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A Indicative Model for Power Devolution to the 
Grassroots Level1 
Shahrukh Rafi Khan 

 
 
I Introduction 
Senior policy makers in Pakistan have indicated that power will be distributed across four tiers i.e. 
center, provinces, districts and a lower tier, perhaps villages or wards/town committees in urban 
areas.2 Since most of the power is currently concentrated in the center, the devolution is to be to the 
provinces, districts and the lower tiers. Our view is that villages or wards are the appropriate last tier 
for power devolution, and so we will work with that premise in this policy brief.  This brief will also 
focus on the interaction between the last two tiers, since that is currently the focus of attention.  The 
premise is that more effective devolution and participatory democracy will result from starting to 
build from the grassroots level.3 Other than the main objective of using devolution as a mechanism to 
build a participatory and hence a “real” democracy, the other expressed policy objectives includes 
the following: 
• To build an institutional structure that empowers the poor and hence gives them a vested 

interest to protect. 
• To ensure cost-effective service delivery via collective action 
• To ensure the delivery of speedy justice at the doorstep of the poor 

 
All these are worthy objectives and we think more likely to be achieved, as will be elaborated on 
below, if the lowest tier is the village.4   
 
Power is a zero-sum game.  Achieving the empowerment of the poor at the grassroots level 
may mean disempowering other groups.  At the district and grassroots level, this would 
include the following groups: 
•  Elites who derive their power from land or other sources of legal or illegal wealth 
•  Local, provincial and national politicians who have a stake at all levels including the 

grassroots level 
• District administration 
•  District local government  

                                            
1. Thanks are due to Omar Asghar Khan, Minister of Local Government and Rural Development and 

Rashida Dohad of The Asia Foundation for initiating this work and to Rashida Dohad for on-going 
discussions and valuable comments.  Thanks are dues to colleagues in SDPI for comments 
particularly Saba Gul Khattak, Foqia Sadiq Khan and Sajid Kazmi, to Tariq Banuri for extensive and 
valuable comments, and to Julio A. Andrews, Representative, The Asia Foundation, for being 
supportive and for useful exchanges and to The Asia Foundation for funding this work as part of The 
Asia Foundation / SDPI project on Citizen’s Perspective on Power Devolution.  Finally, many thanks are 
due to Lt. Gen. (Rtd.) Syed Tanvir Hussain Naqvi, Chairman, National Reconstruction Bureau (NRB), 
for sequentially and crisply posing the problems to address and asking challenging questions and to 
all members of the NRB who engaged with us in lively discussions.  

2. The rest of the brief refers only to villages although, with some changes, such devolution also applies 
to urban local government. 

3. Here and elsewhere, we will not question the premises that have already been publicly adopted by 
policy makers, but use them as parameters to work within.  On issues that a public posture has not 
been assumed, we will nudge them in the direction we think more suited to attaining the stated 
objectives of power devolution to the grassroots level. 

4. While it is hard to imagine a military government achieving these objectives, the objective here is to 
indicate the minimum steps and safeguards required for their achievement. 
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An ideal solution would be to take a long-term view of achieving the kind of far-reaching 
reform needed to effectively devolve power to the grassroots level.  Thus, it would require 
diffusion of power via land reform and electoral reforms to prevent capture of power at the 
grassroots level, far reaching public sector reform to eliminate redundancy and judicial and 
police reform reform at the district level to ensure effective dispensation of justice.  In 
practice, political compulsions require quick action and also constrain the nature of reforms 
that can be put into effect.  In this regard, we present a model for achieving the desired 
objective with the least possible demands for fundamental structural reform.5 However, even 
so, there are some minimum conditions for power devolution and these will be specified. In 
addition, the issues of capacity building at the grassroots level will need to be addressed.  
Given that such reforms result in social and political disruption at the local level, it may be 
wise to implement such reforms via a pilot process. 
 
The two sections that follow contain a model for power devolution to the grassroots level and 
explore the mechanism of the interaction of local government with district government. 
 
