CHAPTER 8

Decentralization in Postconflict Sierra
Leone: The Genie Is Out of the Bottle

Vivek Srivastava and Marco Larizza

hen Sierra Leone emerged from more than a
decade of conflict in 2002, it was one of the
poorest countries in the world. It faced huge

development challenges, with much of its infrastructure
having been destroyed during the war.

The areas outside Freetown had traditionally been
excluded and marginalized. In fact, the overcentralized sys-
tem of rule, which excluded the majority of the population,
was one of the key causes of the conflict. There were internal
and external pressures on the government to be more inclu-
sive to establish its legitimacy and reverse the conditions
that led the country to conflict (Truth and Reconciliation
Commission 2004; Hanlon 2005; Kieh 2005).

The reestablishment of local governments, through the
Local Government Act of 2004, was an important initiative
in this direction undertaken by the Sierra Leone People’s
Party (SLPP) government of Abdul Tejan Kabbah. The leg-
islative framework provided by the act and the associated
regulations for political, fiscal, and administrative decen-
tralization (with some exceptions) provided a robust foun-
dation for the establishment of decentralization through
devolution of key functions from the central government to
local councils. They also provided a simple and easily
understood system for intergovernmental transfers.

With financial support from donors and through the
efforts of a set of donor-supported agencies established
within government, a functioning system is now in place.
Although the process has been somewhat slower than
desired, there has been a steady devolution of functions and

finances, and local councils are now fully staffed. Each coun-
cil has a core staff of development planners, internal audi-
tors, monitoring and evaluation officers, and procurement
officers with requisite capacity for managing their service
delivery functions. Both the legislation and its implementa-
tion leave open the possibility, however, of the center dom-
inating and manipulating the subnational governments by
playing off the traditional authorities (chieftaincies) against
the local authorities through a “divide and rule” strategy
and by minimizing the autonomy of the local councils over
the control of financial and human resources.

This chapter examines the devolution of power in Sierra
Leone since the end of armed conflict. The first section
briefly reviews the history of decentralization in Sierra
Leone and discusses the incentives and motivations that
may have influenced the government’s decision to decen-
tralize in 2004. The second section highlights the key fea-
tures of fiscal, administrative, and political decentraliza-
tion by comparing the legal (de jure) provisions of the Local
Government Act with the actual (de facto) implementation
experience during the period 2004-10. The third section
summarizes the major achievements of decentralization to
date, focusing on the impact on service delivery and local
governance. Addressing the politics of decentralization, the
fourth section identifies potential threats and emerging evi-
dence that suggests that the national government may be
trying to regain control and manipulate local politics in a
way that would be optimal for the center. The last section
summarizes the main arguments and suggests politically
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feasible options available for development partners to move
the decentralization agenda forward and prevent a reversal.

THE LEAD UP TO THE ESTABLISHMENT
OF LOCAL GOVERNMENTS

Under colonial rule, the British authorities established a
strong political and administrative divide between the
Colony (Freetown and the Western Areas) and the Protec-
torate (the rest of the country, which was divided into three
provinces) (figure 8.1). The Colony was ruled by an elected
local government and a British governor representing the
monarch. The Protectorate was administered through a
system of “indirect rule” in which traditional authorities
(the chieftaincy) were appointed by the state for the collec-
tion of revenue, the maintenance of law and order, and the
resolution of local disputes.

After independence, outside of Freetown the local
administration retained many of the features of the British
colonial indirect rule system, but elected local councils also
functioned until 1972, when President Siaka Stevens abol-
ished them, moving their responsibilities to the central gov-
ernment (Fanthorpe et al. 2006). Management committees
superseded local town councils, but they focused largely on
the collection of market dues. They became grossly over-

Figure 8.1 Territorial Organization of Sierra Leone

a. Provinces and the Western Area

staffed, with employment provided as a reward for political
support, and accountability for service delivery was under-
mined. This dramatic retraction of local government, which
coincided with the period of the All People’s Congress
(APC) single-party rule, meant that traditional authorities
represented the only form of governance in the provinces.
Although chiefs became increasingly active in the collection
of revenues on behalf of the central state, they had no ser-
vice delivery or development functions.

This reliance on chiefs, who were often repressive, and
a lack of formal state structures in most of Sierra Leone
led governments to start considering decentralization as a
viable option to mitigate popular discontent. Following
multiparty elections in 1996, the new government prepared
a national document entitled the “Good Governance and
Public Sector Reform Strategy.” The document focused on
decentralization as a major instrument for reform, espe-
cially in deprived rural areas. It suggested that decentral-
ization could help rebuild service delivery and improve
quality; improve resource allocation, by moving resources
to the service delivery level; ensure greater citizen engage-
ment in the processes of government; and involve the
community in its own development by enhancing citizens’
participation in the planning and implementation of
development strategies and the setting of priorities.

b.Districts and chiefdoms
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Source: Zhou 2009.

Note: The Republic of Sierra Leone is composed of three provinces (the Northern, Southern, and Eastern Provinces) and a region known as the Western
Area, which is governed by a rural council and a city council for Freetown, the nation’s capital. The provinces are divided into 14 districts, which are divided

into chiefdoms.
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In 2004 the government embarked on a nationwide
decentralization reform program, with the official goal of
addressing some of the root causes of civil war and
improving the delivery of basic services. The decentraliza-
tion program was officially launched in 2004, when the
Parliament passed the Local Government Act and its
related statutory instruments. The process of decentraliza-
tion was designed around two major components: the re-
creation of the local councils, which had been abolished in
1972; and an attempt to re-create and re-legitimize the
institutions of the chieftaincy, which had suffered greatly
during the period of one-party rule and the civil war. The
government and its development partners viewed the
revival of subnational political institutions—which had
existed before the period of one-party rule—as a primary
strategy with which to build popular legitimacy, sustain
political stability, and reverse the massive urban/central
bias that was a feature of Sierra Leone’s postcolonial poli-
ticsand led the country into war.!

