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NB: The views expressed in this paper are the author’s alone and do not represent those of the 

European Commission. They draw on 22 years of local government experience in Scotland; 10 

years of leading various admin reform efforts in Central Europe – and the last 5 years since 1999 

in Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. 



SOME THOUGHTS ON BUILDING LOCAL 

GOVERNMENT IN A HOSTILE CLIMATE 
 

a. Purpose of paper 
Although a lot has been written about decentralization I do not know of many articles which try 

to describe the process of building stronger systems of local government in the sort of hostile or 

indifferent environment one finds in Central Asia and parts of the Caucasus. An earlier draft of 

this paper was posted on the notice board of an E-group consultation organized for all European 

Delegations during 2006 on Decentralisation to which I was privileged (as an outsider) to belong. 

 

b. Background 
Traditions and cultures vary enormously and our perceptions are therefore all governed by our 

contexts and the meanings and experiences they have given us. My background is that of an 

academic in urban management and a leading Scottish local government politician from 1970-

1990 as that system was dramatically restructured in 1975 to give it the scale to be a serious 

player; only to be downsized in the 1980s. During that time my Region of Strathclyde pioneered 

community structures and more open forms of policy-making which are still being rediscovered 

25 years later in centralist Britain. 

In 1990 I moved to Central Europe and continued my work on de-bureaucratisation with the new 

systems of local government in Romania, Hungary and the Czech and Slovak republics but then 

moved in 1999 to Central Asia where I headed up a 3 year EU project on civil service reform and 

decentralisation in Uzbekistan and a 2 year civil service project in Azerbaijan. Since early 2005, I 

have returned to my roots in local government - to Kyrgyzstan where I head up an EU project to 

strengthen local government. 

 

c. The context – and structures of influence 
Most of central Europe had functioning democratic and market systems in the early part of the 

twentieth century. These therefore were not foreign elements – but part of their cultural heritage. 

This was not true of Russia and CIS countries. The concept of local government is not yet 

understood – or is actively resisted - in CIS countries which have only the slightest of democratic 

or pluralist trappings. Formal centralism co-exists uneasily there with a mixture of regional clan 

systems and informal franchising of senior state positions. And after 15 years, for example, the 

system of local state administration (Oblasts and rayons) is as strong as it ever was. Kyrgyzstan is 

one of the few countries which has an active debate about reforming that system (removing one 

of the levels) but the debate is conducted at a purely verbal level – since written analysis has not 

yet become an accepted policy tool. In this hostile or confused environment, the issue of 

motivation is paramount. Who supports the development of local government? For what reasons? 

And how can the environment be made more positive? That is an issue which I have tried to 

address in the latest draft of the Roadmap I am required by my ToR to produce in Kyrgzstan (para 

3 in what follows). Of course, this is an issue mainly for those countries which are at this early 

stage of developing the notion of local government – which indicates that we need to distinguish 

“embedded” systems from “contested” systems. Programmes of Technical assistance seem to 

need a much higher political sensitivity in the latter systems. 

The logframes1 we use generally refer to the risks which come from the political environment - 

but this seems to be essentially a ritualistic reference which has not affected our thinking about 

how a programme can actually “make a difference”. I’ve recently developed the following 

                                                 
1
 See Lucy Earle’s “Lost in the matrix; the logframe and the local picture” – available on internet (Google 

scholar)  



diagram to try to describe the different types of relationships there can be between “beneficiaries” 

and us “experts” (what significant words these are!) 

 

 
 

The vertical axis indicates the attitude of the beneficiary to reform (and also the input of the 

foreigner) – positive at the top, negative at the bottom. The horizontal axis indicates the expertise 

of the “expert”, on the left a subject specialist (with little experience of real consultancy which 

requires one to understand the needs of the customer and the local context); on the right the rarer 

consultant type. This gives four types of relationships – starting with what I call the report-writer, 

then advocate, adviser and, finally, coach. How often, I have to ask, do you see the coach role? 

