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REFORMING THE DEVOLUTION PLAN 
 

Background and Introduction 
 
This brief paper aims at analyzing certain major shortcomings in the existing local 

government framework and administrative problems that the devolved system of 

administration has produced, and to propose a wholesome and doable policy solution to 

address these issues.  

 

This paper is divided into three sections. The first section highlights the deficiencies and 

shortcomings. The second section proposes a new model. The third section argues and 

explains how the proposed model shall address the administrative deficiencies in the 

existing system.  

 
Devolution plan 2001 aimed to introduce a local-government-system-based “devolution 

of political power, decentralisation of administrative authority, deconcentration of 

management functions, diffusion of the power-authority nexus, and distribution of 

resources to the district level.”  This new system was to replace the old system that 

suffered, according to NRB, from excessive and colonial bureaucratic control, urban rural 

divide, inadequacy of municipal institutions to meet the challenges of rapid urban growth, 

coordination challenges, and excessive concentration of power in the office of the deputy 

commissioner.  

 

There is a growing and influential body of international literature arguing that bringing 

power closer to citizens increased the quality of services, improved equity, and promoted 

economic development. Reflecting common consensus, World Bank Development 

Report 2004, for example, argued for decentralization. Not every one agreed though. 

Shahrukh Rafi Khan (Initiating Devolution for Service Delivery in Pakistan. Oxford 2007), 

a major pro-decentralisation writer himself, summarized the literature to conclude that 

positive or negative outcome of decentralisation would depend upon “the existing 

institutional arrangements (including power relations) and coherence of decentralization 

policies to create the proper incentive environment for bottom-up accountability”.   

 

In Pakistan, independent opinion was not entirely welcoming as implementation of the 

plan unfolded. According to Khan, the plan was a non-starter because of massive 



 

Page 2 of 17 

political power of the landed feudal order. The Brussels based International Crisis 

Management Group in its report published in 2003 heavily criticized the ostensible 

intentions of the military-led regime as demonstrated by past reliance of military 

governments on local governments, its allegedly rigged implantation, and the indirect 

party-less design. Emasculation of political parties and the province was also a major 

area of concern by several writers.  

 

Various reports, mainly World Bank-ADB-DFID report (2004), which aimed at assessing 

the impact of devolution have been only tentatively optimistic. NRB chairman presented 

four pieces of evidence in May 2006 to support his claim that devolution was delivering; 

increase in own source revenue of TMAs, improvement in social services delivery 

indicators according to PRSP indictors and PSLM survey, and most importantly CIET 

(2005) perception of public services survey.  

 

On closer inspection, claims of Chairman NRB do not bear close scientific scrutiny.  

Khan (2006) finds that “for the most part, the government‟s claims of significant 

improvements in service delivery following devolution are, at best, dubious. The data 

source quoted by the NRB does not rigorously isolate the impact of devolution on service 

delivery.” Other factors like general economic development and greater capital 

investments, could also explain improvements. A 2007 exhaustive survey of citizens‟ 

satisfaction with government services in Faisalabad also appears to contradict CIET 

findings with almost no improvements in citizen perception of most social services.    

 

Why is devolution not delivering the promised impact? According to its supporters, the 

growing pains of limited management and fiscal autonomy, provincial interference, 

vertical development programs and partial reversals are causing problems. According to 

the critics, however, the design fails to take into the obvious hazards of political 

economy.  Khan, for example, finds that diffusion of power has not taken place. “Large 

landlords captured the all-important Nazim seat even at the UC level”. At higher levels, 

even the Zila Nazims are more interested in their own UCs rather than the entire district, 

according the ADB report.  
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SECTION ONE 
 

The Gaps & Shortcomings 
IN and ABOUT the Local Government System 

 
Notwithstanding any theoretic debate and argument on the subject, the fact remains that 

it is the local political realities that shall determine the fate of the devolution system. 

Conflict of power between national and provincial legislators and the local government 

elected leadership, as was the case in the past, according to Zaidi (2006), would be the 

key factor determining the fate of the devolution plan. “Low domestic acceptance” means 

that the devolution plan may not have a long life, according to ICG. While conceding this 

fundamental fact of political economy which is quite likely to prove fatal, this note focuses 

on identifying major problems within the broad ambit of devolution.  

