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Putting decentralisation into 
practice
By Dennys Pasipanodya

Decentralisation of responsibilities 

from central to strong sub-

national governments (SNGs) can 

be an effective way to address service 

provision, economic development 

and the involvement of citizens and 

private investors in the provision of 

common goods. Decentralisation of 

responsibilities has been shown to 

increase the level and quality of public 

services and has been seen to lead to a 

more efficient use of scarce resources. 

The debate on the merits and demerits 
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of decentralisation has been going on 

for a long time. However, a lot has been 

done to put theory into practice and PSI 

Consult has been involved in some of 

the seminal work on decentralisation 

policy studies and implementation 

in the more than twenty years of our 

existence. 

People & Systems Inclusive (PSI), our 

earlier incarnation and still operating 

as our Zimbabwean firm, were the 

lead local experts who conducted a 

PSI Consult have a new 
website
PSI Consult is delighted to announce the launch 

of our new and refreshed website. The website 

is an important tool for developing our 

business and a way to reach our clients and contacts, 

to share our experiences and lessons in the business 

of development consulting and to stay in touch with 

them on matters that are relevant and of specific 

interest. 

The launch of the website heralds a profound and 

concerted effort to reposition the company as a 

significant global player in development consulting. 

The new website provides a clean design with an 

intuitive site-wide navigation system. We have also 

improved the structure of our content so that you 

can learn more quickly about us and our work and 

you can view and download some of our tools and 

literature. The new website reflects a major facelift, 

provides improved functionality and features a host 

of other small but impactful changes that will create 

a great experience with your every visit.

When we embarked on the new design we wanted 

it to reflect a step-change in our profile and realign 

our corporate messaging to the evolving needs of 

our clients and of the market. The new website 

helps us to convey our big ideas and, even more, it 

helps visitors and users to navigate from one place 

to the next without skipping our most important 

content and messages. 

We have provided easier and quicker links to the 

resources that you may need to view such as our 

corporate profile, CVs of our key experts and other 

literature. We hope that you will be pleased with 

the new website. Otherwise please do contact us 

by email or through the provided social network 

links if you have any feedback or comments.
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A Note from the CEO
The bedrock of democratic 

institutionalisation and collective polity 

is the notion that government is there to 

provide service to its citizens which they would 

otherwise not be able to get on their own. How 

best those services are delivered, the nature 

and quality of service, how the services are 

paid for and the efficiency of delivery remains 

a subject of extensive debate and intense 

controversy. Decentralisation has been touted 

as one means of achieving participatory and 

inclusive development.

With many good examples, particularly 

emanating from developed Western economies, 

the decentralisation model has been hailed 

as the holy grail for effectively delivering 

public services including infrastructure. With 

the support of the international development 

community, various initiatives have been 

launched to promote decentralisation in Africa. 

The results of these efforts have, at best, been 

mixed with reasonable and relative successes 

being seen in some countries and abject 

failures being experienced in others.

The main challenge facing decentralisation 

implementation is one of resources. Studies have 

established that the transfer of responsibilities 

for infrastructure and service delivery to local 

governments should be accompanied by a 

parallel transfer of financial resources and the 

responsibility for sustainably generating such 

resources. This means decentralising revenue 

mobilisation including external borrowing from 

capital markets. In addition, responsibilities 

must only be transferred where sub-national 

governments have the requisite human 

capacity.  Any other approach is likely to lead to 

a state of governance paralysis, service delivery 

failure and dysfunction.

In this issue, we focus on decentralisation 

looking at some of the work that we have 

undertaken in studying fiscal decentralisation 

and sub-national government finance. We also 

look at the what decentralisation is and what 

its objectives and intended benefits are. Having 

worked on various major decentralisation 

initiatives in Zimbabwe where we studied 

fiscal decentralisation in seven sub-national 
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governments and Zambia where we supported 

the capacity building of decentralised education 

administrators, PSI Consult are uniquely placed 

to advise on policy, strategy and implementation 

of decentralisation and on the attendant 

capacity development needs.

We trust that you will enjoy reading our insights 

in this important subject. If you do, please share 

this newsletter with others in your network. As 

usual, your views and comments will be greatly 

appreciated. 

Decentralisation is a word which is 

easy for most people to get off their 

tongues but, it is a complex concept 

with different dimensions which have different 

policy implications. It is part of contemporary 

management philosophy which puts 

emphasis on bringing services to the people. 

Decentralisation was embraced by most 

developing countries in the 1980s and 1990s 

and it formed a large part of the Structural 

Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) that were led 

by the IMF and World Bank. The World Bank’s 

decentralisation thematic group defines 

decentralisation as the ‘transfer of authority 

and responsibility for public functions from the 

central government to subordinate or quasi-

independent government organisations and/

or the private sector’. There are four types of 

decentralisation which are administrative, fiscal, 

market and political decentralisation.

What does decentralisation mean?
Administrative decentralisation involves the 

transfer of some functions relating to planning, 

financing and management from the central 

government to subordinate units or quasi-

independent government organisations. 