Although the efficiency gains normally associated with
decentralization may have played a role in determining
the government’s decision to decentralize, their influence
was probably of secondary importance.2 The dominant
factors in the choice of this strategy were the political and
economic interests of national politicians in the SLPP
government, who supported decentralization for two
main reasons.3

First, the SLPP was the prime victim of prewar political
economy: the dismantling of local councils went hand in
hand with the concentration of power in Freetown and the
consolidation of APC power in Sierra Leone (Reno 1995).
The SLPP decision to decentralize in 2004 may have been
part of a more general attempt to reconfigure political insti-
tutions in a way that reduced the urban/central bias and the
potential for a return to the prewar political economy,
which tended to benefit the APC more than the SLPP.

Second, the SLPP may have perceived decentralization
as a good opportunity to meet popular expectations,
enhance the government’s legitimacy, and increase politi-
cal support for the ruling party—all likely outcomes given
that a key source of popular discontent before the war was
the “local despotism” (Richards 1996) of the paramount
chiefs. The SLPP addressed that discontent by reestablish-
ing the institution of local councils, which reduced the
authority of the paramount chiefs. The SLPP president,
Ahmad Tejan Kabbah, had been a district commissioner
himself and often made public his view of local councils as
cornerstones of democratic life and citizens’ participation
in local politics.*

DECENTRALIZATION IN PRINCIPLE
AND IN PRACTICE

The Local Government Act and its statutory instruments
provided the legislative framework governing decentraliza-
tion in Sierra Leone. With some exceptions, the act laid
down a robust framework for political, fiscal, and adminis-
trative decentralization in Sierra Leone. The framers of the
document took a pragmatic approach, putting in place a
framework that included “transitional” provisions that were
acceptable in the absence of a policy on decentralization.
Policies on decentralization and chiefdom governance were
to be prepared subsequently. The act recognized the need
for change and identified the period up to 2008 as the first
phase of the arrangements for fiscal decentralization.

An important area on which the act did not bring closure
is the relationship between the local councils and the chief-
taincy. Although by law the chiefdoms are subordinate to
the local councils, chiefs have not accepted this hierarchy,
and ambiguity on the part of the national government per-
sists. In particular, the issue of the revenue domain was not
satisfactorily resolved with respect to the local tax. Under
existing law, the tax rate and the share of the local tax (“pre-
cept”) to be paid to the council are to be determined by the
councils. The Chiefdom Councils are required to collect
this tax, presumably on behalf of the local councils, and to
hand over the precept to the local councils.> Moreover, the
identification of the chiefdoms as a lower unit of adminis-
tration and of local councils as the highest political author-
ity at the local level is not acceptable to the chiefs, creating
continuing tensions between the two institutions. The vari-
ous laws governing the chieftaincy have not been repealed.
The delay in addressing this issue leaves open the possibility
of manipulation by the national government to pursue a
“divide and rule” strategy (Robinson 2010; Acemoglou,
Robinson, and Verdier 2004), thereby keeping the local
councils weaker than they could be.

Several other laws are inconsistent with the Local Gov-
ernment Act 2004 or duplicate its provisions. Four laws in
particular place more control in the hands of the ministries
of education, health, and energy and power than envisaged
in the Local Government Act 2004.5

Political decentralization

The Local Government Act of 2004 identifies local councils
as the highest political authority in their jurisdiction. The
legislation sets out a detailed political framework covering
the election and composition of councils; the qualifications
of councilors; procedures for the election of mayors (urban)
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and chairpersons (rural); powers to make and execute
bylaws; the role and responsibilities of ward committees;
and provision for citizen participation, transparency, and
accountability. The act also recognizes the laws and regula-
tions governing the chieftaincy and chiefdom administra-
tion, which were not repealed. Chiefdoms are identified
as the lowest unit of administration. The Local Government
Act provides paramount chiefs representation in councils
and membership in the ward committees.

Local elections in 2004 and 2008 were successfully
completed, and transitions were peaceful. Elections were
fairly competitive. In 2004, 1,112 total candidates regis-
tered with the National Electoral Commission for the 394
constituencies. In 84 constituencies (21 percent), coun-
cilors were elected unopposed. Elections in urban areas
were more competitive than in rural areas, and the elections
were more competitive in 2008 than in 2004, with the num-
ber of uncontested wards dropping from 84 to 38 (less than
10 percent of all constituencies). There was a significant
turnover of councilors between the two elections, creating a
new class of local politicians, perceived by the population as
“the young generation of leaders on the political scene”
(Zhou 2009, 105). These trends suggest that channels of
political accountability are taking root at the local level, with
citizens willing to reward or punish politicians based on
their performance.

