years I think no LG has 100 per cent capacity in terms of 

staffing. But we also have those who have as low as 20 per cent, especially those in 

hard-to-reach areas. So those are…the staffing is very core and it is something which 

we have talked about several times. And then of course the other challenge in 

administrative is the hiring of staff. Since I said decentralisation is taking services closer 

to the people even when they are recruiting …LGs are recruiting…they want to recruit 

local! People from the home soil and some of these places may not have qualified people 

for some or in some positions. And some of them have kept them vacant hoping that at 

one time one of their own will qualify and come and take over the job. But there is also 

just disorganisation among the LG when they don’t or fail to constitute District Service 

Commissions… that a district can run for almost nine years when people are just in 

acting positions. Then the issue of the executive, the office of the Town Clerk…being 

employees of the centre but working in local governments that also poses some 

challenges. But it is a good one when that decision was taken because the situation had 

become worse during that time when councils would just sit one day and say they have 

fired the CAO. So, this one provides them with some element of security of tenure of 

the job and look ahead. (MOLG3) 



121 

 

I think there is reasonable capacity within the technical staff. These are highly trained 

people and most of them with reasonable experience, so they have a good amount of 

capacity to implement decentralisation. But you know capacity is just one factor; there 

are other factors which need to be looked at; I think they need other factors to look at.  

Someone needs to have the tools, and the resources, and ethics. Those are some of the 

factors which affect the ability to deliver. (DLGC1) 

The responses in the above extracts suggest that administrative capacity is seen in terms of numbers 

of staff rather than the technical capacity of local government staff that may determine their ability 

able to carry out their functions, such as providing support during planning, budgeting and the 

implementation of plans, among others.  Whereas the general view is that staff are qualified and, as 

such, capable of carrying out their roles and responsibilities, factors such as low numbers, low 

motivation and negative attitudes, as reflected  by the low levels of commitment to work, as viewed 

as the major concern. The responses further indicate that decentralisation seems to be misunderstood 

to mean localisation of human resource recruitment since there is a tendency for districts to recruit 

persons who hail from within their areas of jurisdiction. This may compromise quality since it runs 

counter to the merit principle of recruitment. The non-filling of vacancies, which has been voiced 

by several participants, leads to work overload, which negatively impacts on the ability of the local 

governments to effectively implement public policies within the decentralised system of governance 

in Uganda.     

c) Fiscal capacity 

Political and administrative capacity without a corresponding fiscal capacity renders 

decentralisation ineffective, especially when it comes to local autonomy and the ability of local 

governments to be responsive to local needs. It is in this light that the researcher sought to examine 

the fiscal capacity of the local governments and how it affects their ability to effectively implement 

public policies under a decentralised system of governance in Uganda. The key informant interview 

extracts below bear out what the researcher found: 

In area of budgeting, planning, resource allocation and utilisation, the capacity is 

reasonably good because looking at our district, yes, in the year that ended we were 

able to prepare our budgets, we were able to utilise it fully.  We returned substantial 

amount of money (over seven hundred million) but that was because the verification 

which was supposed to be done by the centre was not concluded. That’s why the 

money was not utilised. They were wage- and pension-related payments.  Locally, all 

the money was absorbed. I don’t see any gap in that area. (DLGC1) 
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I would not say now the ‘current’ because we are in the middle of a reform. But that 

reform has come after realising that things are not OK. There are issues of adequacy... 

the money is very little in many cases. Equity…the money which is there… how is it 

allocated to or among LGs for services? You see there are also issues there. 

Performance and accountability… are also an issue we are addressing now. So, we 

want to see that in the next medium term we address the issues of adequacy, we address 

the issue of equity, we address   issues of efficiency in management and we address 

the issues of control and coordination. Those are weak areas now. (MOLG3) 

Yeah, as I said earlier, most of the monies coming from the centre are conditional 

grants…so when you talk about local financial capacity…I talk about the potential for 

them to collect their revenues. So, when the potential is little or there is no capacity 

for local revenues then those functions which are not funded by conditional grants will 

not get good financing. Like monitoring, financial management, auditing, planning 

even budget formulation processes….so most of that comes from local revenues. 

(MOLG3) 

You see when they say there is no capacity…they hold on the money. And what the 

ministries have done is now to design programmes that they want to implement them 

directly in LGs. And this is not working well because after they have left… LGs don’t 

bother. So, there is wastage of resources. So, the relationship has negatively been 

promoted. (MOLG3) 

Yeah, it has created apathy…the LG leaders feel that they are marginalised … they are 

underpaid ….and yet they have got bigger responsibility than an ordinary Member of 

Parliament….and the payments are too little!!! So, they feel they are being 

marginalised and they are not being recognised and as such some of them have also 

fallen victims of corruption to pay themselves. (MOLG 4) 

There is general agreement among the participants in the study that fiscal capacity refers to the 

ability to plan, budget, raise, allocate and utilise financial resources. The findings seem to indicate 

that most of the local governments have the capacity to effectively plan, budget, allocate and utilise 

money but are weak in generating revenue for implementing public policies locally. This has led to 

over-dependence on the central grant transfers, which are conditional grants, thus the loss of 

autonomy to be responsive to local needs.  

It may not be wrong for the researcher to suggest that the effective implementation of public policies 

that are responsive to local needs in a decentralised system of governance depends on the fiscal 
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capacity of local governments and it equally determines the balance of power between the central 

government and local governments. This imbalance has bred a feeling of marginalisation among 

some local leaders. In triangulating data from the district officials and the Ministry of Local 

Government staff, there seems to be acknowledgement of the need for reforms in the fiscal policies 

to enhance the local governments’ fiscal capacity. 

d) Community capacity 

Literature on local government functionality points to the fact that successful implementation of 

public policies within a decentralised system of governance is only possible if there is considerable 

and effective community participation. The extracts below from key informant interview data 

indicates the roles of the community: 

…not very effective (community participation). Communities with people who are fairly 

OK in terms of resources are better off. In others, they do not attend community 

dialogues, they rather spend time fending for themselves other than coming for 

meetings. When we look at community, we need to look at details, for instance gender. 

Do you expect a woman to come for a meeting when she is supposed to look for 

firewood? The new challenges with community participation are that we have been 

using forum like the religious institutions to pass over government policies. But of late 

they are money-minded and have a lot of conflicts. (DLGA1) 

We made study sometime back and I think it was in 2006…evaluating the participation 

in the budget planning process and we found out that it was not working effectively. Just 

because it is a costly exercise and LGs didn’t have the money. So, like some LGs would 

undertake them, others would not. Because when you call people for consultation or 

involvement, they expect to be paid….to be fed and to be transported back. So, some 

LGs just abandoned the whole exercise. So, in many cases the communities never 

developed. (MOLG3) 

The respondents seem to suggest that community participation is very low, and that this is partly 

because the communities expect to immediately benefit for their participation in community 

meetings despite the fact, they are supposed to be the ultimate beneficiaries of these participatory 

processes. These communities expect money and material benefits for their participation in the 

public policy implementation process. Effective community participation requires a culture of 

volunteerism that seems to have died out over time; it also requires effective representation of key 

community stakeholders such as social leadership. It is, however, evident that monetisation of 



124 

 

community participation in government programmes seems to override the volunteerism spirit, 

which negatively affects decentralised service delivery. This is likely to lead to domination of ideas 

by a few people in the population, especially the elite, further entrenching inequality in the 

communities. 