  

Weak writ of government  

 

Devolution design deliberately attempted to weaken provincial government oversight 

over districts while hoping that districts would themselves chart the correct direction on 

their own. Abolition of magistracy was, for example, a deliberate effort to weaken 

provincial government‟s writ in favor of the district‟s operational autonomy. But, this 

hampered government efforts, at both the provincial and district levels, in coordinating 

responses to crises, ensuring food security, preventing and managing law and order 

challenges, curbing police abuses, ensuring municipal coordination and controlling 

massive encroachments on urban and rural public land.  

 

The deliberate effort to ensure that revenue department, long the main arm of 

government in the field, was treated only as just another department was also an effort 

to weaken the old historical provincial writ. Among other things, this design seriously 

diminished the capacity of provincial and even district government to coordinate local 

affairs at the tehsil level with the abolition of office of the Assistant Commissioner. 

 

Absence of divisional tier for coordination 

 

The divisional tier was abolished with the only aim of weakening the provincial 

government regional and local control. Without an officer coordinating district officers, 
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districts would become virtually independent, as perhaps the aim was. This aim was 

achieved, but the results have been entirely negative. The linkages between the district 

bureaucracies and the provincial government have become extremely weak. The span of 

command of some 35 District Coordinating Officers, all reporting directly to the Chief 

Secretary, was clearly too large to be effective. Consequently, a few districts with able 

and determined Zila Nazims and District Coordination Officers were able to forge ahead, 

whilst the most remained directionless and seriously misgoverned.  

 

Only the monthly forum of District Coordination Officers Committee meetings, started 

some one year ago, was the only informal non-institutional forum available for monitoring 

of performance of District Coordination Officers (and through them, the district 

governments) at the provincial level. Again, this was not enough to monitor performance 

and ensure that provincial government‟s policies on law and order, food security, 

development coordination, and governance improvement are properly carried out. 

Absence of a divisional tier was thus a major administrative handicap.  

 

Dilution of appellate forum 

 

Delegation of revenue appeals to EDO Revenue, for example, at the district level has 

exacerbated problems of lack of capacity. Officers manning this position, in most cases, 

do not have the seniority and the experience of revenue laws to do justice to this 

sensitive work. Their subordination to district government‟s political administration also 

raises challenges of interference. The presence of an appellate forum at the district level 

also leads to more appeals being filed, thus creating legal logjams. Though this problem 

is the most acute in revenue work, handling of various administrative appeals at the 

district level has caused weakening of the divisional tier of administrative justice. In other 

cases, movement of appellate forum upwards to Lahore has contributed to removal of a 

source of justice from the district (or erstwhile division) to the provincial headquarters. 

 

Grade inflation 

 

Devolution plan introduced major grade inflation. The work that used to be performed by 

grade-17 or 18 officers was entrusted to grade 19 officers. This problem became 

especially acute in smaller districts like Pakpattan, Lodhran, Layyah, Hafizabad etc., for 
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example. Introduction of new offices like EDO Community Development, IT, and Literacy 

ensured promotions on a speed and scale never seen before. Some offices like District 

Officer Enterprise Promotion with a team of Deputy District Officers for every tehsil 

clearly led to major bloating of bureaucracy and grade inflation. Abolition of sub-division 

level also increased the number of officers needed to man the tehsil level. Grade 

inflation was also caused by massive increase in layers of civil service in the district 

governments. Too many layers of bureaucracy were introduced without any regard for 

local, regional, or functional differences. Revenue bureaucracy with two major 

administrative layers was increased to four. Same was the case of Works and Services,, 

Agriculture, Education and Health Departments in almost all districts.  

 

Major capacity constraints  

 

There continues to be serious gaps of capacity at the district level, especially in case of 

small or remoter districts. Grade inflation and increase in layers of bureaucracy have led 

to new job definitions where there is not enough work for those posted there. At the 

same time, there just aren‟t enough officers to run the new kind of work that has been 

entrusted to them. Most Finance and Accounts offices are being run by officers on 

contract after retirement. Several major capacity building and technical assistance 

programs have been launched but such efforts cannot cure the structural lack of capacity 

in most districts. The fact is that close to a dozen key positions are unmanned in most of 

the smaller districts in the province, with no willing or able officers interested in going 

there because of paucity of work. 