Fiscal decentralization

The Local Government Act provides a framework for fiscal
decentralization for a first phase (2004-08).” With the
exception of the point regarding local taxes noted earlier, it
clearly lays down the revenue domain of the local councils.
Three sources of financing exist for local governments in
Sierra Leone: central government transfers for devolved
functions and administrative expenses; local councils’
own revenues from taxes, fees, licenses royalties, mining
revenues, and other sources; and loans and grants from
other sources.® The act recognizes that in the short term,
own revenues are unlikely to finance the functions
devolved to the subnational level. It therefore provides for
a “first-generation” system of intergovernmental transfers
to fill the gap.®

The act provides for tied grants to the local councils to
carry out the functions devolved to them and to meet their
administrative costs. The law separates the grant arrange-
ments for a first phase (2004-08) from those for the period
after 2008. The description of the goals and bases for grants
is different for the two periods. For the period up to 2008,

the grant for each devolved function wasto be sufficient to
provide the service at the standard at which it was provided
before devolution. The act did not provide a rule or for-
mula for determining the vertical pool of resources to be
devolved; in practice, each sector allocation was deter-
mined through negotiations with the line ministry, inter-
mediated by the Local Government Finance Department
(LGFD).10 Allocation across councils was to be determined
on the principal of “equity.” Equity was not defined in the
law but, in practice, transparent formulas based on popula-
tion and existing infrastructure were devised and are being
used for the horizontal allocation of grants for devolved
functions. Additional administrative grants were provided
based on expenditure needs and fiscal capacity and indexed
to inflation.1

For the period after 2008, the law indicates that the vol-
ume of grants should allow councils to provide devolved
services “at an appropriate standard” and that the annual
changes must grow at least as fast as the total budgetary
appropriation made to government ministries. For all
grants for devolved functions, parliament retains the
authority to specify the functions on which these tied grants
must be spent. Horizontal distribution is expected to
depend on the expenditure needs and revenue-raising
capacity of local councils (the specific relationships are not
articulated).

Transfers are significantly tied not only to sectors but to
specific activities and programs, making for a large number
of separate grants. Although the formulas for the horizon-
tal allocation of grants are transparent, there is scope for
simplification and improvement. The design of a “second-
generation” grant system has been delayed and is currently
ongoing.

Budgeted transfers to local councils increased from Le
19 billion in 2005 to Le 34 billion in 2009, an increase of
44 percent (figure 8.2). With the exception of 2007
(a national election year), actual transfers increased during
the same period by 150 percent, reflecting the fact that
the ratio of actual to budgeted transfers rose from about
70 percent in 2005 to about 98 percent in 2009. The provi-
sional figures for 2010 indicate that the budgeted amount
for 2010 was more than 50 percent higher than for 2009
and that the actual transfers were higher than the budgeted
amounts. This is a remarkable achievement for a country
with a history of centralization. Transfers as a share of cen-
tral government’s nonsalary, noninterest expenditures also
increased, from 4.9 percent in 2005 to 11.9 percent in 2009
On average, however, actual transfers remain low, and local
councils are still underfunded relative to the functions that
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Figure 8.2 Budgeted and Actual Transfers to Local
Councils, 2005-2010
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have been devolved to them. Given these circumstances, the
move to a more rational “second generation” of grants is
long overdue.

Not surprisingly, revenue generation by the local coun-
cils continues to be weak, with local councils on average
able to finance only about 25-30 percent of their expendi-
tures from their own revenues (Searle 2009). Local taxes
and property taxes are the sources of revenues for the local
councils. The main sources of nontax revenues are market
dues, business registrations, license fees, and mining royal-
ties (in selected councils).

Local council revenues as a percentage of total revenues
indicate that limited and uneven improvements have taken
place over time (figure 8.3). This trend is slightly more pos-
itive if one considers revenues in absolute terms: in 2008 the
local councils collected Le 8.3 billion, a substantial increase
over the Le 4.7 billion collected in 2005. Revenues in 2009
were Le 16.2 hillion, an increase of 95 percent over 2008.12
There was a further increase of about 10 percent between
2009 and 2010 although the share of own revenues in total
revenues fell due to the significant increase in the total vol-
ume of transfers.

Administrative decentralization

The statutory instrument accompanying the Local Govern-
ment Act 2004 provided a detailed framework and timetable
for devolving functions housed in 17 ministries, depart-
ments, and agencies to the local councils. The functions that
were to be devolved between 2005 and 2008 included pri-
mary and mid-secondary education, primary and secondary
health facilities, feeder roads, agriculture, rural water, solid

Figure 8.3 Local Council Own Revenues as Share of
Total Revenues, 2005-2010
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waste management, youth and sport activities, and some
fire and social welfare functions. Central ministries and
agencies retain responsibility for strategic planning, setting
of standards, quality control, and monitoring, as well as
procurement of certain priority commodities, such as text-
books and drugs. Central government also retains adminis-
trative control over staff responsible for performing
devolved functions.

The devolution of functions has been slower than
expected, with varying degrees of responsiveness. Although
the act envisioned completion of the transfer of authority
by 2008, by mid-2010 only 46 of 80 functions had been for-
mally devolved to local councils (Decentralization Secre-
tariat 2010). Important areas such as the devolution of
feeder roads remain politically contentious.

Each local council has a political head (mayor and deputy)
and administrative head (chief administrator) (figure 8.4).
The chief administrator is responsible for management and
all administrative and technical matters. In addition, each of
the local councils now has its complement of core technical
staff under the supervision of the chief administrator. How-
ever, staff for devolved functions continue to remain under
the administrative control of the central ministries, depart-
ments, and agencies. Under the new decentralization policy
(Government of Sierra Leone 2010a), staff for devolved
functions are to be fully devolved to the local councils by
2016. In the interim, it is proposed that administrative con-
trol of local councils over such staff will be enhanced
through “letters of deployment.”