There are three forms of administrative 

decentralisation which are deconcentration, 

delegation and devolution. Deconcentration 

shifts decision making authority and financial 

responsibility among different levels of central 

Government. The shift in decision making is from 

officials in the capital city to regions, provinces 

or districts who work under supervision of 

central Government. Delegation involves 

transfer of decision making and administration 

from central Government to semi-autonomous 

bodies such as public enterprises which can 

levy user charges, but which are ultimately 

accountable to it. Devolution involves the 

transfer of decision making, finance and 

management to local authorities and municipalities 

with clear geographic boundaries over which they 

make their decisions. 

Fiscal decentralisation involves control of revenues 

at a local level which are raised locally or transferred 

By Leonard Chitongo
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Decentralisation means devolving power to 
local authorities
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major study on fiscal decentralisation and sub-

national government finance in Zimbabwe. The 

study was a component of a six-country study 

on fiscal decentralisation which was technically 

coordinated by the National Association of Local 

Authorities in Denmark (NALAD), managed by 

the World Bank and funded by the United States 

Agency for International Development (USAID) 

and the Danish International Development Agency 

(DANIDA). In Zambia, PSI supported the Ministry 

of Education in the decentralisation of education 

administration under funding from UK’s DFID. That 

is, however, the story of another day.

The fiscal decentralisation project investigated 

decentralisation experiences in six Sub-Saharan 

countries namely, Zambia, Senegal, Ghana, 

Uganda, Swaziland and Zimbabwe. The study 

ascertained the degree to which the countries 

had realised their set objectives using specific 

decentralisation indicators. More specifically, 

the study examined the structure of local 

governments, the strategy and objectives of 

decentralisation, the experiences of fiscal 

decentralisation, infrastructure and service 

provision (ISP), the regulatory and legal framework 

for local governments and their institutional 

environment.

The long-term objective of the project was to 

strengthen the process of decentralisation within 

the Sub-Saharan African region by bringing 

local governments closer to financial markets, 

strengthening the system of ISP and establishing 

effective and stable administrative and legal 

environments. The strengthening of human 

resources capabilities was seen as an important 

part of this process. The results of this work 

provided useful new information and brought 

a greater degree of clarity and consistency to 

regional understanding of the requirements of 

decentralisation. In turn, this led to more efficient 

mobilisation of donor, public and private sector 

resources.

The Zimbabwean study covered seven sample 

local authorities - the cities of Harare and 

Kwekwe; towns of Gwanda, Rusape and Ruwa; 

and rural district councils of Gutu and Pfura. 

These local authorities represented different 

types, sizes and regional locations of SNGs in 

the country. The analysis examined the fiscal 

elements of decentralisation (e.g. revenue and 

credit possibilities), but also the institutional and 

regulatory environment for local governments 

and its interface with the financing of services 

and infrastructure. It examined a large range 

of interdependent indicators covering different 

elements of decentralisation that are assumed 

to have an impact upon effective policy 

implementation. It also looked at the type and 

number of controls operating across levels of 

government as key factors for measuring the 

level of decentralisation and the regulatory and 

institutional framework. 

Among its many findings and conclusions, the 

study observed that it was not appropriate 

to transfer all responsibility for service and 

infrastructure provision to local authorities that 

lack the necessary human resource capacity 

to carry out their functions and to manage 

their financial autonomy. The overall conclusion 

based on the seven sample SNGs was that 

local government in Zimbabwe ran on relatively 

sound and clearly regulated lines and that there 

was commitment by Government to implement 

decentralisation in such areas as health and 

education. There were, however, questions on 

the sustainability of the prevailing arrangements 

and whether the essential checks and balances 

applied were being used appropriately as there 

were examples of abuse of power at the SNG 

level while, on the other hand, SNGs were also 

prevented from making decisions in critical areas 

like tariff determination.

The findings of the study were discussed at a 

national workshop held in Kadoma and attended 

by stakeholders from all levels of government 

including mayors, town clerks, chairpersons of 

local authorities, donors and experts within the 

local government sector. Our report of this seminal 

study which is titled Fiscal decentralisation 
and sub-national government finance 
in relation to infrastructure and service 
provision in Zimbabwe can be found at                                                                         

http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNACN737.pdf. 
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The decentralisation debate in Zimbabwe 

always comes back each time the 

country moves towards elections. The 

situation is no different now as harmonised 

(national and local Government) elections are 

due sometime in mid-2018. The debate now 

seems to be focused on the extent to which 

the principle of devolution can be applied as 

it is provided for in the constitution. Recent 

pronouncements by Government point to a 

move to some form of fiscal decentralisation 

which will see provinces being allowed to come 

up with their own budgets and accounting 

for their contributions towards key economic 

indicators such as the Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP) and employment statistics.

The Government has, to a great extent, 

accepted the notion of decentralisation as part 

of the country’s development architecture. 