 

 



d. Timescales  
And one of the reasons for this seems to be the type of procurement system used by many donors. 

I do not understand the reducing timescale being given to decentralization and admin reform 

projects by donors. In my experience a project begins to make an impact after 15 months. By that 

time, the team begins to understand the context and to have become accepted. Only then can it 

start to work effectively. But I see so many ToR now being advertised which are only 15, 16 or 

18 months long – and expected to deliver an unrealistically large number of outputs in that time! 

US Aid has a much more realistic approach to local government. It funds the Urban Institute in 

CIS and some other countries for long periods of time. In Kyrgyzstan, the office has been there 

for 7 years – focusing on the country’s 24 towns. Of course there is competitive procurement – 

but for the running of that office and associated programmes which are therefore able to continue 

for realistic periods. As a result the project staff can have some continuity.  

 

People such as myself do not belong to the contracting companies. We are individuals – generally 

with a commitment to “make a difference” to the world in which we work. And we get very 

impatient with the formulaistic way in which international donors push “best practice” on 

countries – a practice that many of them do not in fact follow themselves and which are not 

appropriate to the conditions prevailing in many countries2. 

 

 

WHAT FOLLOWS ARE EXCERPTS FROM THE PRESENT DRAFT OF THE European 

Delegation’s Tacis project to support the strengthening of local government in Kyrgyzstan 
The EC is if course not responsible for the opinions expressed in it 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ronald G Young; Bishkek 28 October 2006 
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 See the papers some of us delivered on this theme to the 2006 NISPACee conference and will now take 

forward in a new working group 



3. The Process of Change 
 

3.1 It takes time - 
We need, of course, to recognise that it always takes a long time to get legislation for local 

government into a workable shape
i
 – and in the meantime services have to be provided. It is a 

fallacy to assume that, somehow, in a year or so a sound set of laws can be produced. Building 

local government is a long-term process – and one of the critical questions is how the process is 

best structured and supported. 

 

3.2 But patience is not enough! 
For the moment we have to ask whether the power system in CIS countries understands how 

much local government can contribute to a healthy society and economy – and is actually 

prepared to act to help create the conditions in which it can grow? 

The question is phrased in a very careful way – for there seems to be an assumption that local 

government can be created by a few central decisions to transfer functions and authority over 

resources – and that municipalities should just wait for this to happen.  

That is not the way local government has developed historically! That way is a recipe for 

continued subservience. One of the reasons why local government has not advanced here since 

2002 is that the centre judges that local government does not have the capacity to run services. 

And by that, it means that it does not have the experience or quality. But how is it to gain the 

experience unless it is given a chance to prove itself? It is exactly the same argument controlling 

parents use to deny their adolescent children the opportunity to grow up! Of course inexperienced 

young people will make mistakes – but it is the job of responsible parents who care about their 

children to create the conditions in which their children learn for themselves – at minimal cost to 

themselves and others. 

Historically local government has developed as those in the localities have taken action to 

demonstrate their determination and ability to set their own priorities – it has not come 

from the centre transferring functions. 
But how does this happen when there is no tradition or acceptance of challenging the centre? 

 

3.3 The network of discussion needs to widen 
In the past few years a good base has been laid for local government here – there are 6818 elected 

councillors and 484 directly-elected mayors; and a framework of legislation which mayors and 

municipal staff have had an opportunity to learn about and test – if mainly during the past year or 

so. There is now a broad understanding of what has to be done to make the system more effective. 

But local councillors are not yet involved in the discussions about the future of local government 

in their country – which are too much focused in Bishkek.  

 

3.4 people have to be motivated!  
We do need to be very realistic about the diverse motives for people supporting local government. 

“Decentralisation” is one of these vague phrases everyone likes to use – to show they are modern 

and progressive. We need to be aware that decentralisation does not necessarily lead to strong 

local government – and has been used in many countries to conceal a move in the opposite 

direction – centralisation
3
. 