MAJOR ACHIEVEMENTS OF
DECENTRALIZATION

Sierra Leone’s success in reestablishing local government in
a fragile postconflict environment is notable. Despite some
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Figure 8.4 Intergovernmental Relationships under Decentralization
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Note: The shaded boxes identify central government institutions and deconcentrated units (provinces, district officers). The dashed box identifies the key
actors of decentralized administration. The solid arrows indicate a clear relationship of authority across levels of government. The dotted arrows denote
the lack of clarity in defining relationships between government institutions, including the recently re-introduced district officers and local councils; local
councils and chiefdoms; and local councils and local staff, who are formally accountable to the local councils but appointed by the central administration.
The hollow downward-slanting arrow indicates the flows of resources from the central government to local councils (resources come from capacity sup-
port from the Ministry of Local Governance and grants from the Ministry of Finance). The hollow upward-slanting arrow indicates the flows of resources
(share of local taxes) from chiefdoms to local councils. Historically, there were 149 chiefdoms established under the Chiefdoms Councils Ordinance 1938
(and subsequent amendments). A local council thus has more than one chiefdom within its jurisdictions.

of the shortcomings outlined above, decentralization is
now well established, arguably more strongly on the politi-
cal dimension than on the others. Two council elections
have been completed; all local councils have the core staff
to carry out planning, budgeting, accounting, and procure-
ment functions; a system of intergovernmental transfers is
in place; and, although there is scope for improvement,

local governments are able to work with centrally managed
frontline staff to manage service delivery in the areas
devolved to them. The pace at which local councils assumed
full identity as democratic, effective, and legitimate political
actors and institutionally oriented themselves to discharg-
ing devolved functions has been a notable feature of the
decentralization process.
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Service delivery

With all councils decentralizing at the same time, it is dif-
ficult to rigorously establish the extent to which improve-
ment in services is a result of decentralization.’® That
said, on average the quality of services did not decline,
and in some cases there have been significant improve-
ments, according to data from a series of national public
service and sector (health and education) surveys carried
out by the evaluation unit of the Institutional Reform and
Capacity Building Project Evaluation Unit (IRCBP)
together with the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab
(table 8.1).14

Communities far from Freetown but close to a district
capital saw the biggest improvements in services, even
holding constant the remoteness of these communities. A
reduction in “distance from power”—a direct byproduct of
decentralization—thus appears to have had a positive
impact on service delivery.

These improvements are remarkable if one considers the
short time since the launch of decentralization and the fact
that local government performance continues to be con-
strained by several factors, including the incomplete devo-
lution of functions and line staff, the relatively small size
and tied nature of the transfers, and the unresolved ten-
sions between local councils and the traditional authorities.

Health. Health is the sector that has progressed furthest
on devolution, with about $3 million, just less than one
quarter of the national health budget, budgeted to grants to
local councils as early as 2006. Accessto and quality of
health services have improved dramatically since 2005,
with most of the gains taking place between 2005 and 2006.
Clinic infrastructures, availability of drugs, and numbers of
staff have all improved, with the result that public satisfac-
tion with health services improved from 81.0 percent to

90.6 percent (see table 8.1). Between 2006 and 2008 the
largest gains were in the number of staff, particularly sen-
ior staff. Although progress is being made in filling vacant
positions, the percentage of clinics open fell between 2006
and 2008, from 88 percent in 2006 to 82 percent. Also, the
percentage of clinics receiving supervision by Ministry of
Health and local council members declined after 2005.
Despite decentralization, local councilors in particular do
not appear to be taking a strong supervisory role, with only
one in four clinics receiving a visit from a councilor in the
year preceding the survey. These trends suggest that more
effective supervision by the local councils and ministry
staff, rather than more hiring, should be the main focus
moving forward.

Education. Education has seen less devolution than other
sectors. Because only one detailed survey of school quality
has been undertaken by the IRCBP, it is harder to assess
gains in education. Household surveys show that more
rural Sierra Leoneans are within reach of a primary school
than they were in 2005. The percentage of households with
access to a school within 30 minutes’ walking distance
increased from 68.3 percent in 2005 to 74.3 percent in 2008
(see table 8.1). Overall public satisfaction with primary
schools has improved. Informal school fees remain high,
however, a key reason why children are not in school.
Although only 3 percent of schools were reported to be
closed, teacher absenteeism was estimated at 22 percent in
2005, highlighting the lack of adequate supervision.

Agriculture. Access to drying floor and storage space
improved sharply between 2005 and 2007, although most
households still lack access. Only 18 percent of households
had contact with an extension worker in 2007, down from
23 percent in 2005. Nearly half of farmers sell their produce

Table 8.1 Quality of Service Delivery Reported in Household Surveys, Selected Years

(percent of respondents)

Serviceindicator

Access to school within 30-minute walking distance
Satisfaction with primary schools

Satisfaction with health clinic

Spoke to an extension worker in past year

Access to sufficient storage space (farming households only)
Drivable road within 30-minute walking distance

Market area within 60 minutes

Water source within 15 minutes

2005 2007 2008
68.3 73.9 74.3
87.7 94.4 90.3
81.0 90.9 90.6
23.0 17.8 9.0

8.4 11.8 14.3
67.1 73.2 77.5
319 45.8 50.9
61.0 734 80.9

Source: IRCBP 2010.
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to traders who come to the village, a third sell at the market
themselves, and the rest sell to a trader at market.

Other sectors. Although the Local Government Act was
supposed to devolve responsibility for the rehabilitation
and maintenance of roads to local councils, devolution has
not yet taken place, and no money has been transferred
from the central government to the local councils for this
function. Resistance by the powerful Sierra Leone Roads
Authority is the main reason for this delay.®

No central government agency is responsible for mar-
kets, another area in which local councils do not yet receive
transfers. Local councils have, however, spent a significant
share of their discretionary funding on roads and markets,
which are perceived as key means to increasing the effi-
ciency of the agriculture sector.

Access to markets in rural areas remains weak, with
half of the rural population having to travel more than an
hour to reach a market. As indicated in table 8.1, however,
there have been significant and steady improvements: in
2005 only 32 percent of rural respondents had a market
less than 60 minutes away. In 2008 this figure increased to
51 percent. Road access also improved, but the percentage
of respondents having access to regular public transport
declined between 2005 and 2008. Access to water and
water sources saw significant improvements: in 2008
about 81 percent of respondents had access to a water
source within 15 minutes, a sharp increase from the 2005
baseline (61 percent).

