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Executive Summary 

This study explores the current situation of local government accountability in Bangladesh through field 

research, interviews and secondary sources. It reviews the mechanisms of “top down” or institutional 

accountability built into governmental administrative systems, as well as relatively new and not yet fully 

implemented “bottom up” or social accountability mechanisms. 

We reviewed both urban and rural governance structures. Our priority in the study is the inclusion and 

participation of the most marginalized and vulnerable people, who are primarily rural, so we have given 

relatively more attention to rural mechanisms. 

The central finding of this study is that, following a decade of experimentation by civil society and 

development partners, local government law has incorporated new social accountability mechanisms 

which -- if implemented -- will greatly increase the inclusion and participation of marginalized people. 

Overcoming the barriers to implementation, however, will require a national campaign of action by a 

strong partnership between the central government and civil society. 

These new social accountability mechanisms exist in both urban and rural contexts, yet neither the 

people nor elected officials are very aware of them. A traditional clientalistic mindset still prevails, yet 

the past decade of experimentation has shown that democratic values can take hold when concerted 

efforts are made. 

We (and other studies) find that, while Bangladesh’s Constitution calls for a democratic, decentralized 

local governance system consistent with an inclusive and Rights-Based Approach to development, this 

has not yet been achieved.  

Institutional accountability mechanisms currently focus almost exclusively on administrative control of 

financial flows (inputs) and have not yet been adequately developed to track and provide oversight for 

service delivery outcomes. 

Social accountability mechanisms are now mandated by new local government laws passed in 2009, yet 

the laws have generally not been implemented due to a lack of both the capacity and political will to 

facilitate implementation. 

Information about accountability mechanisms is not yet widespread. Elected representatives, 

administrators, civil society actors and the general population are not aware of the relevant legal 

provisions. Information/Communication Technology (ICT) is a promising  pathway to address this 

challenge, and the government has made “Digital Bangladesh” a priority.  

Bangladesh is a new country and has had a tumultuous post-independence history with many changes 

to its local governance system. The result is that there are currently ambiguous and conflicting 

accountabilities among the roles of parliament, the administration and elected local government which 

need to be clarified. Both inside and outside government, accountability mechanisms and a rights-based 
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clientalistic approach must become the routine way of doing business through sustained facilitation and 

support over years. 

The recommendations of this report can be briefly summarize as follows: 

Development Partners ● Foster greater collaboration among government, media and civil 
society to facilitate social accountability mechanisms 

● Fund nationwide campaigns for information dissemination and 
local governance accountability 

● Provide support for developing and instituting a uniform and 
modern accounting system  

Civil Society ● Partner with local government units (LGUs) to facilitate social 
accountability mechanisms 

Parliament ● Focus on oversight rather than programmatic implementation 
● Transfer greater authority and provide autonomy and functionaries 

to LGUs 
● Increase budget allocations for LGUs 
● Create a Local Government Commission to ensure the financial 

support of LGUs and safeguard elected representatives autonomy  
● Amend the Upazila Local Government Act to end the MP’s 

mandatory advisory role in LGUs 
● Amend the Zila Parishad Act of 2000 and hold elections 
● Amend the urban and Tribal Local Government Acts to include 

social accountability mechanisms 
● Reassess the structure of the local government system 

Government Ministries ● Change the mindset from exerting control to facilitating 
● Go beyond tracking inputs (finances) to tracking outcomes 
● Implement social safety net programs through LGUs 
● Create a Local Government “Help Line” 
● Tackle corruption on a sectoral basis through programmatic 

changes and by involving citizenry via SMS messaging 

Local Government ● Implement Ward Shavas and participatory budgeting 
● Prepare participatory Five Year Plans 
● Strengthen citizen involvement in standing committees 

 

Introduction 

Objectives, Scope and Methodology of this Review 
The research team completed a broad review of the government accountability mechanisms available in 

Bangladesh, and studied how these mechanisms are currently being implemented and how their 

effectiveness is perceived by citizens, government agencies, and civil society organizations. To ensure 
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inclusion of a wide range of viewpoints, the research team gathered relevant information from a variety 

of sources using the following methods: 

● Literature review of analytical reports (e.g., technical poverty assessments), policy 

documents (e.g., those prepared by Government, other donors, NGOs), academic studies, 

and other reports; 

● Interviews with development partners, academics and civil society organizations working in 

the field of local governance in Bangladesh (listed in the appendices below). 

● Organization and direct observation of newly-mandatory rural public assemblies for social 

accountability (Ward Shavas) ; and 

● Focus group discussions or key informant interviews with sampled groups of marginalized 

poor, (e.g., urban poor, indigenous peoples, women and youth), particularly before and 

after Ward Shavas; 

● Current and reliable secondary data (anecdotal information and/or existing survey data) to 

furnish evidence on the questions under investigation. 

Interview Questions, Focus Group Discussion Guides, and Ward Shava Observation Templates can be 

found in Appendices 2-4. The research team also carefully documented all interviews, meetings and 

focus group discussions. Photos, videos and audio recordings will be made available upon request. 

Defining Accountability in the Context of the Rights-Based Approach to Development 

The World Bank (2005) defines accountability as the obligation of power-holders to account for or take 

responsibility for their actions. 

This definition takes on special significance from the perspective of a Rights-Based Approach to 

Development as defined in numerous UN Charters and Conventions, including the Right to Development 

(1984), the Right to Food, Right to Education, Right to Health, Right to Dignified Work as well as the 

broad rights in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, including the right to meaningful 

participation in government. 

The rights-based approach to development is built in large part on the work of Amartya Sen’s capability 

approach:  "the notion of capability is essentially one of freedom-the range of options a person has in 

deciding what kind of life to lead.” (Sen 1989). Economic poverty and deprivation, according to Sen, 

should be seen in relation to their role in curtailing the freedom of a person to lead a life that the person 

values. 

In the rights-based approach, people are rights bearers and the government’s role is to ensure that 

people’s rights are respected. The government must therefore be accountable to all the people. 

The UN Millennium Declaration that led to the creation of the MDGs explicitly bases its commitments on 

human rights.  

Analytic Framework for Accountability: The 2004 World Bank World Development Report (WDR) put 

forward a framework for analyzing accountability. Specifically, the 2004 WDR provided an institutional 
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analysis of the manner in which government services are typically delivered and the pathways by which 

feedback or voice may travel. The 2004 WDR identified four key categories of actors whose actions 

contribute to the strength of accountability mechanisms:  

● Citizens/clients - including patients, students, parents and citizens, these actors typically receive 

services and seek to influence how those services are delivered. 

● State - including politicians and policymakers such as prime ministers, presidents, 

parliamentarians, mayors, local government officers and ministers of finance, health and 

education, these actors typically determine the high-level policy structure within which services 

will be delivered. 

● Organizations - including health, education and water and sanitation departments, these actors 

typically form the structure and bureaucracy within which services will be delivered. 

● Frontline professionals - including doctors, nurses, teachers and engineers, these actors 

typically directly provide services to the citizens/clients. 

The 2004 WDR framework identified a “long route” that citizens have to assert their voice and improve 

services – through the politicians – and a “short route” - through direct interactions with providers: 

 

 
The 2004 WDR concludes that there are three relationships key to strengthening accountability: 

“between poor people and providers, between poor people and policymakers, and between 

policymakers and providers.” The 2004 WDR further identified four factors key to improving service 

delivery for poor people:  

● targeting budgets to services for the poor; 
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● ensuring resources reach front-line workers; 

● incentivizing front-line workers to do their job well; and  

● strengthening demand for services among the poor.  

The red arrow labeled “compact” represents forms of institutional accountability -- the means by which 

the state holds local government (for example) to account. The arrows labeled “voice” and “client power” 

represent the ways that people can hold the state and the agencies to account. 

As stated in the World Bank Sourcebook on Social Accountability (2005): “A fundamental principle of 

democracy is that citizens have the right to demand accountability and public actors have an obligation 

to be accountable.  Elected officials and civil servants are accountable for their conduct and 

performance. In other words, they can and should be held accountable to obey the law, not abuse their 

powers, and serve the public interest in an efficient, effective and fair manner.” 

It goes on to say: “In democratic states, the principal means by which citizens hold the state to account 

is elections.  Elections, however, have proved to be a very weak and blunt instrument with which to hold 

government accountable.  Social accountability is about affirming and operationalizing direct 

accountability relationships between citizens and the state.  Social accountability refers to the broad 

range of actions and mechanisms beyond voting that citizens can use to hold the state to account, as 

well as actions on the part of government, civil society, media and other societal actors that promote or 

facilitate these efforts.” 

The success of social accountability in holding the state to account, however, “depend[s] on critical 

factors of success -- access to and effective use of information, civil society and state capacities, and 

willingness and political buy-in of the governments to be accountable.” The ability of social 

accountability to bring pressure to bear depends inherently on “sensitivity towards contexts and actors; 

and understanding the politics that inform and influence governance delivery.” (ANSA Concept Note) 

In addition to the short and long pathways mentioned in the 2004 framework, governments may also be 

held to account through independent anti-corruption agencies as required by the UN Convention 

Against Corruption which went into force in December 2005 (UN 2004, Article 7). Article 10 of the 

Convention also provides for public reporting, and Article 13 on social participation.  

Local Government Accountability and Poverty Reduction 

Decentralized, people-centered accountability mechanisms are now seen as vital to achieving the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The UNDP Human Development Report (2003, p. 134-140) 

points out the importance decentralization in this context, and detailed both the advantages and 

preconditions for effective decentralization. The report outlines the advantages as faster response to 

local needs, greater accountability and transparency and less corruption, improved delivery of basic 

services, better information flows, more sustainable projects, stronger means for resolving conflicts, and 

expanded opportunities for political representation (i.e., greater people’s voice). UNDP further found 
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that successful decentralization involves three indispensable elements: effective state capacity; 

empowered, committed, competent local authorities (i.e., sufficient capacity building and resources at 

the local level); and engaged, informed, organized citizens and civil societies. The report emphasizes that, 

“inadequate, unreliable financial commitments from national governments, accompanied by political 

manipulation and favouritism of specific regions and constituencies, have disastrous consequences. 

Such shortcomings have created serious challenges for decentralization in Bangladesh, Côte d’Ivoire, 

Ghana, Kenya and Nigeria.”  

Information and communication technologies (ICTs) have great promise to reduce poverty, increase 

productivity, boost economic growth, and improve accountability and governance (World Bank 2012). 