And, as central governments have come under increasing fiscal pressure, they have found it 

useful politically to transfer functions to local government – without the appropriate financial 

resources. This could weaken – rather than strengthen – local government. And in CIS countries 

                                                 
3
 Slovakia in the 1990s and UK in the past 30 years are 2 good examples 



municipalities are valued as a mechanism for gathering votes to sustain power systems. At a local 

level, some people may support local government since it seems to offer them political or 

economic opportunities. There is nothing wrong with councillors wanting to advance their careers 

– but this should not be at the expense of the public good and developed systems of local 

government have various mechanisms to prevent such corruption. Table 1 tries to gather the 

various motives together – and suggest how to minimise the effects of the negative motives. 

 

Table 1 Motives for supporting local government 

Motives for supporting 

Local Government 

To what extent present 

in KR? 

How minimise Risk? Or 

maximise potential? 

1. Central Government 
Pass burdens and financial 

responsibility to lower level 

High Proper calculations of costs of 

statutory functions 

Clear legal sanctions  

Use as scapegoat Medium Strong municipal association (s) 

Use as vote machine High Transparency 

To impress international 

community 

High Clear commitment from all members 

of government 

From genuine belief in value of 

local government 

Low Debate about local government – 

active academics and journalists 

2. Local government personnel 
Career development High Accountability mechanisms 

Means of private profit Medium Transparency 

From genuine belief High with councillors Good links with civil society 

 
Decentralisation involves a major change in mind-set. It requires those in the centre to accept that 

they can neither know nor control everything from the centre. And it involves changing behaviour 

– encouraging municipalities to take initiatives and trying to get LSA to see its role differently. 

Laws may be necessary but they are not sufficient. Laws don’t in themselves change behaviour or 

beliefs – people have to be persuaded that the changes are good and (generally) in their interests 

 

3.5 what effective strategies need 
So lack of technical capacity at the heart of government is one reason for the failure to develop 

local government. This is dangerous for both central government and local government – since it 

develops cynicism and a feeling that nothing can change. The establishment of a new National 

Agency for Local Government is a step in the right direction if it can show that it can draft 

legislation carefully and in full consultation with those affected. Only then are laws workable. 

But an effective strategy has to be more than technical. There is little point in legislation being 

workable if they lie unimplemented (like the Law on local Finance) because strong forces are 

opposed to the whole idea of local government! The starting point of any change has to be an 

assessment of the forces which are favourable to any change – and those which are hostile. An 

effective strategy then (a) tries to understand the reasons for these motives and (b) develop 
strategies to deal with them – either front-on or by more devious routes. Diagram 2 is an 

indication of what the first stage of such a strategic approach would look like – ie “mapping” the 

attitudes to local government here by various groups. Groups are placed high on the vertical axis 

if they have a positive attitude and on the left hand-side if their attitude (positive or negative) is 

strong. This, of course, is very impressionistic – there is in fact very little evidence
4
 to go on – 

and parliament is probably more positive than suggested. 

                                                 
4
 But see the Combined Report  - poll results on level of consumer satisfaction with town municipality 

services in KR  (Urban Institute summer 2006) 



 

Diagram 2; Attitudes to local government in KR  

 

 
 

A lot of energy and time has been spent in recent years trying to get a precise and relevant legal 

and fiscal framework for local government.  

My feeling is that not enough time and energy has been spent helping some groups to understand 

what local government actually is – and how it will contribute to (not detract from) the country’s 

social and economic stability. 

 

3.6 Next steps? 
As we’ve said, the location of the various groups in the diagram’s four quadrants needs to be 

properly discussed. It is my feeling that support for the idea of local government has been 

declining here in KR in recent years. How could it be otherwise? It has not been allowed to 

operate – so how can people feel positive about it? 

 

The question is where should attention focus – on getting better laws working? That could take 

years. On getting the local budget system working? But the opposition to that could also last 

some time. Two important elements of change seem to be missing in the present situation- 

• Forceful advocates of the importance of local government – and its practical benefits  

• Practical examples of what a municipality can actually do 



 

And forceful advocacy means good communications! Bodies such as the National Agency for 

Local Government and the Decentralisation Council need to build strong links with municipalities 

and explain clearly and frequently what is going on and why what they are doing is important. 