Local governance

A central argument in support of decentralization is that it
brings government closer to the people. By expanding the
political space, decentralization is expected to allow greater
government accountability and citizen participation to pub-
lic affairs, hence strengthening state legitimacy (Bardhan
and Mookherjee 2006).

In Sierra Leone national elections tend to become “win-
ner takes all” games focused on region-based ethnic identi-
ties. The role of ethnicity is likely to be less relevant at the
local level, where voters are more likely to share a common
ethnic background. Decentralization may provide citizens
with greater opportunities to monitor the performance of
local authorities on service delivery and hold them account-
able through elections. The experience of Sierra Leone sug-
gests that decentralization is indeed contributing to better
local governance by providing greater scope for citizens’ par-
ticipation and engagement with local authorities, especially

in rural communities and areas without transport or
telecommunications (IRCBP 2010).

Accountability and participation. Provisions of the
Local Government Act stipulate that councilors must
declare their assets and councils must maintain an inven-
tory of assets, print receipts, and maintain other accounting
documents. Notice boards are also to be maintained in
wards and at the council displaying financial information
and strategic documents, such as development plans and
procurement contracts, to enhance accountability and
information sharing with the community. To ensure greater
accountability and support a participatory approach to the
decision-making process, ward committee members partic-
ipate in council meetings and review the council’s develop-
ment plan. It is the responsibility of the ward committee to
prioritize the community’s development needs, which are
then finalized and passed at the council meeting.

Evidence suggests that local communities are becoming
increasingly active in demanding services and holding local
authorities accountable, looking at local elections as a means
to achieve the promise of development.1® Participation in
local elections remains moderately high—albeit lower than
in national elections—with civic activism tending to be
higher in remote areas than in urban areas.!’

Marginalized groups, such as women and ethnic
minorities, have been the largest beneficiaries of the new
space for political participation. In 2004 women occupied
about 13 percent of council seats in council elections; in
2008 this share increased to 18 percent, more than three
times the 5 percent share of seats that women have in the
national Parliament (IRCBP 2010). In 2004 and 2008 repre-
sentatives from minority ethnic groups such as the Kono,
Loko, and Sherbro, were elected to local councils (Zhou
2009)—a remarkable achievement given Sierra Leone’s his-
tory. Decentralization has thus made significant contribu-
tions to promoting prospects of political stability by allowing
greater participation and power-sharing dynamics.

Performance of local councils. In 2006 the Decen-
tralization Secretariat, supported by the IRCBP, designed
a Comprehensive Local Government Performance Assess-
ment System (CLoGPAS) tool to serve as a sustainable
local council management accountability mechanism for
the local councils.’® The first assessment was carried out
in June 2006. A follow-up assessment was conducted in
early 2008. The results show that performance of local
councils is improving in several development and man-
agement functions.
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Figure 8.5 Number of Local Councils Meeting Minimum
Conditions, 2006 and 2008

@ 2006 [@2008

Source: Decentralization Secretariat 2007, 2009.

Figure 8.5 shows the number of councils that fully met
the seven “minimum conditions” of the CLoGPAS.1° It
indicates that the number of local councils that met the
minimum conditions rose between 2006 and 2008 in all but
two areas (transparency and, to a lesser extent, functional
capacity). Local councils hold regular meetings and pro-
duce minutes, citizens participate in meetings, participa-
tory development planning has taken root (although there
is scope for improving its quality), accounts are completed
on time, and regularly audited and financial information is
disclosed. These promising trends have been confirmed by
the latest (draft) report on public expenditure and financial
accountability (Government of Sierra Leone 2010b), which
assesses the performance of central and subnational gov-
ernment authorities across various dimensions of public
financial management.2? According to the report, in 2010
local councils received the highest scores on key dimen-
sions of budget execution (namely, competition, value for
money, and controls in procurement) and accounting prac-
tices (namely, timeliness and regularity of accounts recon-
ciliation), scoring higher on these dimensions than the
national government. This performance is remarkable in
view of the fact that local councils were established as
recently as 2004.

Citizens’ trust in public institutions. Results from
National Public Services surveys indicate that public confi-
dence in local councilors has increased over time, with local

councils making the largest gains among political institu-
tions between 2007 and 2008 (table 8.2). Together with chief-
dom officials, local (political) authorities are more trusted
by citizens than national government officials. These
trends are encouraging, although some of the findings may
partly reflect a temporary boost from the publicity sur-
rounding the July 2008 local council elections. This line of
argument seemsto be (indirectly) confirmed by the findings
of the 2008 National Public Services survey that trust in local
councils is higher among citizens who are more actively
engaged with local politics.

THREATS AND CHALLENGES

Six years after the decentralization initiative was launched, it
has arguably taken firm root, leading several observers to
suggest that it would be very hard to reverse the process and
concentrate power in Freetown again. Thus, from a
Freetown-centric perspective, decentralization is a “genie”
that is out of the bottle. Recent developments, however,
suggest that pressures might be building to weaken decen-
tralization, casting some doubt on the central government’s
intentions to unequivocally move the agenda forward.
Ironically, this apparent weakening may well be a result of
the successes of the initiative. Rather than empowering
local councils further, national elites seem to be following a
strategy of “divide and rule,” preventing local councils from
becoming strong enough to seriously challenge the political
hegemony of the center.