5.2.4  Summary of Findings 

Institutional framework public policy implementation under a decentralised system of governance 

in Uganda seems to be adequate since there are clear provisions in the decentralisation policy, 

enabling laws, regulations and guidelines. However, the amendments to the same over time seem 

to have undermined rather than strengthened decentralisation in Uganda. 

In terms of the continued provision of central government support to the local governments, one 

may conclude that there is a good inter-governmental relationship. However, the relationship is 

marked by central government dominance over local affairs, which is contrary to what a 

decentralised system of governance is anticipated to be, and especially what a devolved system such 

as Uganda ascribes to is expected to deliver. 

Whereas the institutional framework clearly provides for political, administrative and fiscal powers, 

the reality is that there is weak local political, fiscal and community capacity in the local 

governments to effectively implement decentralised public policies. Nevertheless, there is some 

administrative capacity which is equally undermined by political, fiscal and community capacity 

gaps. 

5.3  Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, the researcher presented the empirical data from the fieldwork based on the research 

questions and the study objectives. These related to issues of institutional frameworks, inter-

governmental relationships; and the local political, administrative, fiscal and community capacity 

within a decentralised system of governance. In Chapter Six the researcher discusses the findings 

and makes comparisons with the literature reviewed. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND 

CONCLUSIONS  

6.1 Introduction 

In Chapter Five, the researcher presented empirical data from the fieldwork that was collected 

through key informant interviews based on the research questions and the study objectives. The data 

collected related to issues of institutional frameworks for decentralised public policy 

implementation in Uganda, inter-governmental relationships and their implications for 

decentralised public policy implementation; and the local political, administrative, fiscal and 

community capacity for effective participation in Uganda and their effect on decentralised public 

policy implementation.  

In this chapter, the researcher discusses the findings of the study based on the thematic areas and 

triangulates the findings with the literature reviewed in Chapters One, Two and Three to draw the 

study conclusions and make some recommendations based on the conclusions. 

6.2 Summary of Study Propositions 

From the researcher’s experience of working in lower local governments in Uganda, teaching on 

courses related to Public Administration and Management, and supervising students undertaking 

research in the same areas, as well as review of literature that formed the foundation for this study, 

the researcher derived his motivation to undertake this study, as presented in Chapter One of this 

thesis.  

This study was premised on the assumption that following nearly three decades of implementing 

public policies under a decentralised system of governance in Uganda, there should have been 

remarkable achievements in the effective, efficient and equitable implementation of public policies 

in Uganda within a decentralised system of governance, with a resultant improvement in the welfare 

of local communities. However, this seems not to be the case, as stated by Ojambo (2012:71):  

Uganda’s scenario [of decentralisation] presents a near-perfect fundamental contradiction 

between form and content. The great promise of improved accountability, efficiency in 

governance and the empowerment of the masses remains elusive in the country, 

notwithstanding the apparent commitment to the implementation of the decentralisation 

programme, at least at the formal level of the institutional and legal framework. 
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The researcher sought to explore the factors that seen to create the disjuncture between the 

intentions for adopting a decentralised system of governance in Uganda and its outcomes.  

The study was guided by a central objective as well as specific study objectives. The general study 

objective was to examine the factors affecting the effective implementation of public policies in 

Uganda under the decentralised system of governance, with West Nile sub-region as the case study. 

The specific study objectives included the following: 

i. To examine the background and institutional frameworks for decentralisation in Uganda and 

how they influence public policy implementation. 

ii. To explore the global perspectives and practices of decentralised governance and public 

policy implementation. 

iii. To assess how local capacity affects decentralised public policy implementation in Uganda. 

iv. To explore how best decentralised public policies can be implemented in Uganda. 

The discussions of findings of the study below are premised on the above propositions. 

6.3 Discussion of the Research Findings 

In this section, the findings of the study are discussed based on the themes and sub-themes that were 

developed during data collection and analysis of the field data. Additionally, the discussions are 

carried out using the lens of sequential theory of decentralisation that Falleti developed in 2004. 

This theory presupposes that the sequence of decentralising politically, administratively and fiscally 

produces different outcomes for public policies implemented under such a system. Basing on the 

assumptions of sequential theory, the political history of Uganda, its influence on the institutional 

frameworks for decentralisation and local capacity can be used to establish a causal relationship 

between decentralisation and the public policy implementation outcomes in Uganda. Additionally, 

in this section, a brief overview of the research questions is done and then discussions of the findings 

under each theme and sub-themes are carried out. 

 The first question of this study sought to find out the background to and institutional framework 

for decentralisation in Uganda and how they affect the implementation of public policies in Uganda. 

The findings seem to indicate that the historical background influenced the institutional framework 

for decentralisation, which, in turn, influenced the outcomes of decentralised public policies in 

Uganda. The findings seem to agree with the researcher’s review of literature in Chapter Two of 
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this thesis. Kauzya (2007:79) notes that decentralisation in Uganda brought about a major 

democratic reform that transferred political, administrative, fiscal and planning powers to sub-

national governments and promoted popular participation in the election of local leaders besides 

empowering local communities to hold their leadership accountable for the responsibilities 

bestowed on their respective political and administrative offices. In addition, USAID (2007:3) 

observes that the Ugandan system of decentralisation is ‘one of the most ambitious efforts in sub-

Saharan Africa’. Jean et al. (2010:3) observe that the decentralisation system in Uganda is 

noteworthy not only owing to its effect on the improvement in local governance and increasing 

democratic participation but also to the fact that it was a local initiative, not an externally driven 

process. The researcher observes that, much as this could be true, other factors, such as the SAPs of 

the 1980s and 1990s driven by the World Bank and IMF, had a profound effect on the political, 

administrative and fiscal developments in Uganda. 

Regarding the global perspectives and practices of decentralised governance and public policy 

implementation as discussed in Chapter Three of this thesis, the researcher observed that there are 

different forms, drivers and practices of decentralisation across the globe. Even within the same 

country, experiences are not uniform over time. Most of the decentralisation reforms in developing 

countries were largely modelled on the frameworks of Western countries such as the United 

Kingdom, Italy, Belgium and Spain, among others. The adoption of the decentralised system in the 

developing world was largely tied to these developments and public sector reforms that came with 

SAPs championed by the IMF and the World Bank (WB), as observed by Onzima, (2013:2) and 

Kauzya (2007:1). 

In examining the ways in which local capacity influences the effectiveness of decentralised public 

policy implementation in Uganda, the researcher also explored the influence of inter-governmental 

relationships on decentralised public policy implementation. The findings pointed to a gap in local 

capacity and showed that this was compounded by the unequal inter-governmental relationships. 

The sub-national governments are often at the mercy of the national government, which has the 

fiscal powers and tends to use those powers to influence local decisions, thus affecting the local 

autonomy of the sub-national governments. The researcher agrees with Clerk, who observes that 

whoever has the initiation powers dictates the degree of local autonomy. These powers are often in 

the hands of the national governments. They determine legislative powers, which are political. This 

creates a limit on ‘the power of localities to act without fear of the oversight authority of higher tiers 

of the state’ (Clerk, 1984:198). 
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The question of how best public policies in Uganda can be implemented within a decentralised 

system of governance is answered through the recommendations that are given at the end of this 

chapter basing on the conclusions of the study. 

