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Executive Summary: 

 

The Development Partner Working Group on Decentralization & Local Governance 

(DeLoG)—founded in 2006--consists of 28 development partners. DeLoG has developed 

guiding principles, elaborated country level frameworks, and designed capacity development 

tools for the purpose of improving aid effectiveness in accordance with the recent 

international agenda on development assistance. In light of the upcoming High Level Forum 

on Aid Effectiveness (HLF-4) in Busan, DeLoG has recently sponsored several meetings and 

initiatives, including eight country case studies designed to assess the progress achieved and 

challenges encountered in meeting targets outlined in the PD and AAA. 

 

Although the evidence on the impacts of DLG and related development partner support 

remains limited and mixed, a compelling logic suggests that considerable benefits can result 

from effective DLG.  Equally important, it continues to be a major type of public sector 

reform that cannot be ignored in many developing countries. At the same time, DLG reforms 

are increasingly recognized as particularly demanding and complex given their multi-

dimensional nature, the number of actors involved at different levels, and the challenges 

associated with building the systems and capacities required for good performance.  Under 

these circumstances, there has been emerging pressure to understand how to make country 

DLG reforms and related development partner support more effective for development. These 

pressures have also led to a growing consensus that DP harmonization and alignment in DLG 

support should not be considered optional; instead these approaches should be considered 

essential for successful interventions.  

 

Beyond traditional economic arguments for decentralized service provision, local 

governments are the closest tier of government to citizens and play a key role in building 

more accountable, transparent and participatory political systems. We know that the powers, 

resources, and capacities of subnational governments in many developing countries, however, 

are too weak to effectively achieve these ambitious expectations. Ever increasing urbanization 

in both mega-cities and secondary cities puts additional pressure on local governments to 

provide more services, as well as to contribute to the development of social cohesion and 

employment opportunities.   

 

In addition “new” global challenges have emerged.  Increased environmental degradation and 

the negative impacts of climate change, especially natural disasters, the global food security 

crisis with increasing food prices, increased demand for energy and access to internet and 

social media, are major issues that cross country and regional boundaries. There is a growing 

awareness that local and regional governments need to be meaningfully involved in finding 

and implementing effective solutions. Unfortunately the global financial crisis in 2008 has 

affected subnational governments at least as much as their national counterparts. In many 

cases own revenues have diminished and central government transfers have been cut. This has 

weakened even more the capacities of subnational governments to cope with the increasing 

demands being placed on them.  

 

There is also a growing recognition that subnational actors have an important role to play in 

delivering development aid more effectively. As our understanding of country ownership of 
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national development and poverty reduction strategies evolves, it is increasingly evident that 

subnational governments are in the best position to ensure that local and regional development 

challenges are taken into consideration. There is also a push for broadening accountability 

systems to include the ultimate beneficiaries of aid, which again points to subnational elected 

councils as the most appropriate forum for connecting to citizens and enhancing downward 

accountability. Under this scenario DP support to DLG becomes more important than ever. 

 

But how effectively is DLG support being provided? The DeLoG publication shows that in 

the examined countries, progress with achieving the Paris Declaration indicators is mixed. 

More funds are channeled through program-based approaches, multi-donor trust funds and 

even budget support that helps to align with and strengthen (local) country systems. DP 

coordination mechanisms have also been strengthened and joint missions and peer reviews 

have increased. At the same time, stand-alone projects, PIUs and parallel systems (e.g. 

procurement) remain significant and many countries still face nontrivial fragmentation of 

DLG support. This study identifies four key challenges that have hindered greater 

development impact of DLG interventions. 

 

First, ownership of DLG policies and development assistance is both problematic and 

difficult to understand.  This occurs to a great extent because DPs are developing DLG 

interventions and choosing country implementation partners without adequately taking 

account of political economy considerations.  Even where there seems to be consensus on 

DLG policies and interventions, opposition to DLG reforms from important and powerful 

stakeholders can render DP support to DLG ineffective. This is closely related to the fact that 

DLG reforms are often not well linked to other public sector reforms and their respective DP 

support. Different public sector reforms are often managed by different governmental entities 

with varying primary goals, and they may not be particularly concerned with decentralization. 

Public financial management (PFM) reforms, civil service reform (CSR) programs, or service 

delivery reforms enacted through Sector-Wide Approaches (SWAps) may involve policies 

and funding mechanisms that limit subnational governments’ flexibility to provide the 

services demanded by their constituents, disrupting a key aspect of local accountability. 

 

Second, problematic inter-and intra-DP dynamics, although long recognized as challenges to 

effective aid, remain in force. Individual DPs, for example, face incentives to distinguish their 

programs from those of other DPs, to be able to claim credit for influencing successful policy, 

and to move money quickly and to account for it in a way that meets their own requirements. 

Moreover, support to other public sector reforms from different DPs (or even the different 

departments of the same DP) can reinforce the fragmentation among country agencies noted 

above and negatively impact DLG. SWAps, for example, often coordinate donors working on 

the same sector, but they rarely coordinate with DLG reforms. The tendency of SWAps to 

centralize service delivery initiatives under a sectoral ministry may also reinforce the often-

centralizing tendencies of PFM reforms or CSR reforms. If these various actors promote 

inconsistent institutions and procedures relevant for DLG, there can be negative effects on 

overall system coherence and sustainability and ultimately on development outcomes.  