Civil society groups and progressive governments have benefited from technology, for example by 

establishing SMS messages and mobile-phone “single window portals”. With these tools, citizens are 

often able to get immediate answers from the government instead of waiting for days in government 

queues, only to discover that it was the wrong queue, such as described by Susanto et al (2008) in the 

Philippines. 

Historic Context of Local Government in Bangladesh 

To understand the situation of Local Government accountability in Bangladesh today, it’s important to 

recognize that it has emerged from a mix of ancient traditions and modern political turmoil. Finding the 

right mix of institutional and social accountability has been a debate in Bangladesh for more than 500 

years.   

In ancient times, Bangladesh may have been home to the world’s first democracy. When its line of 

Mithali Kings ended in approximately 600 BC and no worthy successor king could be found, the nation 

was ruled by the already existing democratic local government councils known as panchayats.  South 

Asia’s first democratic “national” election was of Gopala, founder of the Buddhist Pala kingdom in 

Bengal in 750 CE (Mahajan, 1960). 

Panchayats are institutions of elected local self government based on five (panch) elected elders that 

existed across the Indian subcontinent throughout history (Singh, 1999) back to the time of the Rig Veda 

(1500 BCE) believed to be the world’s oldest written book. Details of democratic village self-government 

can be found in the ancient epic, the Mahabarata (600 BCE). Village panchayats survived centuries of 

upheaval under many different kingdoms (Nehru, 1964). 

The Mughul Empire (1526-1757 CE) concentrated authority into urban-based Nawabs and introduced a 

heirarchy of feudal land-lord/tax-collectors, zamindars, who took over the panchayats and gradually 

destroyed democratic self-government (Sarkar 1920). The British East Indian company (1616-1857) took 

over and continued the zamindari system. 

British Rule: After the Sepoy Mutiny, a violent revolt in 1857, the British government took over direct 

governance from the East India Company, and sought to revitalize the panchayat system through the 

the Village Chowkidari Act, 1870. The primary instrument of local administrative control by the British 

was the District Collector. A series of decentralization reforms were attempted by the British through 
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1935, although the responsible minister at the time stated “the working of our local bodies... in our 

province and perhaps in the whole country presents a tragic picture... 'Inefficiency' and 'local body' have 

become synonymous terms....” (Venkatarangaiah, 1969).  

Mahatma Gandhi’s vision of independence from British rule was based on strong local self-government: 

“Independence must begin at the bottom. Thus, every village will be a republic or panchayat having full 

powers. It follows, therefore, that every village has to be self-sustained and capable of managing its 

affairs even to the extent of defending itself against the whole world.” (Gandhi 1946). 

East Pakistan: After the sub-continent won independence from England in 1947, East Bengal became 

East Pakistan. Civilian government in Pakistan was replaced by martial law in 1958, and President Ayub 

Khan adopted a system called “Basic Democracy” with the intention to build democracy upwards from 

the local level (Sayeed 1961) -- a five-tiered system of councils from the Union Council, Thana (now 

upazila), District, Division and Province. The Union Council was ⅔ directly elected members (usually the 

chair and the nine ward representatives) plus ⅓ appointed members from women and other 

marginalized groups.  

Beginning in 1959, the development pioneer Akhter Hameed Khan launched the Comilla Model, 

designed to empower local democratic government to be an engine of bottom-up development, for 

which he was awarded the Magsaysay Award. (Magsaysay Citation 1963), and continued until the 

Bangladesh war for liberation in 1971. 

After independence, local governance has continued to see many changes in local governance systems. 

As Tofail Ahmed points out, the “existing legal framework of local government in Bangladesh is basically 

composed of constitutional provisions, acts, rules and government orders promulgated, passed and 

circulated from time to time. In many cases these seem ambiguous, ambivalent and confusing.” (Ahmed 

2002 at 56). 

Immediately after independence and up until the first parliamentary government was overthrown in a 

coup, the unions were led by an appointed administrator. Following the 1975 bloody coup, which killed 

the Father of the nation and most of his family, the 1976 Local Government Ordinance provided for 

elected Union Parishads (UP) composed of one chairman and nine elected members, two nominated 

women members and two peasant representative members. In 1997, women’s representation was 

changed to direct election of three female members, each representing three wards. 

After the military takeover by General Ershad in 1982, new local government ordinance were 

promulgates to reorganize local government. A central feature of this reorganization was the creation of 

stronger Upazilas (Fox, Menon 2008).  

The Upazila Parishad Ordinance provided for: (1) a directly elected chairman, (2) representative 

members (all UP Chairmen from the concerned Upazila), (3) three women members nominated by the 

government from amongst the residents of the Upazila, (4) official members from among the Upazila 

level government functionaries as ex-offcio members, (5) Chairman of the Upazila Central Cooperative 
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Association as members, and (6) one nominated male member (eligible for election as Chairman of 

Upazila Parishad). Additionally, the Upazila Parishad Ordinance repeated the formal designation of 

Members of Parliament (MPs) as "advisors" to the Thana Development Coordination Committee. Since 

then, MPs have steadily increased their influence and control over most local government activities, to 

the point that they are considered to "have the last say in all development matters within their 

constituencies." (Siddiqui 2000) 

In 1991, democracy was restored. National elections were held in 1991 (BNP), 1996 (AL), 2001 (BNP) and 

most recently 2008 (AL) - alternating the ruling party each time, and leading each time to changes in the 

structure of local government. The 1991 BNP government eliminated the Upazila system, replacing it 

with administratively-led Thanas. In 1998, the AL government passed a Upazila act, which was again 

changed to Thanas by the 2001 BNP government. 

The 1972 Constitution established a mechanism of non-partisan Caretaker Governments (CTG) to take 

over government administration in the run up to each parliamentary election, which functioned 

successfully for the 1996 and 2001 elections. 

Caretaker Government October 2006-January 2009: The CTG established for the 2006 elections, 

however, was unsuccessful in gaining the trust of both leading parties, and a state of emergency was 

declared, putting a second CTG in place in January 2007, which lasted for two years -- a move whose 

constitutionality is currently being challenged. During these two years, the CTG took steps to address 

corruption and develop reforms in national and local governance, including mandatory candidate 

disclosures. The CTG also established a high-level panel to propose reforms for strengthening local 

governance. In addition to proposing a set of reforms, the panel drafted four laws for local government, 

including a law establishing a Local Government Commission, which were promulgated by the CTG as 

Ordinances. 

The Parliamentary Elections held in December 2008, bringing the Awami League-led Grand Alliance back 

to power, were widely regarded as free and fair, as reported by the New York Times (2008) and others. 

Some of the local government ordinances issued under the CTG were revised by the new parliament 

before being passed into law. Many of the reforms included in the ordinance did not survive, such as 

direct election of women representatives to reserved seats on a rotational basis and the formation of a 

Local Government Commission. However, The Local Government (Union Parishad) Act, 2009 includes 

some significant reform ideas, including the Ward Shava provision, discussed in more detail below. 

The Bangladesh government has begun promoting “Digital Bangladesh” about which the Prime 

Minister’s Office Board of Investment (2012) states, “[t]he philosophy of ‘Digital Bangladesh’ comprises 

ensuring people’s democracy and rights, transparency, accountability, establishing justice and ensuring 

delivery of government services in each door through maximum use of technology-with the ultimate 

goal to improve the daily lifestyle of general people.” Bangladesh’s finance minister, AMA Muhith, said 

recently that there has been a significant increase in internet usage and computer literacy since the 

tenure of the previous Awami League government and that the government is, “committed to ensuring 

computer access to all by [2021.]” (The Independent, September 9, 2011) 
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Status and Structure of Local Governance in Bangladesh 

Constitutional provisions for local government: The Bangladesh Constitution, both in 1972 and as 

amended in 2011, mandates in Article 11 that the State shall encourage “effective participation by the 

people through their elected representatives in administration at all levels shall be ensured.” Article 59 

states: “Local Government in every administrative unit of the Republic shall be entrusted to bodies, 

composed of persons elected in accordance with law,” which can implement “such functions as shall be 

prescribed by Act of Parliament, which may include functions relating to (a) Administration and the work 

of public officers; (b) the maintenance of public order.” This Article also mandates local government 

bodies to prepare and implement plans relating to public services and economic development. Article 60 

states: “For the purpose of giving full effect to the provisions of Article 59 Parliament shall, by law, 

confer powers on the local government bodies referred to in that article, including power to impose 

taxes for local purposes, to prepare their budgets and to maintain funds.” 

Courts have further supported this commitment to decentralize local government. The Bangladesh 

Supreme Court, in the case Kudreat-E-Elahi Panir vs. Bangladesh, defined local government as “meant 

for management of local affairs by locally elected persons.” 

There are two ministries responsible for local government in Bangladesh. The Ministry of Local 

Government and Rural Development is responsible for both rural and urban governance and rural 

development, and a separate Ministry of Hill Tracks Affairs is responsible for local governance in tribal 

areas. The tribal governance system mirrors the rural structure, plus the inclusion of traditional leaders. 

Four Tiered Local 
Administrative Structure 
 
Bangladesh is divided into 
seven major administrative 
regions called divisions, each 
named after the major city 
within its jurisdiction that 
serves as its administrative 
headquarters. 
 
Each division is further split 
into 64 districts or Zilas. 
 
Districts are divided into 484 
sub-districts or Upazilas. 
 
The ten largest urban areas are 
governed as city corporations. 
The other 310 urban 
municipalities are governed as 
Paurashavas, categorized in 3 
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classes by revenue base. 
 
Rural villages are clustered into 
4,451 Union Parishads and 
each Union Parishad is made 
up of 9 wards. 

 

The Local Government (Union Parishad) Act, 2009 passed by the new parliament did incorporate four 

important reforms, discussed in detail below, requiring each UP to: 

● Create a Five Year Plan 

● Create a Budget through participatory processes and an annual Open Budget Meeting 

● Conduct two mandatory public assemblies each year at each ward known as Ward Shavas.  

● Publish a Citizen Charter describing all the services it provides, including timing, prices, 

procedures and conditions.  

Another important step towards fulfilling the mandate of the constitution is that, for the first time since 

the restoration of democracy in 1991, Upazila Parishad elections were held in 2009 (Ahmed et al 2011). 

These elements of accountability are therefore very new and not fully implemented. 

Overview of Poverty and Government Services in Bangladesh 

We consider the most marginalized and vulnerable groups in Bangladesh to be rural women and youth 

living in extreme poverty.  For example, the World Bank (2012) estimates that 31.5% of the Bangladesh 

population lives in poverty, of which 11.2% live in extreme poverty, subsisting on less than $1.25 per day. 

