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the event hosted by CEP to all the relevant stakeholders. It 
consists of key themes, overview of speeches and a series of 
practical recommendations from the participants. Concerned 
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CONTEXT
Strengthening local government institutions is an essential 
element of effective democracy, which is a prerequisite for 
ensuring good governance. The practice of good governance 
is important for decentralised administration. To be involved 
in decision making and holding people’s representatives 
accountable to the people is identified by many as an important 
factor of good governance. Literatures on local governments 
in Bangladesh suggest that access to public services for the 
poor and marginalised is restricted by the local power structure 
and also lack of awareness among common people as well as 
those at supply side. The rural power structure, dominated 
by informal elites and elected representatives have a strong 
influence over local resources and they play a dominating role 
in deciding the socioeconomic profiling on poverty in rural 
Bangladesh.

The local governance structure in rural Bangladesh is three-
tiered. At the top of the hierarchy is the zila (district) parishad, 
followed by the upazila (sub-district) parishad in the middle 
and the UP at the bottom. Among these three tiers, the zila 
parishad and the UP have existed for nearly 140 years. They 
have been involved in various regulatory, promotional and 
development functions. The UP has had a democratic feature 
for a longer period of time, holding elections at regular intervals. 
Historically, the local government system has relied heavily on 
the central government for funds and resources. For this very 
reason, over the years, the central government has failed to 
decentralise functions to local government institutions. These 
institutions find it difficult to perform any tasks assigned to 
them effectively. Lack of finances, skilled personnel, and lack 
of awareness regarding the roles and responsibilities can be 
identified as some of the primary areas of improvement. Despite 
having a strong community connection, the UPs have always 
witnessed more difficulties than the other units in mobilising 
sources of income and activities. The income of the UPs has 
remained insufficient to carry out responsibilities. Thus, they 
have to rely heavily on the central government.

INTRODUCTION

Like different international organisations, BRAC is trying to 
establish a more pro-poor local governance by mobilising 
communities and intervening in governance structure through 
CEP. The programme aims to empower the poor, particularly 
women, by increasing their human, social and political assets 
so that they are aware of, and can exercise their rights, claim 
their entitlements, resist exploitation and play a more active 
role in public life. Strengthening local governance (SLG), a 
component of CEP, started its operation in 2003, in 29 districts. 
At present, it is working in another 21 districts for the period 
of 2012 to 2015. The main objective of this programme is to 
promote pro-poor local governance.

The SLG intervention sensitises the actors of local governance 
structure and capacitates UP representatives. The UP 
representatives are primarily responsible for ensuring that the 
community people get the services that are allocated for them. 
Some of the main activities under the SLG component are 
capacity building training for UP representatives, community 
and UP planning and sharing meetings, community monitoring 
of UP activities by citizen committee, formation of upazila 
(sub-district) forums with UP members who are women, and 
advocacy workshops at sub-district and district levels. So far 
CEP has trained 22,000 UP members, and formed 189 upazila 
forums and 334 citizen committees. A constant priority of the 
whole design is to build leadership capacity of women within 
the UPs and create a greater space for meaningful interaction 
between local communities and local government. Thus, it is 
imperative to share the learning of what works more and what 
should be reviewed for better impacts.
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GOAL 

To strengthen local governance through transparency, 
accountability and good governance in the union parishad.

OBJECTIVES

• Create local governance-friendly correlation and 
coordination among the district level government 
representatives and civil society members to strengthen 
local governance.

 
• Reinforce district level government representatives’ 

role to amplify transparency and accountability in the 
UP level.

 
• Identify challenges and recommendations on 

strengthening local government to place in the national 
level advocacy initiatives. 

WORKSHOP PROCEEDING

The day-long advocacy workshops were arranged in deputy 
commissioner (DC)’s conference room with the cooperation 
of DC office in the respective district. The event was arranged 
with the participation of district level government officials, 
journalists, elected representatives, upazila/union level-
elected representatives and civil society, regional manager 
(RM)/district manager (DM). The district BRAC representative 
(DBR) contacted expected participants and briefed them the 
programme themes. The DBR narrated CEP’s goal, objectives 
and activities to the participants. CEP’s initiatives on SLG 
along with challenges and recommendations from root level 
advocacy workshops were highlighted by the RM and/or DM. 
The local government-affiliated bodies from UP level to district 
level shared their experience and the challenges they face. They 
gave recommendations for improvement of local governance. 

The DC, additional deputy commissioner, superintendent of 
police, deputy director-local government (DDLG), and upazila 
parishad chairpersons exchanged their views, commented on 
the recommendations received from open discussion sessions 
and suggested better ways to ensure transparency and 
accountability in the local governance. All of the challenges and 
recommendations are documented and shared in the national 
level advocacy workshops participated by the policymakers.
  