6.3.1  Theme 1: Institutional framework for decentralised public policy 

implementation and its implications 

The historical background of decentralisation in Uganda right from the colonial times to the post-

independence period has had a significant influence on the institutional framework for decentralised 

public policy implementation and its eventual outcomes. As Muriisa (2008:83) argues, the 

democratic deficits of post-independence Uganda resulted in the adoption of decentralisation by the 

National Resistance Movement (NR) in 1992 as a means to promote democratic governance and 

enhance community participation in determining their own development through the devolution of 

political, administrative and fiscal powers. 

Institutional structures, policies, laws and regulations are key determinants of an enabling 

environment for the successful implementation of a decentralised system of governance in a country 

(United Nations, 2000:23). In this study, the researcher examined the appropriateness of these 

institutional frameworks for decentralised public policy in Uganda. Whereas this study was 

premised on the assumption that the institutional framework for decentralisation was not quite 

adequate, the findings indicate that they are adequate, though afflicted by internal contradictions 

that undermine the effective operationalisation of decentralisation in Uganda. Cases in point include 

the setting of different qualification requirements for political and technical officers to occupy a 

given office at the national and sub-national levels. This is seen to have affected the effectiveness 

of decentralisation. 

Later amendments to the policy and legal frameworks in terms of laws and regulations have been 

received with mixed feelings. At the lower levels of government and among community members, 

the spirit behind these reforms is deemed questionable. These reforms are largely a way by which 

the central government wants to take back full control of what were originally devolved powers and 

trying to weaken the autonomy of local governments.  

6.3.2 Theme 2: Inter-governmental relationships and decentralised public 

policy implementation 

The arrangement for inter-governmental relationships is often a reflection of historical and 

geographical factors. These determine the extent of the powers the central government can have 
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vis-à-vis local governments over political, administrative and fiscal matters. Thus, in assessing the 

amount of authority that a level of government has, one need to examine the quantity of powers, 

roles and resources that lie in the hands of the different levels of government, be it a national or sub-

national government. In addition, a more general transfer of powers to lower levels of government 

based on specified political, administrative and fiscal powers provides room for flexibility for the 

local governments to perform a wide range of responsibilities, rather than creating a fixed space for 

the local governments to operate through regulations and conditionalities (Ikawa, 2008:8). The 

study findings indicate that whereas on paper powers have been devolved to lower levels of 

government, the national government has full control of affairs at the lower levels. 

Several global trends in public sector reforms followed the process of local government reform in 

England. It is argued that devolving greater powers to lower-level governments while reducing the 

level of prescriptions for the central governments promotes allocative efficiency ‘since people’s 

preferences and needs, and the cost of delivering services, vary between areas, [and] then the best 

way of spending limited resources will be different in different places’ (Grant and Dollery, 

2010:251; Lyons, 2007:2). This basically makes a case for more devolution of powers and a 

reduction of central government influence in order to promote allocative and production efficiency. 

However, as pointed out by the study findings, despite a bottom-up approach to local development 

and public policy implementation, the central government dictates the terms and conditions under 

which local governments operate, thus undermining their autonomy. 

According to the Commonwealth Local Government Forum (2007:4), the responsibility of the 

central government under a decentralised system of governance is to protect the constitution; 

develop policies, laws, regulations and standards that are to be applied at national level; and 

supervise, inspect, monitor and implement public policies in local governments. In addition, the 

central government is responsible for ensuring national order and harmony and evaluating the 

performance of local governments in implementing these policies as well as the impact of 

development programmes. The responsibility at the higher level lies with the line ministries and is 

coordinated by the Ministry of Local Government. As for the local governments, they are required 

to ‘implement central government policies and decisions; develop and implement local 

development plans based on local priorities; follow the law and central government regulations and 

guidelines when implementing local development programmes and activities; promote local 

democracy, good order and harmony in local development; and evaluate the impact of their policies, 

plans and activities’. As the local governments perform these roles, the central government is not 

expected to interfere in their affairs if their actions are within the provided legal, policy and standard 
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frameworks. Much as the division of roles, responsibilities and powers between the central and local 

governments seems to be this clear in theory, in practice the operational boundaries are not that 

clear for officials, both at the national and sub-national levels. 

The inter-governmental balance of power is determined by four critical factors among many others. 

These are: the fiscal policy that determines the sub-national share of expenditures; the policy-

making authority of sub-national governments; the way in which officials of the sub-national 

governments are appointed to office; and the spatial representation of interests in the national 

legislative assemblies (Falleti, 2004:9). The study findings point to the fact that there is no balance 

of power between the national and sub-national governments. The powers are skewed towards the 

central government since it controls the funds and appoints top civil servants at the lower levels 

who owe their allegiances to their appointing authority more than the local people that they are 

appointed to serve. Often, it is the local interests that are sacrificed for the national political interests. 

Much as there is general agreement on what decentralisation means, there is no homogeneous 

approach to the implementation of similar public policies across countries. For example, take the 

case of education in Mexico and Colombia. Whereas in Mexico, all matters concerning public 

education management are in the hands of the federal government, except the management of 

infrastructure, in Colombia, the responsibility for managing educational services is in the hands of 

the national government, except the maintenance of schools. It was not until 1993 that educational 

matters became the responsibility of the state government, except for curriculum development, 

which remained the responsibility of the national government (Falleti, 2004:12). 

Decentralisation across countries does not offer the same amount of powers to the sub-national 

governments. Following the establishment of a decentralised system of governance in Colombia, 

Argentina, Mexico and Brazil, the share of public expenditure to sub-national governments 

increased significantly. This empowered governors and mayors in these countries. This was 

enhanced by the legal powers that they exercised, the ability to make their own public policies as 

well as their appointment at the local level and representation in the lower and upper legislative 

chambers (Falleti, 2004:13). 

6.3.3 Local capacity and decentralised public policy implementation  

According to Stancetic (2012:3), there is need to examine the institutional capacity of a state and 

its ability to carry out its responsibilities. Any state that fails to carry out its responsibilities is a 

weak state, and this is often attributed to low institutional capacity. 
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The assumption of local capacity is that within a decentralised system of governance, communities 

have capacity in terms of local resources such as skills, networks, leadership and mechanisms that 

enhance community participation in collective solving of their problem (Ben-Dor et al., 2011:535).  

According to the UNDP (2009:7), the term ‘capacity’ refers to ‘the ability of individuals, institutions 

and societies to perform functions, solve problems, and set and achieve objectives in a sustainable 

manner’. Capacity-building describes efforts to enhance the institutional and human capacity to 

achieve set goals. In Uganda, capacity-building has often referred to the enhancement of human 

capacity in terms of skills and knowledge development at the expense of other institutional factors 

that affect performance at various levels (Uganda Ministry of Local Government [MoLG], 2014:9). 

This study examined local capacity in terms of political, administrative and fiscal capacities and, in 

addition, the local community capacity to effectively participate in decentralised public policy 

implementation. 

a) Political capacity and implementation of decentralised public policies 

Political decentralisation refers to the transfer of political powers from the central government to 

local governments through constitutional means and electoral reforms to create space for 

representation and empowering communities to utilise this space to make political decisions 

regarding their own leadership through regular elections based on universal adult suffrage and 

representation at the national level. Sub-national elections are often seen as the hallmark of political 

decentralisation since this creates a shift from centrally appointed political leadership to locally 

elected political leaders. The essence of political decentralisation is the creation of sub-national 

autonomy, accountability and responsiveness to local needs (Aalen, and Muriaas, 2018:42-43). 