 

The third key challenge is managing for development results.  In recent years there has been 

a strong push to focus on development outcomes.  As important as this is, DPs cannot lose 

sight of the fact that results take time.  In addition, achieving the ultimate service delivery and 

developmental results of DLG requires process reforms that are harder to measure and have 

less appeal to governments and DPs alike. Even if it is clear what is to be measured and there 

is a well-defined way of measuring it, DPs face challenges.  First, there is the issue of data 

availability and institutional responsibility and capacity for collecting and analyzing it. 
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Second it is challenging to attribute specific outcomes, which are often subject to multiple 

influences, to DLG reforms. It can be even less feasible to attribute them to the activities of a 

particular DP, and it may be inappropriate to do so when alignment and harmonization goals 

in fact require DPs to be less concerned about their individual identities in providing aid. 

 

Finally, the implementation of DLG support is extremely demanding. Conditions and 

subnational government capacities differ greatly in most countries, and this implies the need 

for flexible approaches and incentives to develop DLG.  Capacity development and 

technical assistance for both central and subnational actors are important aspects of DP 

support to DLG, and there have been many critiques of how they have been approached. 

There is a growing awareness of the need for more demand driven, tailor-made and on-the-job 

training, but central governments and DPs too often treat these activities in a standardized and 

mechanical way. There is also a fairly heavy emphasis on technical training, with a more 

limited focus on building the governance capacity of civil society to engage their local 

governments and on developing the relationship between elected councilors and local 

government staff.   

 

In working across multiple levels of government and wide variations in capacities and needs, 

development partners engaging in DLG area would be well served by appropriately tailoring 

reforms to particular countries and promoting the coherence of their engagements at the 

country level over adequate time horizons.  In order to do this, four potentially productive 

areas merit consideration. 

 

DPs involved in DLG reform would benefit from a more deliberate and fuller understanding 

of the political economy dynamics underlying DLG in a particular country.  In particular, it is 

important to understand the incentives of different actors to support DLG and how this might 

affect DLG reforms, and subnational actors need to be more fully engaged as critically 

important players in country ownership of DLG. 

•  Recommendation for DPs: Use and deepen existing analytical tools for conducting 

political economy analysis and incorporate these results into periodic joint analysis 

exercises.   

 

DPs involved in DLG need to engage more effectively with both government partners and 

other development partners (including some departments of their own organization) working 

on other aspects of public sector reform to ensure the development of a more coherent and 

sustainable public sector.   

• Recommendation for DPs: Strengthen and broaden policy dialogue with government 

with the goal of promoting more harmonized and aligned public sector reform 

programs in particular countries.  This in turn would enable DPs to provide more 

coherent support for the advancement of a more sustainable overall government 

system.   

 

Greater attention needs to be given to monitoring and evaluating the effects of DLG reforms, 

but it is also critical to understand more systematically the process-oriented aspects of reform 

that must be put into place if DLG reforms are to lead to better development outcomes. 

Adequate, government led systems to measure development results on all levels of 

government need to be established. DPs need to focus more on how they implement DLG 

reforms, including the timing, sequencing and possibly differential treatment of subnational 

governments and the use of performance incentives. It is important to respond to the recent 

strong pressures to focus on rigorously measuring outcomes, but there are challenges 

(outlined above) involved in doing so.  Moreover, an emphasis on outcomes should not 
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compromise the development of a more robust and systematic understanding of the process-

oriented aspects of reform that must be put into place if DLG reforms are to lead to better 

development outcomes.   

• Recommendations for DPs: Build on recent experiences to develop more unified 

(across country actors andDPs) and country owned monitoring and evaluation 

systems.   

 

DPs need to place a greater focus on how they structure and implement their development 

assistance for DLG reforms, including linkages to other public sector reforms), adopting 

sufficiently long time frames, and building the capacity required by all actors for successful 

DLG to occur.  Although it can be difficult in weak system and weak capacity environments, 

it is important for DPs to use country systems and flexible aid modalities to the extent feasible 

and to increasingly do so as systems and capacity are built and enhanced, which will take 

more time than typical DP project funding timelines. Capacity development efforts need to be 

harmonized and better adjusted to local demands. Innovative and practical capacity 

development instruments, such as on-the-job and ongoing support, should be developed. A 

strong emphasis should be put into building the capacity of subnational finance management 

systems in order to facilitate an increased use of local systems to deliver development aid. 

• Recommendation for DPs: Develop common country DLG engagement platforms 

with an adequate time horizon in order to promote coherence, innovation and 

sustainability in country support activities.  

• In terms of capacity enhancement, development partners need to target a broader range 

of actors—elected and appointed officials at all levels of government and members of 

civil society operating in various individual and collective ways.  There is also 

considerable scope to improve on the way support for capacity development is 

delivered, for example, by promoting more on the job and demand driven training, 

conducting joint capacity development strategies that build on independent evaluation 

of different approaches and are harmonized with the larger common strategy, etc.  

  