PARTICIPANTS OF 11 ADVOCACY WORKSHOPS

Types of participants Number

Deputy commissioner  10

Superintendent of police  9

Additional deputy commissioner (general)  10

Deputy director-local governance  10

Additional superintendent of police 2

Deputy director-social welfare 9

Nezarat deputy collector 7

District women affairs officer 11

District social welfare officer 7

District level government school head teacher  15

Other district government officials 23

Journalists 80

Elected representatives 116

Religious leaders 21

District marriage registrar  11

Upazila forum president/secretary 20

NGO representatives 38

Citizen committee members  21

Total 420
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STRENGTHENING LOCAL GOVERNANCE INITIATIVE 
IN 2014

CEP’s initiative to strengthen the local government institutions 
started in 2003. It aims to develop the capacity of the local 
government, as well as make them more accountable to rural 
citizens through increased transparency. Additionally, it aims 
to promote participatory democracy, and create platforms for 
rural citizens and the local government to work together to 
meet local development challenges. The major initiatives taken 
under the SLG component in 2014, include:

 
Capacity development of UP representatives

The UP representatives from the target areas have been provided 
with a three-day capacity development training at BRAC’s 
learning centres (BLC). Post this training, the representatives 
have acquired a better understanding of their mandates, 
roles and responsibilities as elected members. They are also 
conscious about the gender-based discriminatory practices 
within the UP. Overall, the local government representatives 
are now more equipped regarding pro-poor governance, and 
the structure and activities of the UP. In 2014, CEP trained 
a total of 3,536 UP representatives and arranged refreshers 
training for 3,071 UP representatives.
 
Advocacy 
CEP adopted a bottom-up advocacy approach to bring out 
grassroots concerns the local levels to the national level. 
Advocacy workshops are arranged in different districts and 
sub-districts with the participation of government officials, local 
UP representatives, other NGO and media representatives, 
and different stakeholders from the civil society. The key 
objective of the workshops are to share issues faced by the 
grassroots people and create a dialogue with sub-district 
level stakeholders. The workshops not only provide a platform 
for dialogue but also require stakeholders to commit to 

strengthening the local governance to benefit marginalised 
communities. In 2014, a total of 11 workshops were arranged 
at the district level with 420 participants, and 89 workshops 
were arranged at the sub-district level with 2,451 participants.

Upazila forum 

After providing capacity development training, upazila forums 
are formed with the participation of trained women UP 
members. The objectives of creating an upazila forum are to 
promote transparency and accountability at the UP level and 
empowering women. Through this forum, women of the UP 
can inform government officials of a sub-district about the 
various problems they face in their respective constituencies 
and decide solutions. The forum also helps develop working 
relationships with higher level government officials contributing 
to effective social capital formation. In 2014, a total of 37 
upazila forums were formed, consisting of 923 members and 
261 upazila forum meetings.

Advocacy workshop in Comilla DC office
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Ward shabha 
CEP ensures that the trained members of the union parishad 
(union council) are conducting two ward shabha (ward 
meetings) every year, as mandated by the Local Government 
(Union Parishad) Act 2009 in the wards they represent. The 
union parishad allows marginalised members of the community 
to share their concerns and problems with the UP officials. A 
total of 4,745 ward shabhas were held by trained UP members 
in 2014.
 
Citizen committee 
Citizen committees are formed as civil society watchdog 
committees with the participation of local leaders, teachers, 
doctors, etc., as well as representatives from the polli shomaj 
(ward level institution of the poor). These committees monitor 
the ongoing initiatives and activities of the union parishad, and 
its responsiveness to the poor.

KEY AREAS IDENTIFIED TO FOCUS ON

The advocacy workshops focused to bring grassroots 
concerns to the national level to strengthen local governance, 
particularly at the UP level. Issues for the national level advocacy 
were identified by engaging the UP, and holding consultancy 
workshops at sub-district level and district level. Through the 
11 workshops, six areas have been identified to focus on

• Monitoring and oversight

• Capacity development

• Strengthening institutional processes

• Increasing resource provision

• Promoting women’s participation

• Improving service delivery 

Monitoring and oversight

1. Citizen’s monitoring: A monitoring mechanism should 
exist, where citizens can oversee the service delivery 
of the UP. This can be done by forming a watchdog 
committee. Through the engagement of citizens in 
service delivery monitoring will make the UP more 
accountable and transparent.