The common assumption is that there is a close linkage between decentralisation and deepening of 

democracy. Therefore, where there is decentralisation, then there will be strong democratic 

principles and practices. However, there is evidence of decentralisation being practised in countries 

with authoritarian regimes. Even where democratic practices seem to obtain, there is manipulation 

of the processes and, as such, the outcomes of the democratic processes may not be a true reflection 

of the aspirations of the local people. A case in point is the assertion by Aalen and Muriaas (2018:39, 

41) that ‘democracy and decentralisation do not necessarily go hand in hand’. They further state 

that in 2013, a country such as Uganda, which had a lower electoral democracy index, attained the 

highest local government score compared to democratic countries such as South Africa and Malawi. 

By implication, democratic countries may fail to operationalise decentralisation, while autocratic 
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countries may succeed in developing local governance institutions and enhance community 

participation. 

The findings point to the fact that the level of educational attainment of political leaders at the lower 

levels does have implications for their effectiveness in undertaking their political roles in the process 

of implementing decentralised public policies. This is a view that is supported by Karugaba 

(2017:6), who reports in the New Vision newspaper (1 May2017) about the push by the Chairpersons 

of district local governments under their umbrella organisation, the Uganda Local Government 

Association (ULGA), for the central government to set minimum academic qualifications for 

councillors. This reflects the belief of the local governments that this policy would improve the 

quality of legislation and implementation of decentralised public policies since education is 

assumed to produce better decision-makers.  

Furthermore, higher educational qualifications will enable the political leadership to provide an 

effective oversight of the functioning of the technical staff who are, in most cases, much more highly 

educated than their political counterparts. This often raises the challenge of supervision of the 

administrative staff by the political leaders. However, it is important to note that educational 

qualification alone may not guarantee the effective implementation of decentralised public policies. 

b) Administrative capacity and implementation of decentralised public policies 

Administrative capacity is key to determining the ability of local governments to effectively plan, 

budget, implement, monitor and evaluate decentralised public policies as well as engage 

communities in these processes. Administrative capacity has different dimensions. This can be in 

terms of technical competencies, numbers, placements and the ability to do the work the staff are 

appointed to do. The findings of the study indicate that there is adequate administrative capacity in 

the local governments in terms of their technical competencies.  

However, there is limited capacity in terms of numbers of staff. The local governments have 

approved staffing structures and would like to fill those positions to operate at full capacity. 

However, this is undermined by the central governments’ setting of ceilings on the wage bill. Most 

local governments do not have the fiscal capacity to support a full staffing structure. This, therefore, 

means that they must make trade-offs in terms of which staff positions are deemed most critical so 

that those deemed less critical are left vacant. For example, four positions of parish chief may be 

traded off to fill one position of sub-county chief that is deemed to be more important. Yet this 

trade-off undermines the capacity of the local governments to effectively support local communities 
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technically since the position of parish chief is the last point of administrative linkage with the 

communities. Below that, government does not have any administrative staff. The only government 

presence from that point downwards is in the form of elected political leaders who do not perform 

administrative functions. 

The findings also point to administrative weaknesses in connection with the ability of what are 

termed ‘hard-to-reach’ areas in the country, such as the island local governments as well as northern 

and north-eastern parts of the country. In addition, the local governments face the challenge of 

attracting and retaining staff owing to the practice of nepotism in recruiting technical staff resulting 

from the ‘son-of-the-soil’ syndrome. In many parts of the country, decentralisation is considered as 

localisation of human resources. Where the staff have been attracted, retention is a challenge since 

the local politicians and communities with a nepotistic attitude will make it hard for such staff to 

perform the duties they were recruited for. This has further affected the ability of many local 

governments to recruit competent human resources to fill positions on statutory bodies like the 

District Service Commissions, Local Government Public Accounts Committees and Land Boards, 

since such competencies may be lacking in the jurisdictions of these local governments. In Chapters 

Two and Three, the literature reviewed seems to be silent on issues of administrative capacity while 

there is a great deal of information on fiscal capacity for decentralisation. 

c) Fiscal capacity and implementation of decentralised public policies 

Nzimakwe (2014:3) refers to fiscal decentralisation as ‘the percentage of total government 

expenditure executed by sub-national governments, considering the size and character of transfers, 

or the level of tax autonomy of sub-national governments, or both’. Further, Akin, Bulut-Cevik and 

Neyapti (2011:2) define fiscal decentralisation as ‘an institutional mechanism whereby fiscal power 

and responsibilities are transferred from the central government towards local governments’. The 

effect of fiscal decentralisation has continued to be a matter of debate. In most cases where local 

governments largely benefit from fiscal transfers from the central government in the form of grants 

rather than their own generated revenue, inefficiencies become part of the public sector spending 

since the local governments most times never get to appreciate the impact of their actions. These 

inefficiencies are compounded where there are no clearly defined fiscal rules and spending 

indiscipline by the politicians in their constituencies. This results in fiscal imbalance and 

macroeconomic instability and inequality. Effective fiscal decentralisation is possible where the 

rules are in place and respected by the actors and where there are good accountability and 

transparency frameworks. 
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In thinking about decentralisation, one cannot desist from immediately thinking about local 

government financing. The first generation of fiscal decentralisation theories argued for local 

government spending to be financed from locally generated revenue. This way, a linkage can be 

made between the costs and benefits of public services being provided by local governments. In 

examining the educational spending policy for local governments in Poland, Kopańska (2016:2) 

states that where the costs and benefits linked to local government spending enhance the allocative 

and production efficiency in the public sector, local authorities and their leaders attempt to respond 

to local demands. 

With more autonomy come more responsibilities to local governments. Common experience points 

to the fact that many local governments are granted responsibilities with limited autonomy. 

Evidence from some Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries 

shows that many local governments lack the capacity to mobilise adequate revenue to match the 

uniformly granted mandate to provide public services. In such a scenario, the local governments 

tend to shift the burden of the deficit in financing public services to central governments. However, 

the net effect of this action is that the local governments lose their autonomy to the central 

governments; as the saying goes: ‘He who pays the piper calls the tune’ (Asatryan, Feld and Geys, 

2012:2). This is a scenario not exclusive to the OECD countries but that is shared across the 

countries where there have been attempts to decentralise governance. 

However, over the years, local governments have had to grapple with decreasing or limited local 

revenue sources in a context where the central government collects the bulk of tax revenues and 

remits funds to local governments under set fiscal transfer arrangements. According to Kopańska 

(2016:2), ‘when local budgets are more transfer dependent (and especially depend on specific 

grants) and so-called vertical imbalance is high, local public spending increases and could cause 

inefficient growth of the local deficit and debt’. Dependence on central government transfers then 

begins to erode the local autonomy as central government controls increase with the conditionalities 

that come with the grants to the sub-national governments. 