This has its roots in the pronouncement of 

the Prime Minister’s Directive as early as 1984 

and the adoption by Cabinet of the Thirteen 

Principles of Decentralisation in 1996. The Prime 

Minister’s Directive provided for a hierarchy 

of representative bodies at the village, ward, 

district and provincial levels (Mutizwa-Mangiza, 

1985) and development committees were set 

By Leonard Chitongo
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About PSI Consult

PSI Consult was established in Zimbabwe 
in 1997 as People & Systems Inclusive 
Limited and has since expanded to include 

companies which are incorporated in the 
United Kingdom and Uganda where we operate 
through a formal association (established by 
a Memorandum of Understanding) with the 
Uganda Agribusiness Alliance. The presence in 
these strategic geographical locations provides 
us with a unique regional reach and capability. 
Our focus is on Africa and our mission is to 

meet the advisory needs of African clients using 
predominantly African resources.

Since establishment, we have curved out a 
niche as a premier provider of consultancy 
services covering public policy analysis 
and reforms; regional integration and trade 
development; enterprise development and 
capacity building; and programme design, 
implementation and evaluation. We have 
acquired an enviable record of attainment and 
an impressive list of satisfied clients which 

includes public and private sector institutions, 
civil society organisations and international 
development agencies. 

Our services are posited on a deep 
understanding of local conditions, use of 
local and regional experts in the delivery of 
interventions and on infusing international 
expertise to share global experiences and best 
practice. 

ADDRESSES
United Kingdom: PSI Consult International 
Limited, Innovation Centre Medway, Maidstone 
Road, Chatham, Kent, ME5 9FD. Telephone: 
+44 1634 887282

Zimbabwe: People & Systems Inclusive Private 
Limited, No. 138 Cleveland Road, P.O. Amby, 
Greendale, Harare. Tel: +263 772 378194

Uganda: (Liaison office) c/o Uganda Agribusiness 
Alliance, 1st Floor, Victoria House, Bukoto P. O. 
Box 12036, Kampala. Tel: +256 703679000
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from central government. We talk about this 

form of decentralisation elsewhere in this 

newsletter. Market decentralisation moves 

the responsibility for provision of goods and 

services from the public sector to the private 

sector (private companies, community groups 

and NGOs). Market decentralisation can be 

achieved through privatisation which can range 

from outright operation of free market forces 

to some form of public-private partnerships 

(PPPs). Market decentralisation can also be 

achieved through deregulation which involves 

relaxations of legal constraints on participation 

in the provision of goods and services by the 

private sector. Political decentralisation gives 

decision making powers to citizens or their 

elected representatives making them more 

influential in policy making and implementation. 

This form of decentralisation normally requires 

constitutional and other legislative reforms 

and a political environment that encourages 

pluralism. 

The above characterisation of the different 

forms of decentralisation demonstrates the 

complexity of the concept. The distinguishing 
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features of the different forms of decentralisation 

are at times blurred. No country can be said to 

be completely centralised or decentralised but 

there is usually a mixture of both methods of 

government with the balance between the two 

largely depending on the situation obtaining in 

each country. We believe that the choice of the 

mix between centralisation and decentralisation 

should be premised on the balance that will 

best result in equitable development in each 

country, but often political expediency tends to 

override economic rationale.

up at each level. Post the Government of National 

Unity (GNU), civil society organisations and 

political parties reignited the debate on devolution 

resulting in the Constitutional Parliamentary 

Committee (COPAC) taking this view on board 

which led to the enactment of Section 264 of 

the 2013 Constitution which lays the basis for a 

devolution system to local governments.

While the debate on devolution ignited by the 

2013 constitutional provision goes on, the old 

administrative decentralisation structure is the 

one that is still in operation. Kurebwa (2015), traces 

the development of local government systems in 

Zimbabwe from the period before colonialism 

when there where chiefdoms and kingdoms. 

The arrival of the British South Africa Company 

in 1890 supplanted these traditional systems 

with English style local Government structures 

which saw the creation of Tribal Trust Lands (were 

Africans Lived) which were later to be changed 

to communal lands and urban areas which were 

reserved for whites. These structures were to be 

abolished at independence and a new democratic 

system under one local government ministry and 

providing for elected local government officials 

was put in place. 

This traditional decentralisation system in 

Zimbabwe may be tinkered with following 

the pronouncement by the Government of its 

intention to implement some measures of fiscal 

decentralisation that we mentioned earlier on. 

This may be the compromise that is required 

to give people a sense of ownership of what is 

happening in their provinces as they will be able 

to input into the provincial budgets and into the 

process of prioritising the provincial development 

needs even on projects of a national character. 

A case in point is benefits from the tourism 

sector, which is the hub of economic activities in 

Matabeleland North Province, may be much more 

pronounced by the development of an integrated 

regional tourism plan which will have both local 

and national economic benefits. The proposed 

fiscal decentralisation may also help in poverty 

alleviation as development projects will be better 

aligned to the needs of communities and local 

citizens.
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