Such poverty correlates with high levels of hunger and under-nutrition: 41 percent of Bangladeshi 

children under five are considered to be short for their age or stunted, while 15 percent are severely 

stunted. Sixteen percent of Bangladeshi children are considered wasted or too thin for their height and 4 

percent are severely wasted. And the challenges of poverty and hunger are higher in rural than in urban 

areas; as an example, 43 percent of rural children are more likely to be stunted, as compared to 36 

percent of urban children. (National Institute of Population Research and Training, 2011). 

And yet, despite these levels of poverty and hunger, many Bangladesh citizens do not access 

government services. The Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey (BDHS) completed in 2011 found 

the following rates of access: 

Education 

● 28 percent of ever-married women and 26 percent of ever-married men between the age of 15-

49 have no education; and 



 
 

15 
 

● 88 percent of women and 82 percent of men have not completed secondary or any higher level 

of education. 

Maternal Care 

● 32 percent of women did not receive any antenatal care during their pregnancy; 

● 45 percent of women did not receive antenatal care from a medically trained provider (i.e., a 

doctor, nurse, midwife, family welfare visitor, community skilled birth attendant, medical 

assistant, or sub-assistant community medical officer);  

● 26 percent of urban women did not receive antenatal care from a trained provider, compared 

with 51 percent of rural women;  

● 29 percent of births in Bangladesh are delivered at a health facility, 12 percent in a public facility, 

15 percent in a private facility, and 2 percent in an NGO facility;  

● 68 percent of births in Bangladesh are not attended by medically trained personnel; and 

● 71 percent of mothers in Bangladesh do not receive postnatal care from a medically trained 

provider within 42 days after delivery. 

Pediatric Care 

● 14 percent of children age 12-23 months in Bangladesh are not fully vaccinated; 

● 17 percent of children received all vaccines by 12 months of age; and 

● 65 percent of children who were reported by their mother as showing symptoms of acute 

respiratory infection (a leading cause of infant mortality) were not taken to a health facility or 

provider for treatment and 29 percent of such children did not receive antibiotics.  

Infrastructure (data from World Bank Bangladesh Data) 

● 39 percent of the rural population has access within 2 kilometers to a road that can be traveled 

all year round; 

● 30 percent of roads in Bangladesh are paved; and 

● Urban Bangladeshis have an average distance of 1.25 km. to the nearest transportation stop 

while rural Bangladeshis have an average distance of 5 km. 

Local Government Accountability Mechanisms in Bangladesh 

Below, we summarize all the local government accountability mechanisms available in Bangladesh that 
are explored in detail in the sections below. 
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Mechanism 
Title 

Type Practicing 
Gov’t Entity 

Practicing 
Org** 

Key  Feature Major Limitation 

Ward Shava I UP UNO Most inclusive in 
manner 

Unfamiliar and not 
widely used 

Open Budget 
Meeting 

I All UNO Effective for 
restoring trust 
among citizens 

Citizens not 
engaged in initial 
budgeting process 

Standing 
Committee 

I All LGD Ensures effective 
citizen participation 

Not yet functioning 

Participatory 
planning 

S UP UNO Citizen voice in 
setting priorities 

Not widely 
implemented 

Monthly 
Meeting 

I All UNO Most fundamental 
and vital instrument 
of any UP 

Not conducted 
according to law 

Public Hearing S  MJF Effective service 
delivery 

Parallel structure 
to Ward Shava 

MSS 
Indicators 

S  CARE Ensures social 
monitoring 

Not widely accepted 

RTI I All RTIC Empowers citizens Lack of 
awareness 

VDC S  CARE Helps transform 
people into active 
citizens 

Parallel to Ward 
Shava 

Ward Action 
Team 

S  THP Instrumental for 
holding Ward Shava 

Parallel to Ward 
Shava 

Community 
Score Card 

S  KF Widely practiced by 
NGOs 

Difficult to practice 
without NGOs 

Community 
watch group 

S  KF Ensures citizen 
monitoring 

Superficial 
supervision 

CRC S  MJF Widely practiced by 
NGO 

Difficult to practice 

Duty Roster I  MJF Applicable for 
Hospitals   

Uncommon 

Citizen I  MJF Most effective for Not accessible to 
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Charter disseminating 
information 

illiterate citizens 

Social Audit I  VERC Widely used by NGO Difficult to practice 

Annual Report I  UNO Helpful for 
evaluation 

Rarely published 

Audit I  CAG Helps prevent 
corruption 

Reliability 
questionable 

UNO office I All UNO Strongest locally-
based supervisor 

Politically motivated 

CDC S   Ensures community 
engagement 

Project-based, not 
permanent 

CBO S   Ensures community 
engagement 

Project-based, not 
permanent 

DD (LG) 0ffice I District LGD District-level 
supervisor 

No effective 
supervision 

DC office I District LGD Mid-level powerful 
supervisor 

Provides only 
indirect supervision 

LGD I Nation, 
Division 

LGD Highest authority for 
ensuring 
accountability 

Rarely contacted 

Public 
expenditure 
tracking 

S ALL ALL Becomes powerful 
with RTI 

People no fully 
aware of RTI 

Community 
radio 

S UP DW Local, timely 
information 

Just beginning 

Community 
Risk 
Assessment 

S UP BDPC Vital in disaster-
prone areas 

Could be 
integrated into 
participatory 
planning 

Human Rights 
Monitoring 

S  Coast  Politically 
sensitive 

Complaint Box S  PSTC Improves health 
delivery 

 

*S for Social, I for Institutional. 
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The effectiveness of these various accountability mechanisms depends upon, as Naimur Rahman, the 

Chief Operating Officer of the Affiliated Network for Social Accountability (ANSA), emphasized in a 

conversation with THP, “context” and the “targeted expected change”. Indeed, ANSA (2011) has found 

that “[p]roactive (suo moto) information disclosure, effective grievance redress mechanisms and strong 

oversight and accountability systems are critical for the effective implementation of a social protection 

program.” 

To assess whether this is working, The Public Affairs Foundation, Sirker and Cosic (2007) conducted a set 

of case studies for the World Bank on social accountability in South Asia found that “the representative 

local governance structures, such as the local councils in particular, were lacking in terms of their 

transparency and accountability. . . . They did not practice transparent systems like open budget 

meetings, rarely consulted communities on the planning and implementation of development projects, 

and services provided to communities were of extremely poor quality. In addition, corruption was 

rampant among local council representatives. This poor governance contributed directly to pervasive 

poverty.” 

As you see in detail below, our literature review found frequent critiques by Bangladeshi scholars on 

public accountability mechanisms. To summarize this findings briefly: 

1 Institutional accountability mechanisms have shifted from their appropriate oversight role to 

one of control, and providers perceive this as interference. 

2 Institutional accountability mechanisms focus on bureaucratic compliance rather than 

effectiveness of service delivery. There are rarely incentives for improving performance of front-

line workers, and numerous disincentives. 

3 Institutional accountability rules are generally out of date, ambiguous and burdensome, 

providing disincentives to good performance. 

4 Social accountability mechanisms (i.e., “client power” or “voice”) often do not formally exist or 

are rarely implemented. Very few public servants are aware that they have any accountability to 

their clients. 

5 Client response to these challenges is to find alternatives to public services (i.e., “exit”). 

Overarching Issues in Local Government Accountability in Bangladesh 

Effectiveness: UNESCAP (2005) published a detailed description of the evolution of local governance in 

Bangladesh since independence and cites numerous Bangladeshi experts including Dhaka University 

professor S. G. Ahmed:    

The existing administrative structure and elected local bodies do reach the grass-roots 

level and have almost all the features necessary for participatory decentralized 

administration. But, this structure has failed so far to perform efficiently for two 
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reasons. Despite the strong support for local government enshrined in the Constitution, 

the central government has compromised these advantages by exercising control over 

local government and starving these agencies of resources. Most administrative 

decisions still remain to be taken centrally. Frequently they involve top-level officials in 

the secretariat, even some ministers depending on the subject. Several abortive 

attempts have been made at decentralisation, but the system has remained highly 

centralized. As of such, local bodies are characterized by weak administrative capacity, 

a limited financial and human resource base and little public participation. (Ahmed 

1997).  

Ahmed pointed out that the Bangladesh Awami League government established a high-powered Reform 

Commission to advance decentralization but, according to UNESCAP, “the outcomes have been far less 

than satisfactory for many reasons, but primarily because of the Centre’s lack of genuine commitment in 

favour of real decentralization.” As a result, the legislation that followed did not reflect the 

recommendations of the Committee. 

Lack of Autonomy: A review of the 2009 Local Government Acts shows that local government in 

Bangladesh is subject to the following powers exercised by the central government: 

Legal Basis Art. No. Provision in Act 

ZP Act 2000 57 Power to supervise and control in general by national 

government. 

 58 Control over functions of the Parishad 

 59 Power of directing the parishad 

 60 Power of investigating the parishad/inquiry 

 61 Power of repealing the parishad 

UZ (Amended) 

Act 2011  

50 Supervising the parishad 

 51 Control over functions of the parishad 

 52 Power of investigating the affairs of the parishad 

 53 Power of repealing the parishad 

UP Act 2009 71 Inspecting records of parishad 

 72 Supervise development project and relevant documents 
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 73 Power to direct and carry out inquiry 

 74 Power of taking punitive actions 

 75 Power of repealing or postponing the decision, proceedings of 

the parishad 

 76 Compulsion of submitting annual report to national government 

 77 Power of repealing the parishad and holding re-election 

City Corp 

(Amended) Act 

2011 

97 Demanding documents 

 98 Authority to Visit 

 99 Directing administrative affaires 

 100 Executing orders under article 99 

 101 Repealing authority 

 102 Authority of postponing 

 103 Authority of investigating the corporation’s records 

 104 Right to investigate projects and relevant documents 

 105 Authority of directing and inquiry 

 106 Authority of taking punitive actions against the staff members of 

corporation 

 107 Authority of repealing or postponing the decision, proceedings of 

the parishad 

 108 Authority of repealing the parishad and holding re-election 

 109 Authority of issuing permanent orders 

Paurashava 

(Amended) Act 

2010 

83 Authority of demanding documents 

 84 Right to investigate 
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 85 Right to direct the Paurashava 

 86 Right to postpone the activities of Paurashava 

 87 Right to inquiry 

 88 Right to order to take actions. 

 

Participation and Transparency: Public participation is essential for holding elected bodies accountable 

for their actions. However, increased information and transparency is a necessary prerequisite to 

accountability, as the public must be informed in order to formulate the questions necessary to hold 

their representatives accountable. Yet, as Dr. Salahuddin M. Aminuzzaman, Professor of the Department 

of Public Administration at the University of Dhaka pointed out in an interview with the research team, 

the degree of corruption inherent to government processes in Bangladesh makes it “risky to share with 

people the true fact of the services that should be available for them.” Dr. Aminuzzaman went on to 

suggest that government and non-government organizations have important roles to play in “spreading 

the proper information to the proper people” so that individuals can benefit from the available 

information to mobilize others and to work within the existing government mechanisms to overcome 

the limitations of a corrupt bureaucracy. 