Shah (2006:129) observes that strengthening financing of local governments through effective inter-

governmental fiscal arrangements is critical for the overall performance of decentralisation in a 

country. He further states that there is need for ‘a clear delineation of expenditure assignment and 

recognition that decentralisation of responsibilities must be accompanied by sufficient resources to 

finance activities’. This observation is in line with the lessons learnt from the late start to cost 

decentralised services, where services were decentralised without the funding flow being 
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necessarily adjusted as per the tax base of local governments.  This affected the sustainability of 

funding of services based on locally generated resources and led to overreliance on central 

government grants and weakening of accountability, a sense of ownership, allocative efficiency 

and, ultimately, the long-term legitimacy of the decentralised system of governance. This has been 

compounded by the weak capacity for tax administration in local governments and low morale and 

inadequate technical support from the central government to build local fiscal capacity. In addition, 

the grant system creates room for influence from the central government and low citizen incentives 

to perform their role in improving the fiscal health of their local governments. 

Steunenberg and Nico (1997:53) argue that ‘the reduction in the autonomy of local government 

[cause] them to become increasingly dependent on central government grants for implementing 

their policies…in addition, a shift of political responsibility from the local to the central level 

[causes] local governments in some countries to fall increasingly under the control of central 

government…’’. For example, in the 1970s, the Dutch and French local governments were greatly 

constrained by their over-dependence on their central governments for financing of the provision of 

public goods and services in their areas of jurisdiction. This has been the case, too, in countries such 

as Uganda where the Auditor General’s report for 2016 noted that local governments in Uganda 

over-depend on central government grants, thus undermining their autonomy. In the 1970s, the 

Dutch municipalities and the French local governments were constrained through over-dependence 

on their central governments for finances. According to Jan-Erik, the municipalities in the 

Netherlands levied only a very small percentage of their revenues on central government grants. 

The inter-governmental relationships are, therefore, greatly influenced by the fiscal systems in place 

in a country. 

Regulation 58 (1) of the Local Governments Financial and Accounting Regulations, 2007, provides 

the mechanisms for accounting procedures, forms, methods and formats of accounting records, 

besides other requirements that are to be applied by the local governments in fiscal matters. The 

regulations provide the principles for financial management and accountability in Ugandan local 

governments. The systems, procedures and controls were developed based on the laws applicable 

and the principles of best fiscal practices (MoLG, 2014:14). Despite the elaborate provisions by the 

financial laws and regulations, the issues of autonomy have not been addressed. Instead, the laws 

and regulations that have been developed have increased central government control over local 

affairs, which is contrary to the ideals of a devolved system of governance under decentralisation. 
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Regulation 104 of the Local Governments (Financial and Accounting) Regulations, 2007 

establishes the internal audit functions in the local governments. The internal audit function was 

meant to ensure value for money in the process of delivering public services in the local 

governments (MoLG, 2014:11,13). 

Under a decentralised system of governance, inter-governmental fiscal transfers are a key 

component of local government financing in most countries. The purpose of these transfers is to 

ensure adequate revenue for the local governments to perform the devolved functions. The design 

of these transfers is supposed to create incentives for all levels of government, from the national 

down to the sub-national levels, to apply sound financial management principles that can create 

‘macroeconomic stability, distributional equity, allocational efficiency, and public service delivery’ 

(Boadway, and Shah, 2007:30). These provisions are expected to determine the patterns of 

expenditures and revenue allocations across the various levels of governments based on the assigned 

responsibilities at the national, regional and local government levels based on ‘efficiency 

considerations in the delivery of public goods and services as well as benefits from allowing 

subnational governments discretion in choosing programs best suited to their constituent 

communities’ (Boadway, and Shah, 2007:31).  

Despite the legal provisions for these fiscal arrangements, the common observation is that 

inefficiencies still exist, significant vertical fiscal gaps are prominent, and equalisation grants create 

fiscal differences in local governments, thus affecting the delivery of public services. Furthermore, 

higher transfers go to local governments with low fiscal capacities and there is a strong central 

government influence on the fiscal decisions at the lower levels due to over-dependence on central 

government transfers resulting from low fiscal capacities at sub-national levels, which are often a 

result of deliberate fiscal design aimed at controlling local governments. 

The basic principle of fiscal decentralisation is the responsibility to ensure macroeconomic stability 

and income distribution, especially to the poor, through inter-governmental transfers for the 

provision of public goods and services by local governments. However, the main challenge is that 

the policy priorities vary across the different levels of government. Therefore, the alignment of 

interests across levels of government becomes an uphill task unless there are incentives for 

alignment. Terman and Feiock (2014:3-4 and 18) argue that ‘emphasis on the grantee-grantor 

relationship can deflect attention from the internal configuration of administrative capacity and 

political commitment that are crucial to policy implementation’. They further state that ‘in the 

context of block grants…grantors struggle to guard against local policy failure because resource 
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allocation is not competitive, and oversight is likely to be thinner because of the sheer number of 

grantees’. 

d) Community capacity and implementation of decentralised public policies 

Dufhues, Theesfeld and Buchenrieder (2014:3) observe that ‘decentralisation does not take place in 

an institutional vacuum. It happens within an institutional environment that enables or hinders…’ 

the implementation of public policies and translating outcomes of participatory processes into 

public policies. 

The concept of accountability is part and parcel of any participatory process. Since it is hinged on 

participation by different levels of stakeholders, decentralisation, therefore, calls for upward and 

downward accountability. This implication means that higher-level governments need to be held 

accountable by lower-level governments and vice versa (Dufhues, Theesfeld, and Buchenrieder, 

2014:3; Agrawal, and Ribot, 2000:5; Agrawal, and Ribot, 1991:475). 

Institutions in local governments, such as the legislative, executive and judicial institutions, play a 

critical role in the promotion of democratic principles and in fostering development. Owing to the 

elective nature of their political leadership, they promote community participation in the socio-

economic and political development of their areas. Sikander (2015:171) states that ‘development 

whether social, political or economic becomes meaningful and real only when it stems from the 

lowest societies level, the so-called grass-roots level’. It is argued that decentralised governance 

enhances popular participation in governance processes for people who could otherwise have been 

excluded from these processes. Participation at the different levels of government empowers people 

to manage their own affairs and regulates the relationship between the national and sub-national 

governments. These combined promote responsive and sustainable development based on 

expressed local needs, and thus ownership of these initiatives. 

There are various views on participation. Once such view, the instrumental or functional view, sees 

participation as a mean to an end. On the other hand, the transformative view advances that 

participation is only meaningful if it enhances people’s capacity to improve their socio-economic 

condition and lead to development (Bergh, 2010:741). 

To understand the effectiveness of community participation within a decentralised system requires 

once to appreciate the powers of the actors, the context within which these powers are exercised, 

and the accountability frameworks. Based on frameworks for community participation in natural 
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resource management in Nepal, India and countries in West Africa, Mwangi and Ongugo (n.d.:1) 

analyse the functioning of forest conservation under a decentralised system in Kenya. They 

conclude that the ‘power by local government to enforce decisions, and downward accountability 

of locally empowered actors are necessary conditions for effective decentralization’. This 

determines the ability of communities to participate in decision-making, setting rules of engagement 

and enforcement in forest conservation. It is, therefore, important to understand the context within 

which these issues play, and the stakeholders involved. 

With CSOs getting more organised and in the light of developments in the communication media, 

especially social media, there has been a surge in the level of citizen participation in governance. 