Stance of the national government

Tensions between the local councils and the chieftaincy
result largely from a lack of clarity about their respective
domains (Fanthorpe 2005; Sawyer 2008). It is difficult to
judge whether this situation is intentional or reflects simple

Table 8.2 Citizens’ Trust in Public Institutions,
2007 and 2008
(percent of respondents)

Type of official 2007 2008
Justice sector
Police 36 38
Local court 41 45
Maygistrate court 34 37
Political authorities
Central government 42 44
Chiefdom 47 51
Local council 33 49

Source: IRCBP 2010.
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delays in decision making, although some evidence suggests
that it is intentional. A national decentralization policy has
recently been drafted, but a critical companion piece—the
policy on chiefdom governance—has not been prepared.
The Chieftaincy Act of 2009 codifies and adds to customary
law on the election and removal of chiefs. With the enact-
ment of this law, any reforms aimed at the democratization
of the chieftaincy are unlikely, at least in the medium term.
Under the law, the central executive has effective leverage
over the chieftaincy, because it plays an important role in
the election and removal of paramount chiefs. The ministry
responsible for local government has traditionally dealt with
the chiefs and even today is much more comfortable with
this function than with its new role with respect to the local
councils.?! These links are important for the national elec-
tions because, by some estimates, the chiefs are able to influ-
ence 10-20 percent of voters in their jurisdictions.

In 2009, contrary to the provisions of the Local Govern-
ment Act 2004, the minister for local government advised the
chiefs not to share local tax revenues with the local councils.
Since then, also contrary to the provisions of the law, the
ministry has played a role in determining the amount of the
local tax precept, establishing a range of 0-20 percent for
different classes of chiefdoms. Until 2008 most chiefs were
paying a precept of 60 percent. This ministry action will
undermine the fiscal autonomy of the local councils.

The National Decentralization Policy approved by the
cabinet in September 2010 provides strong support to the
hypothesis of a containment strategy by the center to limit
political power of local governments. According to the pol-
icy, “Local councils shall continue to exist as the highest
development and service delivery authority” (Government
of Sierra Leone 2010a). This policy is inconsistent with the
Local Government Act (2004), which defines local councils
as the highest political authority at the local level. The pol-
icy also reintroduces the position of district officers.

In June 2010 the APC government decided to reintro-
duce the post of district officers, who traditionally repre-
sented the national government in the districts and
provided the links with the chieftaincy. The official explana-
tion is that there is a need to establish a stronger channel of
communication between the national government and the
chiefs. Representatives from the SLPP opposition and civil
society groups, however, have articulated the concern that
the district officers—acting as representatives of the central
government at the local level—will try to influence decision
making by the local councils, which may further reduce the
councils’ financial autonomy and increase the control of the
ruling party as the 2012 elections draw closer. Several

senior government functionaries have remarked that the
local councils—whose key function is development—were
becoming political. Although these actions by the central
government may be a response to real political change
engendered by decentralization, they represent a potential
threat to the autonomy of the local councils and, more
generally, to prospects for further strengthening decen-
tralization in Sierra Leone. The incentives of members of
parliament (MPs) are aligned with those of the central
executive. The national election of 2002 was based on
proportional representation and the MPs did not have
geographical constituencies. With the change in 2007,
MPs represent single-member constituencies and now see
the local councils as competitors.

Champions of change

The Decentralization Secretariat (Dec Sec) and the Local
Government Finance Department (LGFD) have played crit-
ical roles in implementation and have been strong advocates
for decentralization. Both are extragovernmental agencies
created under the Institutional Reform and Capacity
Building Project financed by the International Development
Association (IDA) and a multidonor trust fund financed by
the European Commission and the U.K. Department for
International Development. Although, in principle the Dec
Sec is an arm of the Ministry of Local Government and Rural
Development and the LGFD is a unit in the Ministry of
Finance and the secretariat to the Local Government Finance
Committee (LGFC), all of the staff and expenses associated
with these agencies are currently financed by the IRCBP.%2
With the project due to close soon, it is not entirely clear
how and how well their functions will be integrated into
government. Without the mainstreaming of these functions,
the future of decentralization in Sierra Leone will be in jeop-
ardy. If progress on this issue of mainstreaming continues to
be slow, donors will need to make a judgment fairly soon
about whether the government is genuinely handicapped by
financial and capacity constraints or whether this lack of
progress reflects apathy toward the decentralization agenda.

Dependence on national government

The local councils are highly dependent on grants from the
national government. Although the volume of these grants
has increased over time and a larger proportion of budgeted
amounts are now being transferred, the lack of financial
autonomy leaves the local councils very vulnerable to the
whims of the national government. The lack of control over
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frontline staff weakens the ability of the local councils to
influence the quality of services. Both of these risks are exac-
erbated by the fact that the national government appears to
want to keep the local councils weak.

LESSONS LEARNED AND CONCLUDING
REMARKS

Decentralization has had a significant positive impact on the
political landscape in Sierra Leone. The sharing of political
power beyond Freetown is unprecedented; on this dimen-
sion alone, the initiative can be viewed as a major success.

There is scope for improving the capability of local coun-
cils to deliver on development outcomes. The volume of
resources available to the local councils remains small, and
the relatively low level of own revenues and dependence on
central grants undermines accountability, limits auton-
omy, and makes the local councils vulnerable to manipu-
lation by the center.

Functioning and effective local governments provide a
viable and promising alternative to the persistent patrimo-
nial nature of Sierra Leone’s national politics for a shift
toward public goods and better service delivery to the
poor.23 In particular, the local councils are in a position to
contribute to the improvement of servicesand the provi-
sion of public goods in the social sectors and in those
aspects of infrastructure (water and sanitation, feeder
roads, off-grid power) that can efficiently be provided at
the subnational level.