Media play a key role for information dissemination and accountability in a democratic society, and is 

very active in Bangladesh. A recent report (Hasan 2010) shows that 70% of Bangladeshi’s now watch 

television, and television ownership has increase 7 fold since 1995 to 76% of urban and 33% of rural 

households. Government television, BTV, is still the largest, watched by 92% of rural viewers and 69% of 

urban viewers or 83% overall -- a decrease from 98%. The largest private channel, Channel I, is watched 

by 69% of urban viewers, or 36% overall. Talk Shows became popular during the Caretaker Government 

period, according to Hasan, although have declined a bit to 10% of viewers. These number far outpace 

newspaper readership: the total circulation of the top 10 Bangla daily newspapers is 2 million (Tahasin 

Ahmed 2011).  

In recent years, radio has given way to television, falling now to 15% of the population, most of whom 

now listen over their mobile phones. (Powell 2012). However, a new emerging media force is 

Community Radio which has been authorized in 2010, and 14 stations are currently operating. 

Numerous studies have shown the importance of Community Radio for local public affairs, see for 

example (NED 2007).  

In 2007, Nilufar Ahmad (2010) of the World Bank described the impact of training journalists to 

enhance local government accountability through the Local Government Support Programme. She 

quotes one journalist as saying: 

We live in the UP, but do not know about its functions or activities and [have] never 

written about it. I did not know about LGSP, that has been providing funds for my UP for 
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the last few years. We always think about writing national news in national newspapers. 

Today I went to Savar UP, and saw the ideas and motivation of the UPs, and the way they 

are working with the community to make a difference in the local area. This is a great 

story of our own rural areas. I will write this in the newspaper, and it will provide hope to 

other UPs as well as communities that they can work together and promote local 

development in their areas. As the Parliament approved the Right to Information Act, we 

can use the opportunity provided by LGSP to make activities implemented by public funds 

more transparent and accountable to local people. 

Fiscal Challenges: Public Affairs Foundation et al (2007) found that “local government institutions have 

been struggling for sufficient fiscal and administrative power. They are also constrained by lack of 

transparency, low capacity, excessive bureaucracy, political interference, limited authority, lack of 

accountability of service providers, and weak financial resources and have limited orientation toward 

local communities. . .. After being elected, local council representatives mostly felt accountable to the 

sub-district administrations or their district bureaucratic bosses rather than to their communities.” 

Paul and Goel (2010) found that local government expenditure is a mere 3% of national GDP in 

Bangladesh. They show that the lack of funding available to local governments limits their ability to 

implement new projects or expand existing projects in response to constituent demands - but it also 

renders local government less responsive to those constituents generally by increasing local 

representatives’ dependence on the central government for the little funding that they may get. At a 

recent meeting of experts chaired by Rehman Sobhan, chair of the Centre for Policy Dialogue, the group 

urged for the government creating a separate budget for local governance, under control of local 

government units. (New Age 2012) 

Revenues can be a mechanism for accountability: Ministries can require performance in return for funds 

transferred to the local government (institutional accountability). Fox and Menon (2008),  found that 

citizens who pay user fees tend to demand accountability. However, they found that user fees are rarely 

charged and intergovernmental transfers to Union Parishads are extremely small, unpredictable and 

unrelated to performance criteria. 

An additional key structural challenge is that local governments are not permitted and lack the funds to 

hire their own staff, so all management accountability flows to the hiring agent, in this case the Local 

Government Department (LGD).  

Structural Accountability Mechanism Trials and Innovations 

SLGDFP: The 2009 reforms that established social accountability mechanisms into the Local Government 

Acts rests in large measure on the success of innovations tested in the Sirajganj Local Governance 

Development Fund Project (SLGDFP). To address the overriding issues cited above, the Bangladesh 

government requested the UN (through the UN Capital Development Fund and UNDP) to carry out the 

SLGDFP as a $9 million pilot project from 2000-2005 to strengthen local government through capacity 

building and block grants and to improve transparency and accountability through social mobilization, 
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open budget meetings, public score cards, complaint books, and ward-level bottom-up planning. (Public 

Affairs Foundation, 2007). UN evaluators found that the experiment achieved greater trust between the 

people and the local councils, greater transparency, reduced corruption, better service delivery, better 

inclusion - particularly of women’s voices in decision making, optimal use of government resources and 

greater mobilization of local resources. UNDP states (2011) that the lessons learned from this project 

was a key factor in the government launching the $111 million Local Government Support Program 

(LGSP1) as well as making strengthening local democracy a key element of Bangladesh’s Poverty 

Reduction Strategy Paper. 

Participatory Budgeting: Raman (2005) studied the participatory budgeting aspects of the SLGDFP and 

similar initiatives by CARE, The Hunger Project-Bangladesh and a local NGO, Agragati Sangstha, and 

concluded that participatory budgeting can result in: 

● increased local government transparency and accountability; 

● better design of development projects; 

● better sustainability; 

● less resentment to taxation; 

● greater democratic participation and social harmony; 

● social mobilization for achieving the MDGs. 

In an OECD report, a UP chairman is quoted as saying of the open budgetary meetings, “Now we do 

things with the people and everything is open so they don’t have any objections. We now design 

projects according to the people’s requests.” However, it is important to note the limitations that were 

observed by Rahman (2005) in the open budgetary processes. Specifically, Rahman found that women’s 

participation and input was often undervalued and, as a consequence, underfunded: “Men always 

overwhelm women while making decisions on limited resources. Schemes preferred by men get 

prioritised while women-related problems are pushed to the background. Women’s participation in the 

UP planning exercises is limited in some cases due to dominance of men, conservative social culture and 

values and lack of education and articulation.” 

Since 2007, participatory budgeting was implemented by the Ministry of Local Government in 

cooperation with the World Bank under the Local Government Support Project. Sarkar and Dutta (2011) 

report that the initial stage was challenging because of people’s lack of experience with the process and 

lack of access to information. Additionally, marginal and socially excluded people had low levels of 

participation in the budgeting process. However, Sarkar and Dutta note that revenue assessment, 

collection and development expenditures at the UP levels have been rising and that citizen participation 

has increased. A quote included from Md. Wahiduzzaman, the chairman of Madhainagar Union Parishad, 

indicates that the participatory budgeting process has also resulted in capacity building: “The starting 

stages of participatory budget[ing] were very challenging . . . the people of the Union are my authentic 



 
 

24 
 

forces, if I would not be elected as a Chairman anymore, the people will steer, because they know well 

the budget, process and execution through participatory budget.” (Sarkar and Dutta at 56.) 

Participatory Risk Assessment:  

Right to Information (RTI): The Bangladesh parliament adopted the Right to Information Act in 2009. 

Although the enactment of the law was a key precedent for strengthening good governance in 

Bangladesh, its potential is yet to be fully realized: Sarkar and Dutta (2011) found that additional 

information management, structural and functional support and awareness by citizens, particularly 

among excluded social groups, will be necessary to achieve the potential represented by the act. A Brac 

University dissertation by M.M. Kadery (2009) compared the RTI provisions in Bangladesh with India and 

the USA, and concluded that the Bangladesh act could be properly implemented if accorded sufficient 

commitment, resources and education campaigns. 

Even at this early stage, NGOs that have launched RTI awareness campaigns, such as Article 19 (2009), 

report that it has resulted in concrete improvements. A group of Bangladeshi NGOs supported by the 

Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative and others (2011) tabulated 15 case studies of successful 

application of RTI for demanding accountability - with the majority of cases related to proper inclusion 

of individuals in social safety nets. The NGOs derived a detailed set of recommendations for improving 

implementation, starting with improving awareness not only among citizens but among government 

officers and among the NGOs and other citizen groups who can play a vital intermediary role in 

following up to ensure that the information requested is actually delivered. RIB-Bangladesh has 

published a two-year assessment of RTI (2011), and provides a comprehensive list of both 

accomplishments and recommendations for improvements. 

E-governance: In 2007, the Democratic Government Thematic Trust Fund (DGTTF) of UNDP piloted two 

Community e-Centres (CeC) to provide access to information about education, health, and agriculture 

services. By 2009, as part of an initiative between the Local Government Division (LGD) and the Access 

to Information (a2i) Programme of the Prime Minister’s Office, Union Information and Services Centres 

(UISCs), the successor entity to CeCs, were founded in 30 UPs. On November 11, 2010, 4,501 UISCs were 

launched throughout Bangladesh.  

The UISCs are run as a public-private partnership, with some of the initial costs having been borne by 

the central government and space and utilities provided by the UP, but with the ongoing operation 

maintained by two local self-employed entrepreneurs (one female and one male local youth) who have 

invested in the centre. In order for UISCs to survive successfully in the long run, support from various 

government and private organizations is being mobilized through partnerships to offer services, as well 

as the hardware maintenance and other technical support needed to keep these centres operational. 

Each UISC is a one-stop service outlet, enabled with information and communications technology, 

located in and supervised by the Union Parishad. UISCs commonly offer three types of services:  
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● Government Services: online birth registration and university admission, citizenship certification, 

population census data entry, access to government forms, circulars and notices, examination 

results, and the citizen charter of Union Parishad. 

● Information Services: Access through the National e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository) 

to information regarding agriculture, health, education, law, human rights, tourism, 

environment and disaster management, science and technology, industry and commerce, and 

employment.  

● Commercial Services: m-Banking, life insurance, English courses, computer training, Internet 

browsing, email, printing, scanning, photocopying, laminating, data entry, photography, phone 

calling, mobile ring-tone download, video shows, video conferences, projector rental, passport 

and visa processing, height and weight measurement, blood pressure measurement, soil tests, 

arsenic tests, and more. 