There has been an increase in citizen participation and demand for accountability form local 

authorities. For example, in Uganda and Kenya, citizens are increasingly challenging local 

authorities and demanding accountabilities for the decisions taken by the authorities on their behalf 

in both urban and rural areas. This is a development that was impossible some years ago as people 

then could not dare challenge authorities owing to the perceived repercussions, either individually 

or collectively as a community. In addition to social media, in Uganda, the debates have been 

extended to the local radio stations where local issues are debated, and local authorities are called 

to account during what are called ‘talk shows’. In addition, in the case of Uganda, mechanisms for 

tracking revenue transfers and utilisation have been developed and publicised through 

communication mediums. These developments followed revelations that in the 1990s, less than 20 

per cent of grants for primary education reached their intended targets. The rest of the funds were 

abused by local political and administrative officials (Devas and Delay, 2006:685). 

However, in countries such as Uganda, the space for accountability through the communication 

media has been shrinking with the increase in restrictions being imposed on media houses and social 

media by the regulator, the Uganda Communication Commission. This move has been challenged 

by Ugandan legislators, lawyers and media houses. Wesaka and Nakirigya (2019:2) report incidents 

where the lawmakers and some law firms have challenged the media regulator. They quote  lawyers 

from Chapter Four Uganda and Legal Aid Service Providers Network (LASPNET) as saying that 

‘as Uganda joins the world to celebrate the fundamental principles of press freedom, it is very 

concerning that Uganda’s communication regulator is taking further steps to increase its grip on the 

media.’.  

Furthermore, Barnett (2011:276) questions the role of local government as the nexus between 

community participation and political engagement, especially where current thinking is moving its 



139 

 

focus away from efficacy in local representation as well as inter-governmental relationships and 

embracing broader concerns of governance. Much as several reforms have enhanced political 

engagements and the reorganisation of local government structures to enhance community 

participation, the effectiveness of community participation in local decision-making processes 

remains doubtful. 

Despite the decentralised system of governance being promoted as a panacea for community 

empowerment and responsive public service delivery, the processes have been undermined by 

‘misalignment between identified sectoral policies, technical planning and budgetary allocation; 

and at the same time ensuring full community involvement and participation in the priority setting 

activities’ (Tsofa et al., 2017:1-2). 

Community participation in development processes in Uganda is associated with the current 

decentralisation policy that was adopted in 1992. Among the many reasons advanced for 

decentralising governance in Uganda was that it would promote popular participation in 

development and democratic governance. Another reason was that communities would participate 

in local elections to enhance representation and this would empower them to take effective decisions 

concerning development planning and implementation (Kakumba, 2010:172). 

However, what is put down on paper in the form of a policy or law is no guarantee that it will happen 

as stated. The effectiveness of community participation depends on the community’s capacity to 

hold local leadership accountable and mobilise local resources, and its ability to withstand the 

influence of the central government on its decision-making processes. The reality seems to be that 

communities in Uganda are vulnerable to central government manipulation through the local elite 

and fiscal controls by way of conditional grants. This is compounded by weak representation at the 

local and national levels. As Kakumba (2010:172) observes, ‘whereas some powers and functions 

have been devolved to local governments, the cardinal goals of decentralisation seem to be elusive, 

whereby there is less support of the community’s role in raising resources for local development, 

demanding accountability from their leaders, participating in planning, and choosing their leaders 

without manipulation from the local ‘elite’ at the time of elections. The unfolding central 

government (CG) control rekindles the ‘recentralisation’ of decentralisation’. 

6.4 Contributions of the Study 

In the previous section of this thesis, the researcher discussed the findings of the study using Falleti’s 

2004 sequential theory of decentralisation. Comparisons were made between the findings and 
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literature reviewed to highlight areas of commonality and discrepancy. From the discussions, the 

researcher identified areas that make unique contributions to the field of decentralisation and public 

policy implementation within these frameworks, and these are shown below.  

First, the researcher contributes by arguing that putting in place institutional frameworks for 

decentralised public policy implementation is not good enough. These frameworks need to be 

respected. Furthermore, where there are reforms, the intentions of such reforms need to be made 

clear to the lower levels of government for purposes of common understanding and legitimacy of 

the reforms within such institutional frameworks. 

Second, the prevailing political system has direct implications for how the inter-governmental 

relationships function. In Uganda, the forces at play in the implementation of decentralised public 

policies under the ‘movement’ system of governance were different from those currently at play 

under the multi-party-political system. Previously, where local governments implemented public 

policies under what they perceived to be objective conditions, now they have to demonstrate that 

they are not only implementing development programmes under the national development 

frameworks, such as Vision 2040 and the National Development Plan (NDP), but also that they are 

implementing the election manifesto of the ruling party. Ideally, the manifesto of a ruling party 

should have been integrated into the NDP but should not have been a parallel document. As a matter 

of fact, the party has representations at various levels of governance to ensure that not the NDP, but 

the party manifesto objectives are integrated and implemented at all levels of government. 

Third, despite the existence of elaborate frameworks for political, administrative and fiscal 

decentralisation in Uganda, these frameworks are not good in and of themselves; they require 

corresponding local capacity in these areas. The weak local capacity has undermined the 

effectiveness of decentralisation and the ability of local governments to be responsive to local needs. 

The local governments seem to have become a structure through which central governments extend 

their influences at the local levels, with consequent loss of local autonomy. 

Fourth, the researcher argues that community participation is weaker where people at the grassroots 

feel that their voices are not taken into consideration when decisions are being made. The perception 

is that whatever views they express, what counts is what the central government wants, not what 

they need. The ability of the communities to effectively participate in decentralised public policies 

implementation is undermined by the growing struggle to make a living. Community members’ 

priority is earning a living rather than ‘wasting’ time attending community consultative meetings. 

Where immediate material or monetary returns for participation do not exist, community 
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participation is very low. Voluntarism died out when participation was commercialised. This is 

compounded by the perception by the communities that their voices do not count no matter the 

extent of their participation. What counts seems to be the priority areas already set by the central 

government through the laws, regulations and conditionalities that come with central government 

grants. This is compounded by the weak local fiscal capacity to raise, allocate and utilise revenue 

for issues that are of high local priority but of low national priority. 

Last, the researcher argues that political and administrative capacity without corresponding fiscal 

capacity and weak community capacity for effective participation in the public policy processes has 

direct implications for the desired decentralised public policy implementation outcomes. 

6.5 Limitations of the Study 

In this section, the researcher highlights the limitations of the study that arose largely from the 

methodology, design factors, challenges encountered during fieldwork, and analysis. Based on 

these, the researcher proposes areas for further research. 

One of the main limitations of this study is the fact that the study was purely qualitative. Despite 

the fact that decentralisation is being implemented in the whole of Uganda, and that data was 

collected from various field sites in the West Nile sub-region of Uganda, not all the district local 

governments in West Nile were covered and the findings relating to the different field sites cannot 

be effectively compared. These findings can neither be generalised to the whole of Uganda nor the 

whole of West Nile. These findings are, therefore, site-specific. Since it is a study of interest to the 

whole country, a longitudinal study using a mixed method and design approach can come up with 

results that can be generalised. 

 Another limitation of the study could have arisen from the long and laborious process of data 

collection, analysis and presentation to generate themes and sub-themes for the study that took over 

four months. During this process, especially after data collection, several changes happened in the 

institutional frameworks and arrangements for decentralised public policy implementation. This 

means that the findings may have been different had this process taken a shorter time and software 

such as Atlas was used for data analysis. 