 

Wisdom of some functional jurisdictions  

 

There are major challenges with regard to some of the functional jurisdictions assigned 

to district governments. It is widely recognized, as in a recent report by National 

Commission for Governance Reforms, that quality of revenue records and related 

judicial processes have been seriously undermined by the intense political interference 

seen at local government level. Land revenue recovery has plummeted in most of the 

districts. The usefulness of entrusting land revenue functions to district government 

needs to be reexamined. The adverse impact of entrusting the (Land) Revenue and land 

titling work to the district governments has to be re-assessed on priority basis. 
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The question of education and health being entrusted to district governments is much 

more complicated. International theory and common practice appears to point that these 

functions are best handled by local governments. Nonetheless, practical experience with 

local governments managing these functions fails to produce any discernable 

improvements in service delivery. Political leaders of district governments, including the 

Zila Nazim and Zila Council members, have remained much more interested in 

interfering in discipline issues and posting and transfer matters, rather than attempting to 

improve service delivery though better monitoring and extraction of efficiencies from 

within the system. Among other things, this causes a major clash with legislatures at the 

provincial level. In addition, any major programs undertaken in recent years have all 

been conceived, initiated, planned and funded by the provincial government. In case of 

college education, provincial government had to retransfer control and management of 

this tier largely back to the Education Department in Punjab Government because of the 

negative interference by the local elected officials of the district government.  

 

Intra-district coordination  

 

Intra-district coordination, especially with Tehsil Municipal Administration, has been a 

major challenge. This is especially true in case of Tehsil Municipal Administration in City 

Districts where it is not possible to bifurcate municipal civic services. Lack of 

coordination with Tehsil Municipal Administration in other districts has also led to major 

problems in delivering integrated civic services, leading to massive increase in 

encroachments because of very weak regulation and district oversight is only a small 

example. Countersigning of Town Municipal Officer‟s ACR by the District Coordination 

Officers is not a sufficient linkage. The District Mushavirat Committee has failed to 

deliver, or even take off, in most cases. The idea that Naib Nazims on the same panel 

functioning at the tehsil level would work for better district coordination has also not 

produced results. Better intra-district linkages at civil service level are needed.  
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SECTION TWO 
 

THE PROPOSED MODEL 
 
Introduction 

 

Various possible models of local government were considered to rectify the structural 

issues in governance architecture at the local level. The proposed model of local 

government is based on two fundamental principles: the district government should be 

primarily responsible for the delivery of municipal service, social development and local 

infrastructure at the district level, and the provincial government must have the 

instruments and wherewithal for performing functions concerning maintenance of law & 

order, revenue administration protecting the rights of citizens and stimulating economic 

development. 

 

The section also specifies the interactions among various offices along horizontal and 

vertical tiers of local government.  Furthermore, it highlights the differences between 

existing system of local government introduced by the military government and the 

proposed model of governance. The interactions between district & provincial and district 

& Town/Tehsil level are also explained in this part of the report. 

 

The Proposed Model for a typical District Government 

 

Every district should have a district government, consisting of District Nazim, as its Chief 

Executive, and the District Coordinator, as the head of the district administration.  
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District Administration 

 

The District Coordinator is proposed to be the head of district administration, apart from 

being the representative of the Provincial Government.  It is proposed that the district 

administration should consist of following six groups of offices.  The groups and their 

sub-offices are listed below: 

 

1. District Coordination: Coordination, Human Resource Management, Civil Defence, 

IT, & Law 

2. Community Development: Community Organisation, Labour, Social Welfare, Sports 

& Culture, Cooperatives, Special Education & Registration Office 

3. Education: Boys Schools & Girls Schools 

4. Finance & Planning: Finance & Budget, Planning & Development, and Accounts 

5. Health: Public Health, Basic & Rural Health, Child & Woman Health and Population 

Welfare 

6. Works & Services: District Roads & Buildings, Transport & Environment 

7. Agri-Livestock etc 

Proposed Model at District Level 
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Differences between Existing and Proposed Model of District Government 

 

The differences between existing and proposed model are listed in the table below  

 
 

Sr 
No. 