Although it is unlikely that any government will openly
seek to recentralize power in Freetown, as the APC led by
Siaka Stevens did in 1972, there are risks that the center will
try to undermine the emerging political power at the sub-
national level. The reintroduction of the district officers
and the downgrading of the political status of the local
councils provide some evidence of a new containment strat-
egy designed to protect the interests of the national elites.
These efforts by the national government to undermine the
autonomy and strength of local councils may be the ulti-
mate outcome of an effective decentralization process—the
“paradox of success”—implicitly suggesting that local gov-
ernments are indeed emerging as important players in the
political and development landscape of Sierra Leone. The
risks associated with the containment strategy of the center
suggests that donors and civil society groups will need to
play an important role, however, if decentralization is to suc-
ceed and central government efforts to undermine it are to
be neutralized. Continuing engagement by donors and key
national stakeholders is crucial to support decentralization

and help local authorities in their ongoing efforts to meet
citizens’ demands and perform the functions devolved to
them. Donors have played an important role so far. The
main instrument has been the IRCBP, which, through the
Dec Sec and LGFD, has supported the establishment of a
simple but robust intergovernmental grant system; made
resources available for small capital works; and, probably
most important, supported the development of capacity in
the local councils to enable them to perform their core
functions and become established as credible governments.
On some dimensions, such as procurement, capacity is
rated to be better at the subnational level than at the
national level. Continuing support for strengthening ser-
vice provision at the local level and enhancing the resources
and autonomy of the local councils is being provided
through the $20 million IDA-financed Decentralized Ser-
vices Delivery Project (DSDP). This second-generation
project—which tilts the balance toward significantly aug-
menting the grants provided by the central government
while providing support for a “maintenance” level of capac-
ity development—is expected to attract additional donor
contributions. An increasing allocation of donor resources
to the subnational level through well-designed projects will
strengthen both the autonomy and the capacity of local
councils and help mitigate countervailing pressures from
the national government. In the authors’ view, there is a
continuing need for building technical capacity beyond
what was originally envisaged in the DSDP and, more
important, for dialogue and advocacy.

These donor initiatives will need to be complemented
with additional reform efforts to improve the prospects of
decentralization and create the conditions for a greater
impact on service delivery:

A second-generation system of grants needs to be
designed and implemented as soon as possible to
enhance predictability and autonomy and provide incen-
tives for efficiency. The divisible grant pool needs to be
determined based on a set of well-understood forward-
looking criteria, the allocation across councils should be
based on an agreed philosophy for equalization, and
grants need to be gradually untied to provide greater dis-
cretion to the local councils.

Local councils need to be gradually provided with greater
administrative control over frontline staff associated
with service delivery. As noted, the provisions of the new
national decentralization policy identify a vision for
2016, when comprehensive devolution of staff to the
local councils should have taken place and interim
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arrangements made during which authority is gradually
handed over to the local councils. While this is, in prin-
ciple, a sensible approach the transfer of responsibility to
local councils will have to be carefully balanced with
local council capacity to undertake this responsibility.
Issues concerning the functions and jurisdictions of sub-
national institutions need to be resolved to ensure that
local councils and paramount chiefs work better
together.24 This strategy would enable subnational polit-
ical actors to present a more united front, which would
be effective in strengthening the decentralization process
while mitigating the risk of manipulation from the cen-
ter. The national government needs to take the lead in
clarifying functions and jurisdictions.

Across all devolved functions, improved supervision and
monitoring of service delivery by local councils and cen-
tral ministries is needed to ensure that implementation
meets required standards.

As more resources become available at the subnational
level, the risk of rent-seeking behavior and corruption
will increase. Close watch will need to be kept to contain
opportunities for corruption and elite capture; additional
resources and autonomy will have to be complemented
with robust accountability arrangements involving the
ward committees and citizens’ participation.

Key country stakeholders and donors took advantage of
the window of opportunity that became available after 2002
by supporting the enactment and implementation of the
Local Government Act. They did so knowing that it was not
a perfect document and that several loose ends needed to be
resolved. Their actions helped to establish a system that is
reasonably robust and to create a new class of subnational
actors that is gaining central prominence in shaping new
political and economic dynamics. The genie is now out of
the bottle. The question is whether it will be able to work its
magic or whether it will be “contained” by the center.
Donors, together with civil society and other stakeholders,
will have to play a critical role in maintaining momentum
along the trajectory that has been established, including
advocacy initiatives and continuous policy dialogue with
the government. Any letup in effort at this stage could jeop-
ardize the initiative and compromise the remarkable
progress achieved since 2004.

NOTES

1. This massive bias not only created large socially unde-
sirable biases in resource allocation, it also led to political

instability, by raising the stakes of politics, making the cen-
ter attractive to capture in a zero-sum game.

2. The standard arguments about the benefits of decen-
tralization focus on the efficiency of service delivery. The
basic idea is that by bringing representatives closer to the
people, decentralization leads to socially more desirable
service provision, because local politicians are more
accountable and because they have better information
about people’s preferences and what needs to be done.
Arguments that link decentralization to better service deliv-
ery may be particularly compelling in situations in which
there are important ethnoregional divisions in a society,
making it difficult to reach agreement about which policies
to adopt or public goods to supply (Robinson 2010; see also
Bardhan 2002 and Eaton, Kaiser, and Smoke 2010 for a
review of this argument).

3. An additional factor that may have driven the SLPP to
decentralize can be found in the use of decentralization as
an electoral strategy to ensure political survival at the
local level in the event of a loss of power at the national
elections. Although theoretically plausible and historically
relevant in other contexts (O’Neill 2003), this kind of
electoral incentive was hardly a dominant factor in Sierra
Leone. Historical evidence suggests that at the time decen-
tralization was launched (2004), the SLPP was confident
of remaining in power and that it remained confident of
doing so until early 2007, when the sudden realization of
possible electoral loss prompted uncoordinated and inef-
fective actions (see Kandeh 2008 for an excellent analysis of
the 2007 elections).