6.6 Delimitations of the Study 

Whereas the reader may have had some expectations of this study, the researcher wishes to state the 

following as the delimitations of the study: 
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First, one may have expected the researcher to have covered all the regions in Uganda since 

decentralisation is being implemented across the whole country so that the findings could be 

representative. The researcher attempted to sample districts across the West Nile sub-region and a 

cross section of respondents were purposively sampled to gain perspectives from the political, 

administrative and community representatives. In addition, a large sample size for a purely 

qualitative study would generate a large volume of data that could become time-consuming and yet, 

owing to saturation of data, most of the data would not add more value to the study. 

Second, the reader may have expected the researcher to have studied other factors that influence the 

outcomes of decentralised public policies in Uganda. The researcher limited himself to factors that, 

based on a preliminary literature review that he undertook while developing Chapter One of the 

study, stood out as being worth examining. These were the institutional framework for decentralised 

public policy implementation, inter-governmental relationships, local political, administrative 

capacities and local communities’ capacities to effectively participate in decentralised public policy 

implementation in Uganda. 

In assessing or examining this study, a reader should consider the delimitations of this study within 

which the findings were analysed, discussed, subsequent recommendations and conclusions drawn. 

6.7 Areas for Further Study 

Concerning areas for further study in the future, the researcher proposes expanding the scope of the 

study to cover the whole country using a longitudinal research design. The aim would be to get a 

more representative picture of how the institutional framework, inter-governmental relationships, 

political, administrative and fiscal capacity, and community capacity for participation in 

decentralised public policy influences the outcomes of such public policy implementation. 

Studies may be undertaken to further examine how the transition from a ‘movement’ system of 

governance to a multi-party system of governance could have affected the outcomes of decentralised 

implementation of public policies in Uganda. 

6.8 Recommendations 

The development and revision of the institutional frameworks for decentralised public policy 

implementation and inter-governmental relationships should strengthen rather than undermine sub-

national governments’ autonomy. 
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More initiatives to build political and fiscal capacities in the local governments need to be 

undertaken; for instance, raising the academic and ethical bar for gaining access to elective political 

positions in local governments, and enhancing alternatives for local revenue generation to build the 

fiscal capacity of local governments so as to make them more responsive to local needs in areas of 

high local priority and low national priority. Some revenue sources that are currently being 

controlled by the central government should be surrendered to the sub-national governments. 

Attention should be paid to the welfare of communities and the framing of public policy 

implementation plans to reflect local community needs to enhance their participation in processes 

that ultimately affect their lives. The voices from local communities count more since they 

understand their needs better than what a remote central government official anticipates. 

Furthermore, local needs are diverse and dynamic. The perspective of local communities on how 

responsive the implementation of decentralised public policies is to local needs is critical. 

6.9 Conclusions 

The researcher set out to undertake this study with the main objective of examining the factors 

affecting the effective implementation of public policies in Uganda under the decentralised system 

of governance, with West Nile sub-region as the case study. The specific study objectives of the 

study were to examine the background and institutional frameworks for decentralisation in Uganda 

and how they influence public policy implementation; to explore the global perspectives and 

practices of decentralised governance and public policy implementation; to assess how local 

capacity affects decentralised public policy implementation in Uganda; and to explore how best 

decentralised public policies can be implemented in Uganda. The following conclusions have been 

drawn from the findings of the study: 

The institutional frameworks for implementing decentralised public policies in Uganda are 

adequate. However, over time, several reforms in the institutional frameworks have been 

undertaken and these are perceived to be undermining rather than strengthening decentralised public 

policy implementation in Uganda. 

The inter-governmental relationship is largely influenced by the central government, which is more 

powerful and tends to dictate whatever happens in the local governments. The weakening fiscal 

capacity of local governments and their over-dependence on central government conditional grants 

have skewed the balance of power in favour of the national government. Where there are ‘non-

conditional’ grants (ideally meant to give sub-national governments some autonomy in financial 
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decisions), these, too, come with conditionalities that limit the local governments’ discretionally 

powers and local autonomy to be responsive to local needs. 

The fiscal capacity of local governments has a greater influence on the responsiveness of sub-

national governments in Uganda. This tends to affect the effectiveness of implementing 

decentralised public policies more than political and administrative capacities, which seem adequate 

now, while fiscal capacity seems wanting in the sub-national governments. 

The welfare conditions of communities and their perceptions of how their views are treated while 

decisions are being taken that concern local development have a direct influence on their willingness 

to participate in initiatives for community participation in decentralised public policy 

implementation.
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ANNEXES 

Annexure 1: Research Instruments 

KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR PUBLIC AND NGO OFFICIALS 

Background 

I am a PhD Fellow in Public Management and Governance at the North-West University – 

Vaal Triangle Campus in South Africa. As part of the fulfilment of the condition of the 

award, I am undertaking a research in ‘Decentralisation and Public Policy Implementation in 

Uganda: The Case of West Nile Sub-region’. 

 

SECTION A: DEMOGRAPHICS 

Gender:  

Male  Female  

Race:  

    

Age:  

18-20 years 21-23 years 24-26 years 27 and over 

 

Education:  

Never 

attended 

Primary  JC/ Std 8/ 

Grade10/11 

Matric/ 

Grade 12 

Certificate/ 

Diploma  

University 

degree/ 

Postgraduate 

 

SECTION B:  INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Part One: The Institutional Framework and Implementation of public policies 

i. What is the background to Uganda’s decentralisation system? 

ii. What is the policy framework for implementing public policies within the 

decentralised system in Uganda? 

iii. How would you describe the current framework for decentralisation in Uganda? 

iv. How appropriate is the current framework for implementing public policies within 

the decentralised system in Uganda? 

 

Part Two: Local Capacity and Implementation of Decentralised Public Policies 

Political Capacity: 

i. How would you describe the local political capacities for decentralised public policy 

implementation? 

ii. What influence does the political capacity have on the implementation of public 

policies within the Ugandan decentralisation system? 
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Administrative Capacity: 

i. How would you describe the administrative capacities in the local governments for 

decentralised public policy implementation? 

ii. In what ways does the administrative capacity affect the implementation of 

decentralised public policies? 

 

Fiscal Capacity (capacity to plan, budget, raise, utilise, and account for finances): 

i. What is the fiscal (financial) capacities in local governments for decentralised public 

policy implementation? 

ii. How does the local fiscal (financial) capacity affect the implementation of 

decentralised public policies? 

 

Part Three: Framework for local community participation in decentralised Public 

Policy Implementation 

 

i. In what ways do the local communities participate in the implementation of the 

decentralised public policies? 

ii. What factors affect the level of local communities’ participation in the implementation 

of the decentralised public policy implementation in the local governments? 

iii. How does the level of local community participation in the implementation of the 

decentralised public policies affect the policy implementation outcomes? 