II. Model 
The case for devolving power to the village is based on the principle of subsidiarity i.e. that 
power should be devolved to the lowest possible level at which it can effectively be 
discharged.  This has been proved to be both more efficient and more just.6  This would also 
address all the stated objectives of power devolution in section I, particularly that of 
ensuring cost-effective service delivery via collective action.  The services being referred to 
include, intra alia,  the following: 
•  Education 
•  Health 
•  Drinking water supply 
•  Sanitation 
•  Rural roads 
•  Environmental conservation 
•  Local irrigation works 
•  Justice 

 
The scope of what a village could handle would change with technology and the growing 
expertise/capacity at the local level. 

 
A. Elections to village assemblies7 

The formation of an elected village assembly that corresponds to district, provincial and 
national assembliesis proposed here. About ten or so members (depending on population) 
could be elected based on safeguards to ensure the diffusion of power.8  For village 

                                            
5. While the reforms suggested are quite fundamental, they fall short of the land, electoral, judicial and 

public sector reforms that would be ideal. 
6. For details on this see Banuri et. al. (1997, chapter 7) and Khan (1999). 
7. There is an election sequencing issue that has not been addressed.  Ideally, it would be good to start 

from the grassroots level.  However, since this may be logistically problematic, it would be possible to 
start with district elections and mandate the district assemblies to assist with village elections.  
Elections are being recommended here, even though some communities find them to be divisive and 
would prefer community selection by consensus, such as has been Pattan’s (a grassroots 
development NGO) experience in southern Punjab. 

8. There could be a general assembly of everyone in the village/town cammittee, which is more 
conducive to participation, but an assembly of elected representatives is likely to perform the 
executive function more efficiently. 
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assemblies, in our view, land reform would be one such critical safeguard.9  In the absence 
of that, various electoral safeguards could be used.  These could include bifurcating the 
candidates into agricultural vs. non-agricultural occupations.  In agriculture, there would be 
a need to ensure that there is an adequate representation by size of farm and for those who 
are landless.10  Special affirmative action seats should be reserved for women and 
minorities.  However, separate electorates have not worked in Pakistan and are not 
supported by the minority groups they were supposed to protect because it marginalised 
them.11  Thus all individuals should have a right to vote for all candidates in the various categories 
and all individuals should have a right to fight elections from all seats.   
 
The time period for which candidates are elected need to be long enough for them to give them an 
opportunity to settle in and serve the community well, but not so long that the threat of having to face 
the electorate is too distant.  While accountability mechanism will need to exist at the village level to 
deal with errant behavior, the threat of being ousted is an important democratic check, if the 
process is allowed to continue.  
 
We think elections should be on a party basis for the following reasons:12 
1. Exclusion of the political parties, particularly those who have already announced their desire 

to participate in local government elections, will create social discord and rifts that will 
jeopardize the process.  Past experience shows that political parties find a way to indirectly 
contest the elections anyway.  

2. If accompanied by elections within parties, this will deepen democracy, since it will create a 
cadre of leaders who emerge from the local tiers and move on to higher tiers based on 
serving the community.  This is an important feature of all good democracies.  As Manor 
(1999, p. 75) puts it, it will integrate elected bodies across the various tiers, which is an 
important building block for a healthy democracy. 

3. If parties are excluded, it will create political insecurity and tensions and create the 
impression that the present government merely intends to perpetuate itself as happened 
with military governments in the past. 

4. Finally, implementing sequential party based elections from the lower to the higher tiers is 
the best “exit strategy” for this government.  This is one that will give the government enough 
time to implement the fundamental reforms it would like to and an announcement of such a 
strategy will create national and international goodwill. 

 
 

                                            
9. Opponents argue that such appropriation of private property should then extend to industry and even 

private assets such as houses.  However, land can represent a concentration of economic and hence 
political power.  Just as anti-trust action is justified against the concentration of economic power in 
industry, this argument  extends to agriculture also.   That evidence shows small farms sizes to be 
more productive and that landed power is inversely associated with educational attainment are 
additional benefits.  Evidence cited in Khan (1999). 

10. Thus restricting the representational rights of individuals is against fundamental democratic norms, 
but we recommend it nonetheless for the short-term, since exclusion also results from the monopoly of 
economic and political power derived from land and other sources. 