4. At the launch of the Local Government Reform and
Decentralization Programme, on February 20, 2004, Presi-
dent Kabbah remarked, “People have the right to elect the
leaders, men or women, who are supposed to serve them at
the national level, in Parliament. They also have the right to
choose those who should serve them at the district and
other local levels. This, in my view, is what the principle of
democratic decentralization is all about. It should and must
remain a cornerstone of the process of nation-building in
the country.”

5. The Local Taxes Act of 1975 identified the “local” tax as
a tax to be collected by the “local authority” and paid into
the Consolidate Revenue Fund/Accountant General. Under
this act the rate of the tax was to be determined by the min-
ister for internal affairs. Under this formulation, the local
tax is collected by the “local authority” on behalf of the
national government. Section 45 (4) of the Local Govern-
ment Act 2004 made the “precept” payable to the local coun-
cils but did not make any reference to the Local Taxes Act
1975, which is still on the statute books.

6. The laws are the Education Act, the Hospitals Board Act,
the SALWACO Act, and the Local Tax Act.
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7. See Fox 2009 and Searle 2009 for detailed discussions of
fiscal decentralization in theory and practice.

8. Under section 65 of the Local Government Act 2004 and

section 17 of the Public Debt Management Bill 2010
(gazetted but not enacted at the time of writing), local gov-
ernments can borrow domestically up to limits agreed with
the Minister of Finance. This borrowing need not be guar-
anteed by the central government. So far, local governments
have not used this option as a source of financing and local
government debt is not currently a problem.

9. We refer to the grant arrangements envisaged under the
Local Government Act 2004 for the period 2004-2008 as the
“first generation” system of intergovernmental transfers.
The design of a “second generation” system is ongoing and
has not been completed.

10. The LGFD is a unit in the Ministry of Finance that per-
forms the secretariat functions for the Local Government
Finance Committee (LGFC), the entity that determines the
volume and distribution of grants under the law.

11. In practice the administrative grants are in two parts.
The first part covers the sitting fee and transport allowances
of councilors and is based on the number of councilors. The
second part finances their general administrative expenses;
it is positively related to expenditure needs for undertaking
revenue collection and administering devolved functions
and negatively related to fiscal capacity.

12. Several factors (beyond decentralization) may have
driven the positive results in 2009; considered alone, this
sharp improvement is not sufficient to establish a trend.

13. For example, the fact that satisfaction with health
improved more sharply than satisfaction with education
does not necessarily reflect the fact that health decentralized
earlier than education. It may be that health decentralized
more rapidly than education because there was greater
capacity in the Ministry of Health and that satisfaction with
health improved more because of that capacity.

14. The National Public Services survey was administered
three times between 2005 and 2008. The quality of services
at health clinics was surveyed three times, and a baseline for
education quality was created in 2005. The surveys include
large, nationally representative samples of households, clin-
ics, and primary schools; the data collected can be com-
pared over time.

15. The Sierra Leone Roads Authority is a powerful inde-
pendent statutory body established in 1993 responsible for
policy formulation and implementation in the roads sector.

16. A household survey by GoBifo (Sierra Leone’s
community-driven development project) and the IRCBP in
2009 in the Bonthe and Bombali districts asked respondents
their main reasons for voting. It found that in national elec-
tions, voters ranked political party as the most important

and development second; for local elections the promise of
development was the priority (Zhou 2009).

17. According to the latest National Public Services survey
data, respondents were significantly more likely to report
voting in national (87 percent) than local council (77 per-
cent) elections. Official electoral data show substantially
lower participation rates in local elections, indicating a
decrease from 55 percent in 2004 to 39 percent in 2008.

18. The design and implementation of CLoGPAS involves
the setting up of a multidisciplinary task team comprising
technical staff of IRCBP and the Ministry of Internal Affairs,
Local Government and Rural Development.

19. The minimum conditions deal with aspects of local
council management accountability and examine func-
tional capacities of the local councils in terms of their
preparedness to take over devolved functions and deliver
services at acceptable standards. They also assess/review the
compliance of local councils with existing laws and regula-
tions that guide the decentralization process.

20. More precisely, the public expenditure and financial
accountability report “first examines the credibility of the
Budget as a tool for implementing government policy, and
then looks at two key crosscutting issues relating to Public
Financial Management (PFM), the comprehensiveness and
transparency of PFM systems. It then rates performance
through the four key stages in the budget cycle: budget for-
mulation, budget execution, accounting and reporting and
finally external scrutiny and audit. Under each dimension, a
set of performance indicators is identified, and scoring cri-
teria is set out” (Government of Sierra Leone 2010b).

21.In 2004 the ministry was known as the Ministry of
Local Government and Community Development. In 2007
it became the Ministry of Internal Affairs, Local Govern-
ment and Rural Development. In November 2010, Internal
Affairs was hived off, so the ministry is now the Ministry
of Local Government and Rural Development.

22. The IRCB Project was launched in mid-2004, with a
World Bank credit of $25.1 million. Financing was
extended in 2006 with an additional $25 million provided
by the Department for International Development and the
European Union through a multidonor trust fund.

23. See Robhinson (2008) for a compelling analysis of the
sources of patrimonialism in Sierra Leone. Robinson
(2010) further elaborates on the political economy of
decentralization, analyzing the reasons why local govern-
ments are expected to be less subject to the capture of pat-
rimonial politics.

24. Fanthorpe and Sesay (2009) make a number of well-
informed and constructive recommendations for how to
reform the chieftaincy and make it work better with local
councils.
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