  
2. Strengthen audit system of local government 

institutions: Proper and systematic auditing can 
ensure the accountability and transparency of the UP 
activities. Audit should be arranged timely and the 
recommendations from the audit report should be 
implemented accordingly.
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3. Promote the use of the Right to Information Act 
(2009): Community people have to be informed about 
the services of the UP. Many people are uninformed 
about the allocation and availability of services for them. 
Even many UP members do not know how they can 
receive services from government organisations. The 
Right to Information Act (2009) should be promoted 
among the community people to ensure an easy 
access to information.

 

4. Wider dissemination of information regarding 
LGSP II: Community people lack information about the 
service under the local government support programme 
II (LGSP II). In fact, many UP representatives are even 
unaware of the types of services that can be availed 
by the community people from this programme. So, 
the information regarding LGSP II should be widely and 
timely disseminated.

 

“BRAC can 
introduce 

ombudsperson 
and watchdog 

system in 
strengthening 

local government”

Capacity development

1. Capacity building of the UP representatives on the 
Local Government (Union Parishad) Act 2009: The 
Local Government (Union Parishad) Act 2009 provides 
a comprehensive mandate to systematically run a UP. 
So concerned institutions from government, as well 
as NGOs should come forward to provide capacity 
building training for the UP representatives on the 
effective implementation of Local Government (Union 
Parishad) Act 2009.

 
2. Increase UP representatives’ capacity on project 

planning and implementation: The central 
government’s development efforts cannot be 
effective if the UP representatives are not adequately 
capacitated on planning and implementation. The UPs 
receive a good number of development projects from 
the government and development organisations. Due 
to a lack of knowledge and expertise, these projects 
do not see the desired execution or outcome. The 
best results of any project depends on its smooth 
planning and proper implementation. To capitalise 
on these opportunities, UP representatives should 
receive capacity building training on planning and 
implementation of development initiatives.

3. Capacity development of the UP standing 
committees: The Local Government (Union Parishad) 
Act 2009 calls for each of the UP to establish 13 
standing committees (SCs) comprising of five to seven 
members. Through the involvement of SCs in key 
areas, health, education and economic development 
can be ensured. These committees, to be chaired by 
a UP representative, will include committed, skilled 
individuals from the union. So provisions should exist 
to capacitate the standing committee members so 
that it can function better. 

Mr Hasanuzzaman Kollol 
DC, Comilla
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4. Document best practices of the UPs and 
disseminate across country: Good practice of any 
UP can encourage the other UPs to improve their 
mechanism. The best practice of the UPs should be 
disseminated to other parts of the country to replicate 
the initiative.

 
5. Set a realistic standard for educational requirement 

as eligibility criteria for the UP elections: The Local 
Government (Union Parishad) Act 2009 does not 
mention a minimum educational qualification to be 
eligible for UP candidature. The mandate should be 
revised to provide a clear educational eligibility of the 
UP members.

  

Strengthening institutional processes

1. Ensure implementation of the Local Government 
(Union Parishad) Act 2009: The Local Government 
(Union Parishad) Act 2009 contains the strategic 
goals of UPs, the UP structure, power and function of 
UPs, role of standing committees, formation process 
of standing committees and ways to activate them, 
importance of ward shabhas and how to conduct 
them, five-year planning process, budgeting, resource 
mobilisation, etc. So, proper and timely implementation 
of Local Governance (Union Parishad) Act 2009 has to 
be ensured.

 
2. Strengthen efforts to activate the village courts: 

The village courts can play a vital role in settling petty 
disputes in the rural areas and help the formal judicial 
system to decrease its burden. However, lack of 
revitalisation and proper guidance did not allow the 
three-and-a-half decade’s old institution to serve the 
people as expected. So, immediate steps should be 
taken to activate the village courts. 

3. Regularise ward meetings as per the Local 
Government (Union Parishad) Act 2009: Ward 
meetings ensure transparency and direct accountability, 
and participation of the entire citizenry in the planning 
and implementation of local development goals. The 
entire citizenry is involved in the selection of recipients 
of social safety net programmes. These meetings are 
held at least twice in a year in presence of at least 
five per cent voters. So, ward meetings should be 
regularised as per the act.

4. A mechanism for proper recognition of good 
practices in a UP: If best practices of a UP is 
recognised and rewarded that can encourage the UP 
to accelerate its efforts and activities. So, a mechanism 
should be developed to identify and monitor the best 
practices.

 
5. Reduce bureaucratic complexity between UP and 

central level: Many UPs have to deal with bureaucratic 
complexity while working with the central government. 
The bureaucracy impedes the UP’s pace of work. 
Coordination between UP and central government 
should be more rapid and comfortable, and simplified. 