11. As pointed out by Moghal (nd.), minorities are only allowed to vote for their own candidates and the 
whole particular minority community is the constituency in national and provincial elections.  The 
result was that Muslim candidates did not view the minorities as their constituents, hence 
marginalizing them, and minority candidates inevitably were elected from areas where the population 
of minorities were the greatest and so they were inaccessible to minorities in the rest of the country.  
In practice, they were also easily bought off and did not serve minority interests.  See Khattak (1996) 
and  Moghal (nd.) for details on how to practically structure the electoral process to make it just and 
equitable for women and minorities.  Special attention also needs to be given to the lower castes 
called kamis who are completely powerless and disenfranchised at the local level. 

12. Refer to Manor (1999, pp. 74-76) for similar and other points. 
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B. Service 
Committees could be constituted for all services that are delivered at the level of the village as 
indicated above.  The chairperson of the committee would be a member of the village assembly and 
other members could be elected\selected from the community as appropriate. The time spent 
serving on committees will be paid for at local market levels as determined by the assembly.  For 
example, for schooling, others members of the committee could include representatives of parents, 
teachers and the broader community since all have a stake in children’s education.   
 
The functions of the committee would need to be effective service delivery depending on the level of 
skills that exist at the local level.  Thus, for the school committee, the appropriate functions would be 
to ensure that school age children are enrolled in accordance to the law and to provide appropriate 
incentives for this (school lunches, uniforms/books, crèches for the poor), to monitor teacher and 
student absenteeism, to ensure, in agricultural areas, that the school schedule is consistent with the 
agricultural cycle and to ensure that the funds allocated to the school by the village assembly are 
used appropriately.  Naturally, higher tiers may determine the curricula, but as local expertise 
grows, more autonomy for such functions must also reside at the village level.   
 
All committees would report to the village assembly (i.e. the people’s representatives) that would 
ensure that the functions of the committees are being carried out according to their mandate.  Thus, 
for example, the school committee could recommend firing a teacher to the village assembly that 
should have the power to accept such a recommendation.  In this regard, government officers like 
public school teachers will become the employees of village government and not the provincial 
government.13   

 
C. Accountability 
Good service would be predicated on three factors.  First, repeat elections, if allowed to occur, 
should ensure that the community chooses those that best serve it.  Second, a healthy competition 
might get promoted across communities in delivering good service.14  Third, there could be a routine 
audit of various service functions at the lower tiers by the line ministries and civil service such as a 
schooling committee or justice committee audit, with the results provided to the village assembly for 
action.  Finally, laws and rules would need to be put in place to enable the community to take the 
village assembly to District courts.15 The basic principle that needs to be conformed to here is that 
the accountability and authority must reside at the village level.  In addition, the principle of judicial 
review should prevail, such that a judge could call the assembly to account for malfeasance, 
negligence and criminality. 
 
D. Justice16 

Policy makers have stated that one of the objectives, as stated above, is speedy justice delivered at 
the doorstep of the poor.  One of the ideas that emerged during public hearings on this issue was 
that of a justice or insaf committee.  Once again, the committee should have an elected assembly 
member as the chair and there should be due representation of women, minorities and lower castes.  
The key would be the force provided by the police and district administration to the decisions of the 

                                            
13. Naturally, this will not play well with the teachers’ union, but, as earlier mentioned, devolution does 

entail the distribution of power for more justice and efficiency.  Public education is currently in 
shambles and research shows that the lack of effective teacher accountability has a lot to do with this.  
Refer to Khan, Kazmi and Latif (1999). 

14. Point made by Banuri and Mahmood (1997). 
15. Ibid. 
16. This section is based on feedback received by Rashida Dohad during the course of public hearings as 

part of The Asia Foundation / SDPI project on Citizen’s Perspective on Power Devolution. 
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insaf committee, as endorsed by the elected assembly, on matters that are deemed to be within their 
jurisdiction.17 This issue will be discussed further when considering the interface of the district and 
local government. 
 
E. Finance 
It is now well understood that devolution of powers from the center to lower tiers is meaningless 
without also devolving financial authority to the local tiers.  Thus devolving power to the village level 
would require that a financial base be tapped at the local level.  For villages, this would primarily be a 
tax on land (rather than an agricultural income tax which has provincial jurisdiction).  The 
mechanism for collecting such a tax already exists at the village level, so it would be a question of the 
village assembly retaining these funds rather than passing them on to higher levels.  In addition, 
there would be a fee for services such as education, health and water supply.  Finally, higher tiers 
could provide funding based on sales taxes collected at higher tiers of government.  The transfers 
from the higher tiers would need to be based on the population and backwardness of recipient 
community. 
 