The spread of e-governance is significant not just for the increased services and access it provides at the 

local governance level, but also because it can serve as a method of controlling corruption and 

increasing transparency and accountability. In Bangladesh, Bhuiyan (2010) previously found that the 

simple computerization of the Railway Reservation System eliminated a significant portion of the black 

market. Bangladesh’s neighbor, India, has also seen firsthand the results of e-governance: “Due to 

implementation of e-governance in some public sectors, the corruption rate in the Indian cities Kolkata 

and Mumbai has declined to 19% and 18% compared to 51% and 38% respectively in 2000.” (Bhuiyan 

2010.) 

Community Score Cards: The Community Score Card is a qualitative monitoring tool developed by the 

World Bank to enable local communities to evaluate the services, projects and government 

administrative units available to them. (World Bank Citizen Report Card and Community Report Card 

website, 2012.) The World Bank sponsored a project by the Village Education Resource Center (VERC), a 

local NGO founded in 1977, to administer the Social Audit and Community Score Card in 50 Union 

Parishads in Dhaka.  (Personal correspondence with Syed Khaled Ahsan, World Bank Public Sector 

Specialist, August 23, 2012.) ANSA also undertook a project to promote accountability in primary schools 

and UP safety net services through use of the community score card. In this ongoing project, ANSA aims 

to mobilize 400 community people to monitor the government services made available to them and 

ultimately to present policy recommendations based on their findings. 

The community score card is a tool NGOs can use to supplement the accountability mechanisms 

currently available to communities and provide citizens with an opportunity to interact with their 

government representatives.  However, such non-official accountability mechanisms should not replace 

the legally-mandated accountability mechanisms to which citizens are entitled, such as ward shavas and 

open budget meetings. 

Accountability Mechanisms by Sector 
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Certain key services in Bangladesh are directly implemented by central government ministries, instead 

of through local government. We therefore review the applicable accountability mechanisms for these 

ministries. 

Health: IDS (2004) studied new mechanisms of accountability in the health sector, regarded at the time 

as “largely of poor quality, inequitable access, and non-accountable provision (with the exception of a 

number of targeted vertical programmes like immunisation).“ To address this, in 1998, the government 

launched a program to establish ward-level Community Clinics (CCs) accountable to Community Groups 

(CGs) “composed of local government representatives, local service providers and local residents 

committed to social work and representing various professions and social classes including the landless 

and women... a new space for community participation and deliberation in the provision of accessible 

and affordable health services.” 

CCs are built on land donated by wealthy local individuals, who become members of the CG. In general, 

IDS found that CGs are made up of the elite and fail to foster citizen participation as they do not address, 

and in fact reflect and reinforce, “fundamental questions of power, hierarchy and exclusion.” 

The approach of CCs was abandoned after the first Awami League government, but was reinstated with 

the party’s return in 2009. This time, Save the Children was hired to provide capacity building for the 

frontline workers and the CGs. In an interview with us, Dr. Ishtiaq Mannan, director of this program for 

Save the Children, reported that while CCs are not directly under the LGUs, the program required the 

participation of LGU representatives. Local government representatives have typically not participated. 

He stated that the absence of local government representatives has meant that the UP Standing 

Committee on Health will require further capacity building and that the UP is currently lacking vital 

information with which they could better plan. 

Corruption within the health sector must also be addressed. Studies by Muzaffer Ahmad (2005) for 

Transparency International Bangladesh (TIB) of incidence of corruption by sector, show the following 

ranking of the top six sectors: police, local government, education, health, taxation and financial 

institutions.  

Colin Knox (2011) reviewed the sectoral impact of corruption and the impact of campaigns to reduce it. 

He cites the work of Spector (2005), who argues that broad anti-corruption campaigns are not as 

effective as sector-by-sector analysis and the creation of specific concrete steps appropriate to each one. 

In the Health Sector, surveys conducted by Knox found that 41.8 percent of those accessing health 

services in the past 12 months had encountered corruption, in the following forms: 



 
 

27 
 

 

Source: Knox (2011) 

To address it, TIB launched a Making Waves campaign from 2003-2008, a social movement with two 

components design to increase public accountability: Committees of Concerned Citizens (CCCs) and 

Youth Engagement and Support (YES) groups. These groups established Advice Information desks, 

community service report cards and conducted awareness raising through street theater. Data collected 

before and after these campaigns showed significant improvements in doctor attendance and quality of 

care.  

Community score cards were again used to ensure the accountability and transparency of health 

services in Kishoreganj in 2009. Sarkar and Dutta (2011) report on a project piloted there by PSTC - 

Family Planning Services and Training Center in cooperation with the Manusher Jonno Foundation. The 

community score card targeted seven key areas and was guided by a Coordinating Committee, who was 

responsible for raising community awareness, researching local service allocations, developing input 

tracking score cards, generating the score cards, synthesizing the score card data, convening feedback 

meetings, and following-up on recommendations for action. Sarkar and Dutta found that the score cards 

enhanced the voice of marginalised and vulnerable community people, quoting Sabina Yasmin, a 

housewife from the Janglaia Union in Kishoreganj as saying, “I learnt many things about health and 

reproductive health as well as service provisions and social accountability. The community scorecard 

changes the behavior and service delivery mechanisms.” (Sarkar and Dutta at 57.) 

Education: Knox also measured the impact of CCC and YES campaigns on education. His survey showed 

that 34.7 percent of those accessing educational services experienced corruption, in these modes, with 

absenteeism by teachers being the biggest factor: 
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Source: Knox (2011) 

Knox found that the Making Waves campaign improved teacher performance and ensured that school 

management committees, which had been inactive, were operational. 

Press Information: A study of the Press Information Department by M. M. Kabir (2011) found that only 

25% of Press Information officers believed they had any accountability to stakeholders -- the newspaper 

editors. Given this situation, Kabir felt it was unsurprising that virtually all the editors have chosen “exit” 

options and ceased to depend on the government press service. 

Water and Sanitation: Water-borne disease was for many years the biggest killer of children in 

Bangladesh. Central and union-level Water & Sanitation Committees as bodies of institutional 

accountability have been established. These committees were recognized as a good practice by the UN 

Office of the High Rights Commission (2010).  

As described by Majumdar and Coonrod (2010), THP worked, on a pro bono basis, in partnership with 

Bangladesh’s HYSAWA (Hygiene, Sanitation, Water) program to demonstrate the impact of integrating 

this program with local government and mobilizing people’s participation. The findings of independent 

evaluators found this approach to improve both the sustainability and accountability of the program. 

Agriculture: The Bangladesh Food Policy Plan of Action (2008-2015) is designed to improve farm 

incomes through a variety of agencies, however major accountability gaps were found by the Center for 

Agri-Research and Sustainable Environment and Entrepreneurship in a 2009 study: “a) lack of 

coordination among the different ministries and department, b) weakness of planning processes and 

development of programs/projects, c) little field monitoring of the implementation processes and very 
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weak interagency cooperation on policy development.” The need for increased accountability and 

transparency was recognized by the government itself as a key step to improving implementation. 

Vocational Training: The World Bank (2006) found that those groups most lacking access to government 

and government accountability structures, the poor and women, also are the least likely to benefit from 

vocational training. Vocational training is typically most important for those groups -- because they also 

lack access to or have not succeeded at primary and secondary level education to build employment 

skills -- but it is underfunded and lacks necessary infrastructure. Shamsuddoha (2003) concluded that 

the Bangladesh government needs to “take major steps to create institutions, increasing the 

infrastructure, and make additional financing available.” Similarly, the World Bank (2006) focused on the 

need for financing, increased and through different structures, and advocated targeting financing 

programs to the poor and women so that these groups would not be underrepresented. Increasing the 

access of these marginalized groups to government accountability mechanisms will allow them to 

communicate the pressing need for these services. 

More recently, the government has, in fact, partnered with the International Labour Organization to 

implement a project to reform technical and vocational education and training in Bangladesh. While the 

project is ongoing and it is too early to assess the results, the focus on strengthening institutions and 

increasing the access of underprivileged groups appears to address many of the prior deficiencies. (ILO 

website 2012.) 

Accountability Mechanisms by Government Tier 

Divisional Government: According to the LGD website (2012), LGD appoints Divisional Councils including 

both government and private members. The appointed Divisional Commissioner serves as its chairman. 

Apart from coordinating the activities of the local government bodies within the Division, the Divisional 

Councils have no other fixed responsibility and are accountable only to LGD.  

Zila Parishad: Zila Parishads (ZP) were to be formed in 61 of the 64 country districts under the Zila 

Parishad Act of 2000, but no elections were held. However, this year the government appointed 

Administrators from party officials in each district. The three hill track districts of Rangamati, Bandarban 

and Khagrachori are not included under this act. The sole accountability mechanism at present for ZP 

chairs is institutional accountability to the LGD. 

Upazila Parishad: Upazila Parishad (UZP) is the sub-district tier of rural local government in Bangladesh. 

The UZP operates under the Local Government (Upazila Parishad) Act, 2009. Although the UZP was 

designed to be a democratic body under previous acts, elections were not held until 2009. Prior to that 

time, all UZP-level officials were appointed. 

Elected Structure: Each UZP is now made up of both directly and indirectly elected officials: 

● Directly elected chair 

● Directly elected male and female vice-chairs 
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● All UP Chairs and Paurashava Mayors within the Upazila 

● Representative women Paurashava/UP members (elected by all the Paurashava/UP women 

members, i.e., indirectly elected, although this has not yet been fully implemented).  

The Upazila Parishad Act of 2009 prescribes the following 17 standing committees to be established in 
each UZP:  
 

1 Law and order 
2 Communication and infrastructural development 
3 Agriculture and irrigation 
4 Secondary and madrasah education 
5 Primary and mass literacy 
6 Health and family planning 
7 Youth and sports development 
8 Women and children development 
9 Social welfare 
10 Freedom fighter 
11 Fisheries and livestock 
12 Rural development and cooperatives 
13 Culture 
14 Forestry and environment 
15 Market price observation, monitoring and controlling 
16 Finance, budget, planning and local resource mobilization 
17 Public health, sanitation and safe water supply 

 
Each standing committee is formed of 5-7 members from the UZP community and chaired by a UZP vice-

chairman. The UZP does not have a budget for any social services nor safety net services but does 

provide project-based services through as many as twelve government ministries. The Act calls for 

personnel and resources from ministries to be devolved to the Upazila, but this has not be achieved in 

practice (Hussain, 2011), and Prof. Akhter Hussain and others we spoke with strongly recommend this 

be done. 