 

Part Four: Model for Effective Decentralised Public Policy Implementation 

i. How best can decentralised system of governance be used to enhance the effectiveness 

of policy implementation? 

ii. In what ways can the political capacity be improved to the enhance effectiveness of 

decentralised public policy implementation? 

iii. In what ways can the administrative capacity be improved to enhance the effectiveness 

of decentralised public policies implementation? 

iv. In what ways can the fiscal (financial) capacity be improved to enhance the 

effectiveness of decentralised public policies implementation? 

v. In what ways can the local community participation be improved to enhance the 

effectiveness of decentralised public policies implementation? 
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Annexure 3: Central Committee for Advanced Degree Letter 
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Annexure 4: North-West University Ethical Approval Certificate for Study 
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Annexure 5: National Council of Science and Technology letter for Study  
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Annexure 6: Gate Keeper Letters 
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Annexure 7: Notice of Submission 
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Annexure 8: Sample Participant Information and Consent Form 
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Annexure 9: Sample Interview Transcript 

District 1: 

POSITION: DISTRICT PLANNER  

AGE: 36-50 

EDUCATION: POSTGRADUATE 

Interviewer: thank you for availing me this opportunity to interact with you on the topic of 

decentralization, where you are key informant. 

When you look at decentralization policy and legal framework within which you operate, is it 

adequate? 

Participant: I think there is inadequate policies right now. The current law governing finance 

seems to be recentralizing  the power. There is the public finance management Act 2015 

centralizing  the financial management with the Accountant General. Once the budget is 

passed, it has to be implemented the way it is. In case of emergencies the processes to address 

the problem are so rigorous yet power should be here at the local government where 

implementation takes place. Look at the IFMIS, it really controls all accounts to the centre 

managed by Bank of Uganda and Ministry of Finance. Funds are only released if there is a 

requisition. 

Interviewer: any other policy area that needs review? 

Participant: under decentralization, we use bottom up planning but somehow there is 

dictatorship from up. Because we depend on central government there restrictions in the use 

of money- no liberty to certify the needs of the community. At times the central government 

priorities differ from the needs of the community. 

The other area is the centralization of the CAO and town clerks. Since they are now central 

government staff and are posted in a district for approximately 3 years they seem not to be 

committed to engage in planning for longer periods. If they find a challenge, they would 

ignore with the hope that they would be transferred. 

Interviewer: how do you find the relationship between local government and central 

government? 

Participant: overall it is okay, but some central government ministry function are not fully 

decentralized. They still hold decisions at ministry level. For instance, when ministry of 

health decide to upgrade health centre III to IV, we were not consulted. The ICT staff at the 

district have no direct link with the ministry of ICT. Even district lands services are suffering. 

When there is direct link between local government and central government for instance 

ministry of gender, they tend to work together. 

Interviewer: what is your view about the role of political leadership? 

Participant: they are supposed to make policy and give policy direction on where the district 

is heading. They are supposed to do monitoring of the policies, they do mobilization of 

citizens towards the key government programs. 
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Interviewer: In your view, how would you describe the local political capacity to carry out 

their function? 

Participant: there is inadequate capacity. In fact that there is no academic qualification- 

anybody is voted to be a councillor. The chairperson may look like a one-eyed person while 

making decisions with the unqualified members of the council. They will not make decisions 

in line with national directions. 

Interviewer: how would the technical staff facilitate improved capacity. 

Participant: we tried to do induction with help of other partners like GAPP which is a US 

funding organisation. It has been supportive in sensitizing councillor’s on financial 

management and budget but some of them are untrainable. There is a limit- we have a case 

where councillors threw away financial statement during a meeting as confusing, yet it was 

the standard format. The other challenge is that those who improve may not come back after 

the next election- there is a high turnover and we have to start afresh. 

Interviewer: turning to the administrative roles, what are they? 

Participant: basically, the key function is to implement lawful decisions of council, monitor 

and implement. 

Interviewer: does the district have the administrative capacity? 

Participant: for now no, because some positions are not filled. There are several lower level 

officers acting in higher offices were they don’t have capacity. This is especially in the hard 

to attract and retain positions like in health and registered engineers. We are competing with 

UNRA for registered engineers and some South Sudan for the health workers since they are 

willing to pay 10,000 USD per month. 

Interviewer: please comment on the planning, budgeting and accountability for the funds 

Participant: planning and budgeting are fairly good, we have a competent team. Resources 

mobilization is the challenge since we depend on central government transfers. The big 

problem with local revenue collection, I think we have not had good strategies, we need to 

lobby donors support, in the area of utilisation we have improved. We are no longer returning 

unspent money to the treasury due to capacity to utilize on time. Further improvements on 

financial management are that we have moved from manual system; from cheques and now 

with IFMIS we have improved funds utilisation and accountability system based. 

Interviewer: in your view, how does the community participate in local government 

activities? 

Participant: there is participation but need to improve. Right now planning and budgeting 

they are actively involved. When we look at implementation for instance when they demand 

for a classroom block but do not participate in implementation, they lack sense of ownership 

for district programs. Everything they look for government support. In the case of planning 

and budgeting using the planning tool introduced by JICA- we get information but less 

implementation due to attitudes. Everyone thinks of personal gain if they are to participate in 

monitoring. 

Interviewer: what is your overall rating of decentralization in Uganda. 
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Participant: I won’t say medium because it is not fully decentralized. Those up selectively 

decentralize.  Service delivery is at local government, but the budget is controlled at the 

centre. 

Interviewer: thank you so much for your time 
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Annexure 10: Sample Data Analysis Matrix 

Interview 

Question 

Responses Quotation Code Categories 

When you look 

at the 

decentralization 

policy and legal 

framework 

within which 

you operate, is 

it adequate? 

I think there is 

inadequate 

policies right 

now. The 

current law 

governing 

finance seems 

to be 

recentralizing 

the power. 

There is the 

public finance 

management 

Act 2015 

centralizing the 

financial 

management 

with the 

Accountant 

General. Once 

the budget is 

passed, it has to 

be implemented 

the way it is. In 

case of 

emergencies the 

processes to 

address the 

problem are so 

rigorous yet 

power should 

be here at the 

local 

government 

where 

implementation 

takes place. 

Look at the 

IFMIS, it really 

controls all 

accounts to the 

centre managed 

by Bank of 

Uganda and 

Ministry of 

Finance. Funds 

‘I think there is 

inadequate 

policies right 

now. The 

current law 

governing 

finance seems to 

be recentralizing 

the power. 

There is the 

public finance 

management 

Act 2015 

centralizing the 

financial 

management 

with the 

Accountant 

General’.  

 

‘Look at the 

IFMIS, it really 

controls all 

accounts to the 

centre managed 

by Bank of 

Uganda and 

Ministry of 

Finance. Funds 

are only released 

if there is a 

requisition’. 

 

Adequacy of the 

institutional 

Frameworks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inter-

governmental 

relationships and 

Local Capacity to 

manage local 

affairs 

Institutional 

Frameworks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Local 

Autonomy 
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are only 

released if there 

is a requisition. 

In your view, 

how would you 

describe the 

local political 

capacity to 

carry out their 

function? 

 

There is 

inadequate 

capacity. In 

fact, that there 

is no academic 

qualification- 

anybody is 

voted to be a 

councillor. The 

chairperson 

may look like a 

one-eyed 

person while 

making 

decisions with 

the unqualified 

members of the 

council. They 

will not make 

decisions in line 

with national 

directions. 

‘The 

chairperson may 

look like a one-

eyed person 

while making 

decisions with 

the unqualified 

members of the 

council. They 

will not make 

decisions in line 

with national 

directions’. 

Academic 

requirement to 

become a political 

leader and 

performance of 

political leaders 

Political 

Capacity 
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