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SYMPOSIUM ON STRENGTHENING DECENTRALIZATION IN PAKISTAN AND THE COMMONWEALTH, ISLAMABAD, 24-25 JULY 2006

CONCLUDING STATEMENT OF THE SYMPOSIUM
The Commonwealth Symposium “Strengthening decentralization in Pakistan and the Commonwealth” was held in Islamabad from 24-25 July 2006, and was attended by elected representatives and senior officials from local, Provincial and Federal government in Pakistan, representatives of civil society, and by Commonwealth representatives from the local government sector from Africa, Asia-Pacific, Canada, the Caribbean and Europe. It was addressed by the Hon Shaukat Aziz, Prime Minister of Pakistan, who expressed his strong support for the role of local government in promoting democracy and good governance. The Symposium was hosted by Mr Daniyal Aziz, Chairman, National Reconstruction Bureau (NRB) of Pakistan.

The objectives of the Symposium were to share the local government reform in Pakistan and its impact on development, poverty reduction and governance, learn from the experiences of Commonwealth member states, and to consider Pakistan’s decentralization programme in relation to the Aberdeen Agenda. 

The Symposium was co-organised by the NRB, the Commonwealth Secretariat, the Commonwealth Local Government Forum (CLGF), and, with support from DFID (UK) and USAID.

The Aberdeen Agenda

Participants reviewed the local government reforms in Pakistan in the light of the Aberdeen Agenda: Commonwealth Principles on Good Practice for Local Democracy and Good Governance, endorsed by the Government of Pakistan and other Commonwealth governments at the Commonwealth Heads of Government meeting in Malta in 2005. Pakistan was represented by the Hon Shaukat Aziz, Prime Minister of Pakistan. The Aberdeen Agenda lays down the principles for ensuring strong local democracy and good governance.  The clear message from the Commonwealth Heads of Government is that local democracy is key to development and good governance. Member countries throughout the Commonwealth are now adopting these principles in order to ensure local governments have the autonomy to fulfill the mandate of the people. The principles are:   

· Constitutional and legal recognition for local democracy

· The ability to elect local representatives

· Partnerships between spheres of government

· Defined legislative frameworks

· Opportunity to participate in local decision-making

· Open local government-accountability

· Open local government-transparency

· Openness to scrutiny

· Inclusiveness

· Adequate and equitable resource allocation

· Equitable service delivery

· Building strong local democracy and good governance

Presentations were made by international and national experts. It was agreed that the system of local government introduced in 2001 in Pakistan is structured in accordance with the twelve principles for local democracy and good governance set out in the Aberdeen Agenda.

The Pakistan Model of Decentralisation and Local Government

Pakistan embarked on decentralisation and governance reforms in 1999, establishing the new local government system in all four provinces in August 2001. The new system has brought about fundamental changes in the financial, political and administrative structures that empower citizens at the local level.  The transition from the system established under the colonial regime has been undertaken in a very short time through collaboration between local, Provincial and Federal governments, with hardly any disruption in services. The recent Pakistan Social and Living Standards Measurement Survey results show that social indicators which were stagnant in the years prior to devolution have improved significantly since the introduction of the local governments in August 2001.  
CLGF welcomes the Pakistan model of decentralisation and local government and commends the Government of Pakistan on the fact that the model incorporates all 12 of the principles set out in the Aberdeen Agenda. We encourage CLGF members to study the model for its relevance and transferability to their own work, and to learn from the Pakistan good practice. We look forward to continuing to work with the NRB to support the implementation of the model and to enable CLGF members to continue to learn from this model. 

 The Symposium welcomed that the Pakistan model has introduced innovations for empowering the people at local level, including:

· The reservation of 25% of the development funds at each local government level for Citizen Community Boards, to be spent through the community. This enables greater citizen participation and encourages local government to work in closer partnership with the community, helping to ensure sustainable development.  

· Reservation of 33% of seats for women and the legislative inclusion of minority groups.

· The establishment of institutions with membership from the elected representatives and civil society like the Provincial Finance Commissions, Local Government Commissions, monitoring committees, and Public Safety Commissions. It is a framework, which has proved to be effective in empowering the people and for ensuring transparency and accountability.