Members of Parliament: The 2008 UZP Ordinance provided for the election of UZP Chairs and elections 

were held in January 2009.  However, the UZP Act was subsequently amended to give Members of 

Parliament (MP) the role of “advisor” to each UZP and stipulate that the MP’s advice was mandatory. 

Under this new structure, the independence and power of UZP has been undercut - UZPs must seek 

approval from the MP before forwarding any development projects to government, and must notify the 

MP of any “upward” communications with the government (T. Ahmed et al, 2011). 

Role of the UNO: Prior to the 2008 UZP ordinance, the Upazila Nirbahi Officer (UNO), a government-

appointed officer, was the chief executive of the UPZ. The 2009 Act reduced the role of the UNO to 

secretary, but a subsequent amendment by Parliament reinstated the UNO as chief executive officer 

and secretary. 
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Literature: Studies undertaken since the “democratization” of the UZPs address these structural conflicts 

between the UPZ chairs, the MPs and the UNOs created under the 2009 Act and its subsequent 

amendment and how these legislative actions have undermined democratic decision-making and 

accountability.  

Sharif N. As‐Saber and Md Fazle Rabb (2009) illustrate how political and bureaucratic interference is 

preventing the directly elected UPZs from being accountable to the people. They point out that while 

the Upazila was designed to become the major center of development activities - a major shift from 

bureaucracy to democracy - the bureaucracy continues to dominate and control the decision-making 

powers of the UPZ.  

N. Ahmed et al (2010) undertook a very comprehensive analysis of the evolution of the UPZ and its 

current legal framework by directly studying 12 of the newly elected UPZs (before the 2011 UP 

elections), 2 in each of the then 6 divisions.  This study format resulted in the inclusion of UPZs where 

the boundaries do not align with MP constituency boundaries and UPZ citizens have to address 

themselves to 2 MPs.  N. Ahmed et al reached many of the same conclusions as to As-Saber and Rabb 

about how bureaucratic concerns overwhelm the ability of the UPZ to enact change.  

T. Ahmed et al (2011) interviewed nearly all the elected UPZ chairs and vice-chairs. They found that 

those elected were highly experienced leaders in the political, social and business sectors but were 

thwarted due to the conflicting relations with MPs and UNOs - as well as between chairs and vice-chairs 

(although a fair degree of cooperation was also reported). Despite these conflicts, Chairs and Vice Chairs 

were optimistic about the future of the UZP and the authors recommended training to support them in 

resolving conflicts. They also found that the majority of UZP chairs do not reside within the UZP. 

Institutional accountability: The UNO is to report to the Deputy Commissioner (DC) at the district level 

on all work.  

Social accountability: The UZP indirectly represents the people through their UP and Paurashava chairs 

and women representatives. Thus, the social accountability mechanism is that of the individual 

representatives to their local constituency. 

Our direct observations: Members of the research team visited Sirajganj Sadar Upazila Parishad and 

interviewed Jamaat Ali Munshi, Vice Chairman (male), as the Chairman and Vice Chairman (female) were 

not available. In addition, we interviewed the Upazila Nirbahi Officer (UNO), Mohammad Hossain, and 

the Chief Executive Officer of the Parishad, Nazrul Islam; along with additional officials including: 

Jahangir Alam, Secretary; Shah Alam,;Md. Amanullah; and Farzana Bobi, Town Planner. 

Union Parishad: Union Parishad (UP) is the tier of rural local governance closest to the rural people 

where the vast majority of poor and marginalized people reside. Every UP is made up of nine wards, the 

electoral organizing unit. The UP is administered according to the Local Government (Union Parishad) 

Act, 2009. The structure of the UP is as follows:  

● One Chairman (directly elected) 
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● Nine members, each elected by one ward  

● Three female members, each elected by three of the nine wards 

● One secretary, appointed by the district deputy commissioner 

● One accounts assistant/computer operator, appointed by the district deputy commissioner 

● Village police 

As an important potential decentralization tool, Section 64 of the 2009 Act permits the ministries (listed 

in Schedule 3) to deputize government staff to work in the Union, under the supervision of the UP. 

However, these deputizations do not often occur. 

The UP maintains standing committees responsible for advising on the implementation of projects 

following the allocation of funds. Each standing committee is chaired by an elected UP member, and 

made up of 5-7 members, including co-opted non-voting members. Each standing committee must meet 

at least bi-monthly. The UP maintains the following standing committees: 

1 Finance and administration 

2 Audit and accounts 

3 Tax assessment and realization 

4 Education, health and family planning 

5 Agriculture, fisheries and livestock 

6 Rural infrastructure development 

7 Law and order (the UP chair must chair this standing committee) 

8 Birth and death registration 

9 Sanitation, water supply and sewerage 

10 Social welfare and disaster management 

11 Environmental development and tree plantation 

12 Dissolving family dispute, women and children welfare 

13 Culture and sports 

From the perspective of accountability mechanisms, and as mentioned in the introduction, the 2009 Act 

specifies four important reforms: 
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1 Section 4: Ward Shavas. Two public meetings, or Ward Shavas, must be held by the UP each 

year, with at least 1/20 of the voting-age citizenry attending. In practices, our team has found 

that these are seldom held in a meaningful way except where organized by civil society. The UP 

Chair is responsible for organizing the Ward Shavas, and each one is presided over by the ward 

member of that ward. The Ward Shava includes a presentation of an annual report on 

development activities and finances and Section 6 assigns twenty specific powers to the Ward 

Shava, including local level planning, priority-setting and “identifying shortcomings in service 

delivery.” Ward Shavas have the potential to ensure people’s participation in the governance 

process, enhance transparency in service delivery and financial affairs, hold representatives 

accountable to the people, raise awareness among the people of pressing social issues, 

disseminate relevant information, institutionalize democracy and mobilize society. 

2 Section 47 and Schedule 2: Five Year Plans. The 2009 Act lists “Preparation of a Five Year Plan” 

as the first of 39 listed responsibilities for the Union Parishad. As an LGD official and author of 

the planning manual, Tofail Ahmed, wrote in The Daily Star (2010), “[t]he point I want to make is 

that if any UP directly and indirectly receives Tk.10 million and gets the opportunity to utilise it 

under a well thought-out plan, it can perform miracles in five years.” 

3 Section 49: Citizen Charter. Each UP must publish a Citizen Charter “detailing the particulars of 

various services to be provided to people, conditions of available services, and the stipulated 

time for ensuring such services. 

4 Section 57.2: Open Budget Meetings. Sixty days before the beginning of each financial year, the 

UP must approve a plan, in a public meeting, based on the priorities set by the Ward Shavas, in 

the presence of the standing committees. 

From November 2007 to January 2008, Dr. M.M. Khan (2008) analyzed the recommendations of 

previous expert panels on strengthening local government, and conducted a survey of 90 unions to learn 

first hand the constraints faced by Union Parishads in carrying out their responsibilities. Among his 

findings were that 57.2% of Unions faced constraints in ensuring law and order, 60.2% with agriculture, 

48.3% with health and family planning, 73.2% with maintaining local infrastructure, 51% with birth and 

death registration, 70.1% with tax collection and 66.2% with combating violence against women and 

dowry. The survey revealed the UP’s analysis of the causes of the constraints, ranging from lack of 

sufficient legal authority, to lack of public awareness, and to lack of cooperation from government 

offices. The study strongly recommended greater autonomy, resources, capacity and social 

accountability for UPs. 

Institutional accountability: The UP is primarily accountable to the Upazila Nirbahi Officer (UNO) for its 

activities, but also reports to the Deputy Director (Local Government) and is audited by the Comptroller 

and Auditor General (CAG) office. In addition, the UP reports on the status of any ongoing projects to 

the project authority and the block grant coordination committee oversees all block grants.   
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Social accountability: The research team had the opportunity to attend three Ward Shavas organized 

with support from Hunger Project volunteers during the months of May and June: 

Union Parishad 
(Ward Number) 

UP Chairman, male member and 
female member 

Number of 
Paras/Villages 
Represented 

Number of 
Participants  

(female, male)* 

Vimpur Union 
(Ward 7) 
May 26, 2012 

Ramprosad Vadra, Chairman 
Syed Ali, Ward Member 
Manju Rani, Reserve Seat Member 

 
2 of 2 Villages 

(90 females, 60 
males) 

Dibar Union 
Ward 4 
June 18, 2012 

Md. Nuruzzaman, Chairman 
Abdus Salam, Ward Member 
Khadiza Begum, Reserve Seat 
Member 

6 of 6 Paras (325 females , 300 
males) 

Dibar Union 
Ward 5 
May 27, 2012  

Md. Nuruzzaman, Chairman 
Moez Uddin, Ward Member 
Khadiza Begum, Reserve Seat 
Member 

2 of 2 villages (200 females, 200 
males) 

*Number of participants is an estimate based on the research team’s observations 

[SIGN at Ward Shava in Dibar] “Goals of the Ward Shava: People’s Participation, Accountability and 

Professionalism of the Union Parishad”  

Our team conducted focus groups with stakeholders before and after the Ward Shavas, and directly 

tracked the interactions during each Ward Shava meeting. 

Key Observations: 

● Ward Shavas are not happening without outside facilitation. All three of the Ward Shavas 

that the research team attended where the first time Ward Shavas had ever been held in 

those particular wards, and only took place because THP volunteers in the area - working with 

the UP Chair and members - organized them. 
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● Many people are unclear about the objectives of the Ward Shava: Ward Shavas are fairly 

new in Bangladesh and, although the UP Act of 2009 mandates that two Ward Shavas be held 

each year in each union, we found that most rural people we spoke with were not aware of 

this mandate. At the Ward Shavas observed as part of this study, many people reported 

attending the meeting out of curiosity or with an expectation of receiving some direct 

services or benefits from the Union Parishad.  

● Ward Shavas were facilitated by the UP Chairman with support from the male member 

representatives: In most cases the UP Chairman used the opportunity to explain the process 

of Ward Shava and encourage people to participate and voice their opinions. The male ward 

member then would speak of key achievements since the last election. In all three cases, the 

female ward representatives were present and may have briefly addressed the citizens, but 

did not actively participate in the meeting.  

● Citizens freely used the public forum to express their demands to the UP Chairman: When 

given the opportunity to voice their concerns, many citizens used the opportunity to outline 

community problems and make demands for assistance to the UP. These demands were 

received equally from men and women and people asked for financial help (in the form of 

social services and relief), as well as for services such as the provision of better water, 

sanitation and infrastructure (i.e., roads). 