Groups of Offices in Current DG Suggested Changes in Proposed 
Model 

1.  District Coordination It is suggested that law & IT offices 
should be added within this group.  
Both of these offices should be 
headed by a Deputy District Officer 

2.  Community Development No change 

3.  Education Technical education should be 
assigned to the Provincial Education 
Department 

4.  Finance & Planning Enterprise & Investment Promotion 
Office should be abolished, since in 
none of the districts in Punjab, this 
function could take off in the last seven 
years. This remains a provincial policy 
issue and must be dealt in a 
wholesome manner. 

5.  Health District Head Quarters Hospitals 
should be excluded from the purview 
of DG and assigned to Provincial 
Health Department 

6.  Information Technology Abolished 

7.  Law Abolished 

8.  Literacy This function may be placed back with 
the Provincial Education Department, 
since in nearly all districts; the 
functions of this group of offices are to 
manage vertical programmes run by 
the Provincial Government. 

9.  Revenue Excluded from the purview of District 
Government and placed within the 
purview of Provincial Government  

10.  Works and Services Energy should be placed with 
Provincial Government. 
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Provincial Representation in the District 

 

In order to bolster the weakened capacity of the Provincial Government to deliver and 

enforce its writ and policy in the District and strengthen its the governance and 

regulatory capacity, it is imperative that certain offices under provincial government 

should be set up and some functions must be re-organised at the district level. 

 

Executive Magistracy 

 

It is suggested that the executive magistracy, which still existed after the separation of 

executive from the judiciary in 1996, as per the decision and to the satisfaction of 

superior judiciary, should be revived. The executive magistracy will be responsible for 

maintenance of law and order, enforce public safety laws, and dispose cares under 

certain chapters of Pakistan Penal Code and local and specific laws. The revival of 

executive magistracy to improve governance is a major deviation from the Local 

Government Plan of NRB.  Every district should have a District Magistrate assisted by 

Additional District Magistrates.  Similarly, each town and tehsil should have a Sub-

Divisional Magistrate assisted by Magistrates of First or Second Class.  These functions 

may be assigned to District Coordinator and Additional & Assistant District Coordinators.  

 

Revenue Administration 

 

It is proposed that the revenue administration should be placed in the purview of 

Provincial Government and not the district government.  The District Coordinator shall 

exercise the powers of District Collector under the Land Revenue Act whereas the 

Regional Coordinator shall perform the functions of revenue administration which the 

Commissioner used to perform before 2001. 

 

Regions 

 

The Provincial Government should set up as many regions as deemed necessary. One 

option is to follow the eight-division/region model that existed before 2001, when the 

devolution plan was set in motion. Alternately, there may be four regions 

i. Southern Region: Former Multan, Bahawalpur, Dera Ghazi Khan Divisions 
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ii. Central Region: Former Faisalabad, Gujranwala, Sargodha Divisions 

iii. Northern Region: Former Rawalpindi Division 

iv. Capital city District Government, Lahore. 

 

Regional Coordinator 

 

A Regional Coordinator (RC) should head each region and supervise the performance of 

District Coordinators working within his jurisdiction.  An RC should have following 

functions: 

 

 Coordinate between the Province and the District, through District Coordinator for 

matters pertaining to Provincial Government 

 Exercise the powers of Commissioner under Land Revenue Act 

 Act as an appellate authority against the administrative orders of the District 

Coordinator in respect of the district administration 

 Inter-District Coordination in case of districts 

 Other functions under the Local Government Commission 

 Act as a Regional Ombudsman, under the general control and superintendence 

of Provincial Ombudsman  

 All other functions as may be deemed necessary 

 

Additional District Coordinator 

 

An office of Additional District Coordinator (ADC) should be established.   An ADC 

should perform the duties of an Additional District Magistrate and an Additional District 

Collector. 

 

Assistant Coordinator 

 

An office of Assistant Coordinator (AC) should be set up for each town. AC should 

perform the functions of Sub-Divisional Magistrate and Assistant Collector in his 

jurisdiction. 
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Tehsil Administration 

 

There are no major changes proposed in the current system of local government at tehsil 

level.  However, following changes are suggested in case of Town/Tehsil Administration.  

 

1. TO (Regulation) should report to AC in addition to TMO. 

2. The interaction between TMO and AC should be changed as specified in 

interaction matrix. 