   Decentralisation reforms have sought to empower the people to control the decision making process at the local level through their elected representatives. The efforts of the Government of Pakistan to bring about a genuine and sustainable change were appreciated by representatives from the CLGF. Devolution and decentralization is held by CLGF members to be an essential prerequisite for improving service delivery and to ensure sustainable development and achievement of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 

Participants noted the commitment of the Government of Pakistan to support local democracy and good governance by addressing the challenges and constraints encountered in implementing the new system of devolution, through strengthening democratic institutions, training, capacity building, civic education, and ensuring appropriate checks and balances.


 Symposium participants endorsed the Aberdeen Agenda and proposed its implementation on the ground. For the Symposium NRB tabled a self-assessment report “Local Government in Pakistan and the Aberdeen Agenda”. It was noted that the Pakistan experience provided valuable lessons which would help with the implementation. Local governments throughout the world are facing many obstacles and it will require a concerted effort at the Commonwealth level to move to the next stage of implementation.   

Key Areas Highlighted

The Symposium participants agreed that the event had provided a platform for exchange of ideas to strengthen decentralization and local democracy.  The participants called upon the NRB, CLGF and the Commonwealth Secretariat to work together towards the following goals for strengthening local government: 

1. Empower people to make their own decisions at the local level 

2. Promote local democracy and good governance

3. Empowerment of women at the local level and focus on gender issues

4. Ensure that disadvantaged groups - workers, peasants and minorities - are included in decision-making

5. Recognise local governments as the main institution for delivering social and municipal services 

6. Encourage political, financial and administrative devolution from national and provincial to local government 

7. Promote local governments that are accountable and transparent to the communities they serve 

8. Promote the formation of associations of local government, in accordance with established Government policy

9. Build the capacity of local governments to improve services  

10. Share knowledge and experiences across the Commonwealth about local government to improve the quality of life of citizens

11. Promote decentralization to achieve the MDGs  

Future Collaboration: Taking the Aberdeen Agenda Forward

A number of specific activities were proposed to be initiated as a follow-up to the Symposium.

1. Share the Pakistan model of decentralization and local government across the Commonwealth through participation by Pakistan in forthcoming CLGF events such as the Asian Symposium on Women in Local Government, Goa, December 2006, and the fourth Commonwealth Local Government Conference, Auckland, March 2007.

Delegates from Pakistan would be invited to prepare a status report on women in local government in Pakistan.

The NRB to prepare a case study demonstrating how local government is addressing the Commonwealth Local Government Conference theme “Delivering Development through Local Leadership” for presentation in Auckland.

2. Document case studies/publications highlighting devolution and its implementation in Pakistan and to circulate them to other Commonwealth countries.

3. Encourage representatives from Pakistan to visit other Commonwealth countries to share their model of decentralization and local government, and to encourage representatives of other countries to visit Pakistan and study the Pakistan model.
4. Provide technical support for activities to promote decentralisation and local government, and strengthen intergovernmental relations among local, Provincial and Federal government in Pakistan.

The process to start with a technical expert meeting between the NRB, other stakeholders and Commonwealth practitioners. 

Other joint policy events and training/capacity building programmes on priority issues in Pakistan to be developed as part of the process. These may focus on:

- Financial management
- Intergovernmental relations
- Management information systems
- Organization of training of master trainers on critical issues affecting local   

government 
- Cooperation on developing indicators for service delivery, accountability,  

transparency, and governance for local government 


5. Exchange local government skills and experiences between Pakistan and other Commonwealth countries, including under the Commonwealth Local Government Good Practice Scheme, which provides for exchange of expertise to build capacity among local governments in the Commonwealth.


6. Provide technical and other support for the establishment and capacity building of local government associations, in accordance with established Government policy. 

7. Assist in producing a local government Handbook for the country similar to the Commonwealth Local Government Handbook.


8. Encourage, involve and engage experts from Pakistan as resource persons for international events and activities on decentralization, devolution and local governance.


9. Welcome the, in-principle, decision of NRB to become a CLGF member, and express the hope that the Provincial governments, and local government in Pakistan would also consider joining CLGF as members. 

Islamabad, 25 July 2006  
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