● People’s attitudes about the effectiveness of the Ward Shava varied: People had mixed 

reactions to the Ward Shavas: some became enthusiastic and desired to have more events 

like Ward Shavas (i.e., public forums) while some expressed disappointment and 

disenchantment from not receiving any immediate benefits or resolutions at the close of the 

meeting. 

● The overall attitudes of UP Chairmen and Members was positive: In general, the Chairmen 

and Ward Members found the Ward Shava sessions to be a useful tool but also challenging. 

They each expressed a desire and genuine willingness to be accountable and transparent for 

their jobs. 

For example, the Chairman and ward member had opened the session by explaining the objectives of 

the meeting: “we are here today to to listen to you, hear your voice and understand your social issues.” 

Chairman Nuruzzaman said he was particularly pleased that citizens of his union were interested in 

taking part in the process.  

When the session was opened for public comment, more than 150 people expressed interest in having 

their suggestions for development projects heard by the UP representatives. Men raised issues about 

the need for a new road, new bridges, and tube wells to provide safe drinking water. The issues most 

commonly raised by women related also to safe drinking water, but included sanitary latrines and 

increased funds for schools as well. In order to organize and prioritize the citizen demands, it was 

suggested by the ward member that one informal committee be formed for each issue to consolidate 

and prioritize the feedback. Many volunteers stepped forward and one woman and one man were 

nominated from each of the six paras (neighborhoods) to form the special committees. The committee 

planned to review the demands and proposals collected at the Ward Shava and prioritize them based on 
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the needs of the ward as a whole. They will then present this list of proposed projects to the Chairman 

and ward member in an upcoming meeting.  

The Chairman expressed the thought that even though he feels constrained by the limited budget from 

the central government, he found it reassuring to see wards such as this begin to take the initiative to 

work together on projects. “It takes teamwork to solve community problems,” Nuruzzaman said, “and 

although the national government allocates us very little money, we have an abundance of social 

capital.”  

 (Left) Chairman Nuruzzaman of Dibar Union addressing 

the nearly 600 citizens present at the Ward Shava. (Right) Ward Member Abdus Salam reviewing the 

more than 150 requests/demands from citizens for development projects. 

Open Budget Meeting: The research team had the opportunity to attend one Open Budget Session for 

FY 2012-13 at the Purnimaghanti Union Parishad in Ullapara, Sirajgonj on May 31, 2012. Nearly 500 

citizens from the UP participated in the session. 

This is a Union which has a long tradition of voluntarily practicing transparency even before the 2009 

reforms. Starting in 1985, then UP Chairman Mr. Gazi Khorshed Alam felt that his strongest supporters 

might suspect him of misappropriating funds and decided to make all activities transparent and making 

the UP accountable to people. Mr. Alam initiated open budget sessions even though there was no 

mandates to do so from the central government. 

At the recent Open Budget Session, the Chairman (Mr. Alam is no longer the Chairman) identified the 

different sources of income and explained reasons for expenditures while the audience listened intently. 

The budget was presented as a draft and the Chairman asked for citizen feedback. The event facilitator, 

who is also a member of Union Facilitator Team (UFT), invited the audience in an open session to share 

their opinions. Although the session was widely attended (nearly 500 participants), the open session for 

questions and responses had a low level of participation with only a handful of people addressing the 

Chairman directly.  
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Key Expressed Opinions: 

● Administrative Fees: One man proposed reducing the fee for citizenship certificates from 5 Tk 

to 2 Tk and also inquired about the actual fee for birth certificates (claiming that the fee seemed 

higher than usual). The Chairman informed the audience that the fee for the citizenship 

certificate is lower than the official rate and that the actual fee for the birth certificate is 20 Tk 

and 50 Tk (for Bangla and English versions, respectively). The Chairman explained that the public 

is charged 40 Tk instead of 20 Tk for the Bangla version to maintain the extra cost of producing 

the documents.  

● Employment Opportunities: One woman asked the Chairman to create additional employment 

opportunities, especially for unemployed women. The chairman assured her that he wished to 

do so and mentioned different skills training activities in the UP plan. 

● Increasing funds for education: Several school teachers proposed increases in the allocation for 

education and school sports. The chairman responded positively and declared that he would 

provide additional funds for these purposes. 

● Programs for the elderly: An elderly man inquired about the allocation for a Probin Club (a club 

for elderly people). The Chairman apologized that, because of limited funds for this fiscal year, 

there would not be enough for a project of this type, but said that he would allocate for elderly 

projects in the future if additional funds become available. 

● Persons with disabilities: A man who is physically challenged proposed the allocation of funds 

for creating a ramp into the UP complex to make it accessible. 

Lastly, the president of the meeting and the UP Chairman, Mr. Rabiul Karim Selim, asked the participants 

if they agreed to approve the budget as amended and the crowd voiced their opinion in favor of 

approving the budget at the next UP meeting. 
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(from right) Chairman Mr. Rabiul Karim Selim delivers his budget, Mr. Tofazzal Hossain 

Bhuiyan, the UP secretary (middle) and Mr. Nazmul Hassan, Program Officer The Hunger 

Project-Bangladesh 

  



 
 

39 
 

 
Paurashavas and City Corporations: In urban Bangladesh, two types of local government exist: 

Paurashavas and City Corporations. Bangladesh’s 310 Paurashavas are categorized into three groups 

based on the magnitude of revenue each generates. Bangladesh’s ten city corporations are Dhaka, 

Dhaka South, Chittagong, Khulna, Rajshahi, Barisal, Sylhet, Narayangonj, Comilla and Rangpur. (BDCAN 

2012.) 

The central government determines the governance structure for Paurashavas and City Corporations 

and hires their personnel. While members of the City Corporation (Ward Commissioners) are elected by 

their respective wards, they are typically led by a central-government-nominated Chief Executive Officer 

(CEO) from the central civil service. All Paurashava or City Corporation employees report directly to the 

CEO, who assists the Mayor in managing the affairs of the Paurashava or City Corporation. The CEO is 

the custodian of all Paurashava or Corporation records, may exercise magisterial powers, and, in all city 

corporations except Dhaka City Corporation, makes all appointments and negotiates and signs all major 

agreements. In Dhaka City Corporation, the Mayor makes all senior level appointments and negotiates 

and signs all major contracts instead. 

The current structure of urban local government is as follows: 

● Mayor/CEO 

● Certain number of councilors, as determined by the government but with female councilors 

representing at least 1/3 of the number of male councilors  

The Asian Development Bank - ADB (2008), in recommending a US$120 million loan for improving 

infrastructure and governance in 35 Paurashavas, commented, “[u]rban governance is weak and lacks 

effective citizen participation, accountability, or financial management. Paurashavas are governed by an 

elected mayor and councilors. The mayor tends to dominate decision making on every aspect of 

Paurashava management, with little responsiveness and accountability to the public. Citizens, in 

particular the poor and women, do not have effective avenues to influence decision making.” 

The CEO of Sylhet City Corporation complained that the institutional accountability interferes with social 

accountability: “the mechanisms are in books and law, but in reality most of the time they are violated. 

The elected public representatives should be more responsible or accountable but subordinates do not 

always follow orders and colleagues interpret legal provisions differently.” Researchers at the National 

Council of Applied Reasearch (NCAER) argue that conflicting legal interpretations and duties means that 

constituents can have a hard time identifying the resources that should be available to them or the 

correct responsible parties to approach regarding their rights and ultimately undermines 

representatives’ accountability to the local population. (Goel and Paul 2010.) 

Institutional Accountability: The Local Government (City Corporation) (Amended) Act of 2011 and the 

Local Government (Paurashava) (Amended) Act of 2010 provide for extensive oversight of local 

governments by the central governments. For example, City Corporations and Paurashavas must submit 

budgets at the beginning of each fiscal year and expenditure records at the end of each fiscal year for 
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central government approval, compile an annual implementation report, comply with any requests for a 

central government inspection, and provide any other documents requested by the central government. 

Individuals are required to submit a declaration of their personal property upon their first election as a 

public representative. 

The central government reviews all reports for compliance with time limits, any account distortion, any 

damage to property, etc. and retains the ability to fire any elected body who violates the law. The mayor 

of Sylhet city corporation stated that, the extensive permissions required from the central government, 

“hamper the working process,” and, while elected public representatives should certainly be 

accountable for their actions, “the central government should not be directly involved in local 

development” but should work in a collaborative manner with local elected officials.  

ADB (2008) pointed out that this lack of meaningful autonomy is a function of an inability to mobilize 

local resources: “Paurashavas do not have the capacity to generate sufficient revenues and depend on 

budgetary transfers from the central Government of Bangladesh (the Government), which account for 

more than half of the total revenues for most Paurashavas. The collection efficiency of local taxes is very 

low. Between 2000 and 2002, only 29% of smaller Paurashavas collected more than half of their 

estimated holding tax, which is their most important own revenue source. Human resources are limited, 

with many untrained staff and vacant approved posts.” 

Social accountability: The City Corporation and Paurashava acts provide two central new reforms 

promoting public accountability: the TLCC (Thana Level Coordinating Committee) and WLCC (Ward Level 

Coordinating Committees). These were first introduced by the CTG in its 2008 Paurashava Ordinance, 

and retained in the Paurashava Act.  

In late 2008, the ADB approved a major loan based largely on the existence of these new mechanisms, 

stating: “ADB has supported the national reforms . . . Our recommendations were based on the 

experiences in governance reform under the UGIIP-1. For example, each Paurashava formed committees 

with representation of broad citizen groups under the UGIIP-1, [a previous Urban Government 

Infrastructure Improvement Project], namely the town-level coordination committee (TLCC) and ward-

level coordination committees (WLCCs). The TLCC and WLCCs are forums to discuss various issues in the 

Paurashava and ensure the participation of diverse social strata in decision making. Recognizing the 

effectiveness of TLCCs and WLCCs, the Government made committees with citizen representatives a 

statutory requirement under the new Paurashava Ordinance (2008) [which evolved into the 2009 Act], 

and they have been utilized in other projects.”  

An independent evaluation conducted by ADB (2009) of 45 Paurashavas involved in water projects 

funded by external donors found that the Mayors involved greatly appreciated the mobilization of 

people into TLCCs and WLCCs, and the evaluators judged the involvement of women and the poor in 

these projects to be successful. 