 “Allocations 
should come 

to UP directly 
so that it can 

be utilised 
fully Mr Shafiul Arif 

DDLG, Feni
”
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6. Ensure more autonomy of the local government 
institutions: UPs often experience unwanted 
interventions of government officials in many stages. 
This institution should have autonomous power and 
freedom from unwanted interventions. The UP should 
have the power and authority to take decisions. 

Increasing resource provision 

1. Increase allocation for UPs in the national budget: 
Budgetary allocations for the UP are very less 
compared to the national allocations. Strengthening 
the local government is not enough alone; sufficient 
finances has to be ensured as well. Also, whether the 
budget allocated to the UPs are properly and effectively 
utilised has to be monitored.

 
2. Increase honorarium for UP representatives: The 

honorarium given to the UP representatives is usually 
insufficient. This also makes the representatives 
demotivated towards fulfilling their responsibilities for 
the community. Often they choose alternative means 
to run their families, leading to corrupt activities.

   
3. Increase UP’s human resources: The human 

resources are inadequate compared to a UP’s working 
periphery and services that are delivered. If more 
people are recruited in a UP, the institution can work 
more effectively.

 
4. Introduce district level budgeting: Government 

should introduce district level budgeting, which can 
serve as a basis for the national budget.

  
5. Popularise collection of holding tax by UP members: 

The UP representatives are often overtly lenient about 
collecting taxes. They fear that emphasising on tax 

payment and being firm about it would make them 
unpopular amongst the mass. As a result, the local 
income source of UP is meagre. Taxation should be 
regularised.

 
6. Engage UPs in mutually benefitting income-

generating activities: Each UP has its own income 
source using local resources. Emphasis should be 
put on local economic development utilising the social 
capital .The revenue will cover the UP management 
cost as well as address community needs.

 

Promoting women’s participation

1. Equal space for women: The UP representatives who 
are women, are not given enough scope to contribute 
in the development efforts. Traditional patriarchal 
thinking among the male counterpart causes them 
to undermine women and their potential, ideas and 
opinions. So female UP representatives should be 
given more space to contribute in the development 
activities.

2. Involvement of women in decision making: To a great 
extent, the only task assigned to the female members 
in a UP is to sign documents. Even in this case, women 

 “Women 
should have 
given more 

functional space 
in the UP along 
with their male 

counterpart. Ms Sifat Mehnaj, UNO 
Avay Nagar, Jessore

”
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are hardly informed of why the signature is required. At 
the decision making stage, their presence and inputs 
are completely ignored, no matter how effective those 
decisions could have been. So, women should be 
more involved in the decision making process in a UP.

 
3. Capacity building provision for female 

representatives: If women are capacitated adequately 
to play their part in the local governance structure, 
then their contribution will not be any less than their 
male counterpart. So, capacity building provisions like 
training, workshops and exposure visits should be 
increased for female representatives.

 

Improving service delivery

1. Community awareness regarding availability of 
services: Many people in a community are not aware 
of the services that are allocated for them or how to 
avail those services. They should be informed of the 
services allocated for them and the process through 
which they can use those services.

  

2. Nepotism and political consideration: To a great 
extent, nepotism and political connections come into 
play while listing the recipients of government services. 
Ideally, the marginalised people should get the priority, 
but that is often not the case. So nepotism and political 
consideration should be avoided in resource allocation 
and service delivery.

   
3. Popularise the Union Digital Centre (UDC): The 

UDC displays a number of services that are otherwise  
unavailable or hard to access for local community 
people. Now, with UDCs, people have easy access 
to government forms, examination results, birth and 
death registration, livelihood information, computer 
training, mobile banking, email and internet browsing, 
etc. However, first and foremost, people have to know 
about the establishment of the UDC. Additionally, the 
UDCs should be friendly for people who are not literate.

 “Spontaneous 
participation of 
the community 

people in the 
UP level must 
be ensured to 

strengthen local 
government Abdur Rahman, Chairperson 

Sadar Upazila, Feni 
”
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ANNEXURE

District level advocacy workshops schedule

Time  Contents Participants

10:00-10:30 Registration Participants
 
10:30-10:45 Introduction  Participants 

10:45-11:00 Welcome speech  DBR

11:00-11:30 Goal, objectives  RM, CEP 
 and activities 
 presentation  

11:30-12:00 Tea break
 
12:00-12:15 Learning sharing  UP representatives

12:15-12:50 Open discussion  Participants
 
12:50-1:05 Speech by  Programme chief guest 
 chief guest 

1:05-1:15 Speech by Programme chairperson 
 chairperson  
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