3. TO (Regulation) to be appointed from amongst the Tehsildars on ex-officio basis 

by the RC 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interactions Matrix 

 

The table below specifies the interactions among various offices of District Government 

and Town/Tehsil Administration.  

 

Interaction Matrix 

 

Interaction 
Between 

Regional Coordinator and 
District Coordinator 

RC Initiates ACR of District 
Coordination; Chief Secretary 
countersigns the ACR of District 
Coordinator 

Nazim and District Coordinator Nazim writes part 4 of the ACR of 
District Coordinator in respect of 
District Administration functions 

Proposed Model at Town/Tehsil Administration 
 

Sub-Divisional

Coordinator

Magistrate 1st

Class
Tehsildar

TMO

Tehsil Nazim

Town Officer

Infrastructure

Town Officer

Finance

Town Officer

Regulation

Town Officer

Planning

Addl. District

Coordinator

District

Coordinator
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AC and TMO AC initiates ACR of TMO; whereas 
District Coordinator countersigns the 
ACR.  

Tehsil Nazim & TMO Tehsil Nazim writes part 4 of the 
ACR of TMO relating to delivery of 
civic and municipal services 

DCO and EDO District Coordination Officer Initiates 
ACR of EDO and 
RC countersigns it 
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SECTION THREE 
 

THE APPLICATION OF THE PROPOSED MODEL 
 
This section attempts to show how the model proposed in the last section solves the 

problems in the existing structure of local governments at the district and tehsil levels, 

which have been highlighted in the first section of this brief. 

The foremost deficiencies and shortcomings in the local government system, as 

highlighted earlier are structural i.e. the very system is designed to establish, nurture and 

strengthen the district and local governments at the expense of the provincial 

government. As a consequence, the provincial governments, which, constitutionally and 

under the rules of business used to be the enforcers of state‟s writ and policy on ground 

level, lost their ability to do so. The proposed model attempts to correct this anomaly by 

partly restoring the provincial government‟s writ over the district establishment.  

The proposed RCOs (meant to man the offices of erstwhile divisional commissioners) 

will not only increase the capacity of both provincial and district governments to 

communicate and coordinate with each other, but also directly influence the District 

Coordinator in the district. This will make the DC more responsive to the provincial 

government‟s instruction and mandate as also ensure much needed guidance and 

supervision. Since he will now be answerable to two distinct offices, RCO‟s and Zila 

Nazim‟s, the District Coordinator „s linkage with the provincial government will strengthen 

a lot. 

The establishment of the office of RCOs shall also help resolving another major anomaly 

in the working of Revenue Department in the districts. As things stand now, within the 

districts, the revenue powers of erstwhile Deputy Commissioners (i.e. of a Collector) are 

exercised by District Officers (Revenue). The revenue powers of erstwhile 

Commissioners are exercised by EDOs (Revenue) of the district. It is pertinent to 

mention that, as discussed in section one, serious administrative and judicial issues 

have arisen because of EDO‟s (Revenue) inexperience in handling judicial, quasi-judicial 

and administrative appeals against orders of DOs (Revenue) in districts. The proposed 

model solves this issue by providing a very senior and experienced officer in the office of 

RCO to deal with these appeal issues.  
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In addition, as noted in earlier sections, the ability of the provincial government to 

communicate with its officials on ground level and coordinate and monitor their 

performance shall increase manifold under proposed dispensation containing RCOs and 

District Coordinators. Thus the provincial government shall be able to respond 

immediately to any crisis situation or to effectively implement and monitor any social 

sector development programme through the RCOs. 

Another feature of the proposed model is that it will increase the strength and reach of 

the provincial government within the districts by the separating of the Revenue 

Department from the rest within the structure of district government. This is in line with 

the ground realities in nearly all the district governments, where the Revenue 

Department has established its traditional primacy among all other departments because 

of its expertise, ability and capacity to deliver in times of exigency and emergency. Most 

of the provincial and federal vertical programmes and emergencies are being managed 

and monitored by the District Coordination Officers in the districts with the help of 

revenue officials. 