Elected officials also emphasized their “informal” contacts with the public. The mayor of Sylhet city 

corporation emphasized the close relationship of local government and the public, stating, “We who are 
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the elected public representatives can communicate with the public most closely. They share their every 

joy and sorrow with their elected representatives and the representatives try to find a solution.” 
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Recommendations and Conclusion 

Stronger democratic decentralization is necessary for greater local government accountability. Our 

study shows that the high levels of centralization in the Bangladesh government interfere with the 

government’s ability to effectively implement the accountability mechanisms that exist in Bangladesh 

law. We recommend the following steps to increase social accountability, ensuring greater voice, 

participation and inclusion of impoverished citizens in holding government to account, and to improve 

institutional accountability, reorienting the government towards rewarding performance: 

1 Development partners should foster government, media and civil society collaborations to 

implement local government accountability mechanisms. Government, development partners 

and citizens would all be best served by working together to implement the mechanisms for 

local government accountability that already exist in Bangladesh law. Among other things, 

effective implementation will require: 

a A fundamental mindset shift at all levels so that citizens are empowered and regarded 

as rights bearers and key actors for their own development. 

b Sufficient financing from the central government or development partners for 

information dissemination programs and activities to publicize and hold Ward Shava and 

participatory budgeting meetings at the UPs. 

c Support for a uniform and modern accounting system. 

2 The central government and development partners should collaborate to ensure information 

dissemination.  Educating the public and government staff regarding RTI, as well as expanding 

the use of communications technology, will directly further social accountability by educating 

citizens about their government, as well as making other accountability mechanisms more 

effective, by increasing the opportunities for citizens and representatives to interact and by 

improving citizen questions and feedback. 

3 Parliament should strengthen its oversight role and remove itself from service delivery. As 

part of the process of fully assuming its constitutional oversight role, Parliament must undertake 

the following actions: 

a Strengthen the implementation of Parliament’s oversight role, by clarifying that 

Parliament’s responsibilities (Constitution 76.2.b-c) are for overall oversight and not for 

direct programmatic implementation. 

b Strengthen Parliament’s standing committees with training and staff resources to 

provide national oversight on the implementation of local government laws. 
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c Consider and streamline the structure of the local government system to clarify 

institutional accountability structures.  For instance, are the distinctions between urban 

and rural local government meaningful?  Do both Zila and Upazila Parishads serve 

meaningful purposes? 

d Amend local government laws to provide LGUs with greater taxing power, decision-

making autonomy, staff hiring authority and local oversight over social safety nets and 

other service delivery programs. The Upazila Local Government Act granting 

government officers and members of parliament mandatory advisory roles in the UGs, 

as well as control over local development funds, must be repealed or constrained. The 

Zila Parshad Act of 2000 should be amended and elections must be held. 

e Increase budget allocations to local government units, through a transparent, rule-

based system. 

f Create a Local Government Commission to ensure that all funding for LGUs is delivered 

in a timely and transparent manner and to safeguard elected representatives from 

political victimization or other attempts to undermine their independent decision-

making processes.  

4 Social accountability should be encouraged by empowering local government to respond to 

citizens and by increasing citizens’ stake in the performance of their local government.  

Decision-making authority and financial resources continue to be centralized within the 

Bangladesh government. While local governments lack the autonomy, resources, skills or 

knowledge to address citizen concerns, citizens have no reason to attempt to hold their local 

government accountable and social accountability mechanisms suffer. The central government 

must take the following steps to bolster the local government-citizen relationship: 

a Enforce and financially support the laws establishing local government accountability 

mechanisms, specifically including:  UPs holding Ward Shavas and participatory 

budgeting, UPs and Upazillas preparing participatory Five Year Plans, proper functioning 

of TLCC and WLCC in urban areas and all LGUs maintaining standing committees such as 

health and education essential to essential community services. 

b Transfer greater autonomy and resources to local governments, including transferring 

authority over employment decisions, involving local government in development as 

well as service-delivery, ending the unconstitutional mandatory advisory role of 

parliamentarians (High Court ruling 2008) and increasing local government training to 

empower representatives and increase their familiarity with Bangladesh law. 

c Implement social safety net programmes through the UPs by enforcing the UP law, 

thereby giving citizens a way to benefit from - and a reason to care about - their local 

government. 
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5 Institutional accountability should be strengthened by encouraging each level of government 

to achieve clear and appropriate outcomes. At each level, the Bangladesh government’s 

unusually high level of centralization emphasizes hierarchical control and bureaucratic 

compliance instead of facilitating performance in service delivery mechanisms. The central 

government must take the following steps to establish outcome-focused institutional 

accountability: 

a Encourage ministries to track outcomes for all projects under their purview and to 

share the outcome data with all levels of government, thereby allowing staff and agency 

performance evaluations to be linked to the outcomes achieved. 

b Clarify that locally-elected representatives are responsible for the management of 

local affairs, as held by the Supreme Court. This clarification is necessary both to 

improve responsiveness at the local level to social accountability but also to streamline 

institutional accountability and free other levels of government to focus on their own 

outcomes. 

c Create a Local Government “Help Line” so that information on the functioning of local 

government can be more readily available to LGUs and other stakeholders. 

d Tackle corruption sector by sector, thereby strengthening institutional accountability. 

Corruption drains the economy and the morale of citizens and government.  However, 

as discussed above, corruption can be effectively tackled on a sectoral basis through 

concrete programmatic changes and social accountability mechanisms involving civil 

society and an active citizenry, such as the SMS portals developed in Indonesia and 

Philippines.. 

Conclusion: Bangladesh may have been home to the world’s first democracy and has pioneered 

democratic innovations since its independence. However, the full potential of Bangladesh’s resilience 

and creativity is currently impeded by inadequate and dysfunctional accountability mechanisms. Recent 

reforms, social innovations and modern communication technology could come together to transform 

this situation rapidly and extend true participation and voice to all citizens if the political will to do so 

existed.  
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Appendix 1: List of Stakeholders Consulted 

For the purposes of this study, the research team consulted the following stakeholders to conduct in-

depth interviews, follow-up emails, and/or phone calls: 

 

ORGANIZATIONS CONSULTED LOCATION TYPE 

Affiliated Network for Social Accountability (ANSA) Dhaka Network 

CARE Dhaka NGO 

Center for Policy Dialogue Dhaka NGO 

Democracy Watch Dhaka NGO 

HELVETAS Swiss Intercooperation Dhaka NGO 

Khan Foundation Dhaka NGO 

Njira Kori Dhaka NGO 

Power and Participation Research Centre Dhaka Think tank 

United Nations Development Programme Dhaka Country Office of 
Multilateral 

Upazila Nirbahi Officers and UP Offices Local GO 

Villiage Education Resource Center (VERC) Dhaka NGO 

World Bank Dhaka Country Office 

 
 

INDIVIDUAL 

CONSULTED 

DESIGNATION ORGANIZATION 

Ahmad, Dr. Nilufar Consultant World Bank (retired) 

Ahmed, Dr. Tofail Adviser, Local 
Government 

United Nations Development Programme 

Aminuzzaman, Dr. 
Salahuddin 

Professor Department of Public Administration, Dhaka 
University 

Arefin, Shahnaz National Coordinator SHARIQUE Project, SDC 

Haque,  Saidul Director National Institute of Local Government 
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Hussain, Prof. 
Akhter 

Professor Department of Public Administration 

University of Dhaka 

Khan, Dr. Zarina 
Rahman 

Former Professor Department of Public Administration, Dhaka 
University 

Rahman , Dr. Hossain 
Zillur 

Executive Director Power and Participation Research Center 

Sarkar, Swapan Kumar Director General Local Government Division 

Sharif, Dr. Iffath Economist World Bank 
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Appendix 2: Key Informant Interview Guide 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Hello , I am-------------------- from The Hunger Project-Bangladesh. We are conducting a study to review 

the accountability mechanisms for enhanced service delivery in Bangladesh. Our focus is on 

understanding and improving the accountability mechanisms across sectors (water supply, health, 

education, and social safety nets) prevalent in the country, thereby helping in improving the 

implementation of ongoing government programs at the local level. It’s a short-term project, to be 

completed by July 2012. 

 

QUESTIONS 

1 What do you think about current accountability mechanisms in local government? 

2 As part of our review, we found the present accountability mechanisms (show list) currently 

working at the local level. Do you feel these are the most relevant? Do you feel there are there 

any that should get particular focus for this study? 

3 Which 3 or 4 of these mechanisms do you feel are likely to be the most important for including 

those who are marginalized, and particularly for women? 

4 What you see would be required to make these mechanisms effective? Do any know of any 

individual or local government body that has utilized any of these mechanisms? If so, did they or 

fail? Can you give a brief account of those stories? 

5 Do you have any specific example(s) of any grassroots men or women who tried to use any of 

these mechanism to improve service delivery, either successful or unsuccessful? 

6 Do you believe access to mobile phones is making a difference in these mechanisms, or could 

make a difference? In what way? 

7 We have interviewed these persons (show list) and visited these organizations (show list) Can 

you suggest us any more persons or organization who might be particularly knowledgeable on 

these topic or could be helpful for this study? 

8 Is there someone on your team working directly on these issues who might be useful to talk to?  

9 We'll be producing a draft by end of June on this review project, would you like to review it? 

10 Do you have any questions or suggestions for us which we didn’t ask yet or already talk  
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Appendix 3: Focus Group Discussion (FGD) Guide 

Facilitator Name(s):  

Date and Time of FGD:  

Location of FGD  
(Ward, Union, District): 

 

Audio Recording Available (yes/no):  

Photos Available (yes/no):  

Number of FDG Participants: FEMALE:________ MALE: _________ 

Names and affiliations of elected 
persons in attendance: 

 

If possible, provide additional 
demographics about FDG Participants 
here (ages, professions, etc.): 

 

Key Messages: 

●  

●  

Items for Follow-up: 

●  

●  

 Transcript of FDG 

NOTE: Please be sure to indicate speaker by placing their initials in parenthesis – for example: 

(KR) Thank you for participating in this FGD today. 

(NH) The purpose of this discussion is to inquire about your perceptions on the effectiveness of 
Ward Shava and the accountability of local government. 
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Also, if possible, please provide direct quotes from participants. 

 

Appendix 4: Guide for Ward Shava Observation  

Name of Observer(s):  

Date:  

Union Parishad:  

Ward Number:  

Chairman:  

Name(s) of Participating Council 

Member(s): 

 

Number of Female Participants:  

Number of Male Participants:  

Villages/Paras Represented:  

Date of last Ward Shava:  

Special Committees:   

Copy of Citizen Charter:  

Main Topics Key Messages 
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