III. Relationship of local government with district government, civil service and 

line departments 
As earlier stated, even the minimalist model of power devolution presented here has far reaching 
implications for restructuring of functions at various tiers of government.  Thus the challenge is to 
restructure the role of the civil service and line department personal in a way so that the roles are 
both productive and consistent with the power devolution being advocated.  Our suggestion is that 
the concern of the civil service or the district management group should now be explicitly with law 
and order, as mandated, and they no longer have any role in development, since that could be 
handled by elected local assemblies.  They could backstop the justice committees and village 
assemblies, engage in capacity building at the local and district level and deal with law and order 
issues under their jurisdiction along with reformed district courts and police service.18  Freed from 
the other responsibilities, they could focus on a more rapid and efficient dispensation of justice.  As 
Manor (1999, p. 97) pointed out, prejudices can find more intense expression at the local level; thus a 
heightened responsibility at the village level will be the protection of the minority rights if they are 
threatened at the local level. 
The main functions of the line departments would include the following: 
• capacity building 
• technical assistance 
•  raining  
• passing on development grants approved by the district assemblies and maintaining the 

records. 
• setting standards 
• data collection  
• periodic audits, although this may be left to a specialized agency.   
 
Effective authority would reside with village committees and assemblies.  Gross misconduct or 
misappropriation could be reported to village assemblies who would refer it to the judiciary.  In order 
for them to perform this task efficiently, line department officials would also need to be trained with 
the training managed at higher tiers by agencies such as the NRSP.19 
 

                                            
17. Naturally, affected individuals would have the right to appeal to the assembly. 
18. For suggestions refer to ed. Yasin (1999). 
19. This would be an ideal use of the Social Action Plan funds. 
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Some rationalization of the functions of the line department would naturally be called for.  For 
example, currently the Ministry of Local Government and Rural Development (LGRDD) and 
Public Health Engineering Department (PHED) have both been entrusted for delivering rural 
water supply schemes.  Since rural development should be managed at the local level, relying on 
the line departments and specialized agencies should be adequate for training, technical 
assistance and capacity building as identified above.  Village assemblies should be able to 
approach the elected district officials for inadequate or slow response from line departments.    
 
Summary 
The working model presented above embodies a few fundamental principles.  First, we support 
the concept of devolution to the grassroots level, since much of the service delivery is at that 
level and entrusting communities with administrative and financial authority for this purpose is 
both more just and more efficient.  The model spells out in practical terms how the key issues of 
elections, service, justice, accountability and finance can be addressed.   
 
Second, power devolution is a zero-sum game and empowerment at the grassroots level 
requires disempowerment of other groups and interests at other levels.  Again, a pragmatic 
approach to this issue has been taken and the model proposed suggests how the four stated 
objectives of the power devolution of “building real democracy”, an “empowering institutional 
structure,” a “cost-effective service delivery” and “justice at the doorstep” may be achieved with 
a minimum of social and political disruption.  Naturally, we feel that real and sustainable 
grassroots empowerment is contingent on more fundamental land, electoral, judicial and public 
sector reforms.   However, in the short time frame for reform that the government has adopted, 
we have specified minimum conditions required for some meaningful change to achieve stated 
objectives.   
 
Finally, it is essential that accountability must reside at the grassroots level for the functions that 
are in their jurisdiction.  Repeat elections, the right to take village assemblies to district courts 
and judicial review are part of the accountability process. In addition, district management and 
line department officials can do periodic audit of the various service committees such as 
education and insaf.  However, it is vital that the results of these audits are provided to the 
grassroots assemblies for appropriate action so that accountability and authority resides at the 
grassroots level. 
 
The real challenge in devolving power lies in trusting ordinary women and men at the grassroots 
level to manage their own affairs and to protect their own interests.  This call for a change in 
mind-set among policy makers is perhaps even more radical than a call for land reform. 
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