In addition to this, this „separation‟ is also necessitated by the very nature of Revenue 

Department‟s work, which is judicial and quasi-judicial affecting such important matters 

on the ownership and proprietary rights of the people. The empirical and anecdotal 

evidence has shown that the working of the officials and officers of this department 

under direct control of local political offices has created a lot of criticism concerning laxity 

of administrative control and malpractices. This proposed model resolves this issue by 

separating the Revenue Department of the district from the rest and putting it under 

overall supervision of the District Coordinator, who in turn, will be answerable to the 

RCO (and not Zila Nazim) insofar as the Revenue Department‟s working is concerned. 

As to the issue of diminution of state‟s writ and enforcement capacity in the districts, the 

proposed model suggests that executive magisterial powers be vested in the officers of 

Revenue Department in the district. This department can safely be entrusted with these 

regulatory and limited judicial powers since this department does not remain directly 

under any local political office. Why these powers are desperately needed at local level 

has already been discussed in an earlier section of this paper. The model proposes that 

the District Coordinator, Additional District Coordinator and Assistant Coordinator may 

be vested with the powers of erstwhile district magistrate, additional district magistrate 
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and sub-divisional magistrate respectively. Investiture of these powers at local levels 

shall provide the much needed capacity to the provincial government to respond and 

operate at local level to enforce its policy and writ. 

The model also takes care of the grade-inflation issues in the district administration. 

Further, it also attempts to address the issue of too-many vacant offices in the districts, 

which, perhaps, were created in the first place due to over zeal on part of the framers of 

devolution system. Without assessing the actual need at the district level and limitations 

of the Human Resource to manage the proposed functions. The model suggests 

abolition of certain groups of offices and consolidation of the rest.  

One of the most stringent criticisms on the existing local government system is about 

total lack of control and accountability of the tehsil administration tier by any of the 

superior tiers. Most of the mechanisms that the Local Government Ordinance proposed 

to ensure coordination between the tehsil and superior levels have at best, remained 

only on paper, and at worst, miserably collapsed. Notwithstanding any debate on the 

reduction of scope and mandate of tehsil administration, the proposed model seeks to 

address this issue by developing a direct linkage between the district and the tehsil 

administrations. The model envisages a direct monitoring relationship between the TMO 

and DC in terms of administrative tools like writing of ACRs etc.  

It is pertinent to point out that in essence, the Local Government Ordinance attempted to 

provide functional and operational autonomy to tehsil administrations by keeping them 

independent of the district governments. The proposed model preserves this subtlety. 

Rather than affording any direct control to the district government over the tehsil 

administration, the model proposes linkage of tehsil administration with provincial 

representatives in the district and division, namely, the District Coordinator and the RCO 

respectively. The provincial government shall have a direct monitoring control over the 

regulatory function of tehsil administration through the RCO, who will appoint any of the 

tehsildars ex officio as Tehsil Officer Regulation. This linkage ensures that no superior 

tier (especially the District Government) interferes with the main mandate of the tehsil 

administration, i.e. provision of municipal services. The Local Government Ordinance‟s 

principle of independence of tehsil administration is thus preserved by this proposal.  
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Given an RCO overseeing the working of District Coordinators (erstwhile divisions in 

Punjab or a grouping of the divisions), the question as to how the inter-district 

coordination issues will be solved does not warrant much discussion. These issues, 

which are currently dealt with in the office of the Chief Secretary, Punjab, can very 

comfortably and (perhaps, more) effectively be handled at the regional levels by RCs. 

Even for the Chief Secretary, or for that matter, the Chief Minister, it is relatively more 

efficient and productive to deal with four or eight RCOs in the province rather than 35 

District Coordination Officers. 

CONCLUSION 
 
The above is a very brief discussion on some major deficiencies and shortcomings in the 

local government system, as it stands now. It is not possible in this brief paper to 

highlight each and every lacuna or administrative problem raised by the operation of the 

existing system. Accordingly, the proposed model only highlights the main features of a 

prescription that can deal with aforementioned lacunae.  

Questions like how this model will be implemented, what legal provisions shall have to 

be added, modified or deleted from the statute book and what administrative orders and 

notifications would be required to put this model in effect is a detailed study and can be 

undertaken if it is decided in principle top accept this model. Broadly, it is pertinent to 

mention that amendments in the Local Government Ordinance, Code of Criminal 

Procedure, and Land Revenue Act, some sets of rules made under these Acts and some 

changes in local and special laws shall put the proposed model (or its variants) into 

effect. 

 