And consideration should be given to the establishment of pilot municipalities which have special 

legal status to allow them to operate with the clear legal, financial, staffing and organisational 

conditions to demonstrate what a municipality is capable of. 

 

Section 5.5 Choosing appropriate tools 
Enacting legislation comes easily – particularly to those schooled in Moscow. But new laws 

do not in themselves motivate - or reduce the resistance or indifference which comes when 

people don’t understand the reasons for a new system which is being introduced. Table 3 sets 

out the various mechanisms which are available to those trying to change beliefs and 

behaviour - 

 

Table 2; tools in the change process  
Motivating Factor 

 

Example of tool Particular mechanism 

1. Understanding Training 

Campaigns 

Functional review 

Rational persuasion 

 

Factual analysis 

2. Commitment Leadership  

Communications 

Training 

Legitimisation; inspiration 

 

Pride 

3. Personal Benefit Pay increase and bonus 

Promotion (including political 

office) 

Good publicity 

Winning an award 

Monetary calculation 

ambition 

 

Reputation;  

Psychological Status 

4. Personal Cost Named as poor performer 

Demotion 

Report cards 

Psychological (Shame) 

Monetary  

Pride 

5. Obligation Law 

Action plan 

Family ties 

Courts 

Managerial authority 

Social pressure 

6. Peer influence Bribery 

Quality circles 

Pressure 

Support 

7. Social influence 

 

Opinion surveys Feedback from public about 

service quality 

 
We have already, in para 3.4, talked about the need to pay attention to the motives of various key 

groups. When a new system – such as decentralisation – is being introduced, the tools we use for 

that change have to match the motives. What is it that is most likely to make target groups change 

their behaviour?  

• Simple instructions?  

• Threats? Incentives?  

• Explanations and understanding?  

• Moral exhortation?  

 

The following simple suggestions are offered tentatively to encourage a discussion - 

 

 



5.5.1 Surveys 
Simple comparisons generate discussion and can establish a momentum for change

5
. For example 

a recent Urban Institute publication (see 3.6 above) showed major differences in local public 

satisfaction with town municipalities – and therefore allows questions to be raised about the 

reasons
6
 for the low ratings of certain mayors. 

 

5.5.2 pilots 
We have suggested that people need to see examples of properly working municipalities – and 

that this can be by selecting some as pilots – where the municipality would be given freedom 

from certain administrative and financial restrictions and work in a more creative way.  

The Scandinavian Free commune experiment is relevant here – which invited municipalities in 

selected pilot regions to indicate which administrative requirements on municipalities (eg stats 

and reports; number and title of admin positions) could be experimentally abolished). The EU 

Tacis project is already working in this spirit with a few village municipalities in its 2 pilot 

Oblasts.  

 

5.5.3 Advocates of change 
A proper debate on the role of local government is needed – and could perhaps be developed by 

the establishment of an independent review committee which would take evidence from bodies at 

both national and local level and produce an analysis and recommendations
7
. And there should 

certainly be some locally elected representatives on such a body. 

 

5.5.4 Media coverage 
Most countries have journalists who specialise in local government – helping the public 

understand the value of municipalities and identifying examples of good practice. Bodies such as 

the German Marshall Fellowship have played an important role in helping develop such expertise. 

 

5.5.5 research coverage 
Academic and teaching institutions should also be encouraged to set up research into the process 

of developing local government here – monitoring what is happening in the localities; issuing 

publications which would help people – at both national and local levels – understand better the 

various issues involved in establishing a strong and flourishing local government system. A lot of 

the CIS countries simply do not have the people with the core concepts and language of public 

administration systems as we know them. How can you reform without the shared language and 

meanings? 
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 This is a tool much used now by the World Bank in civil service reform – asking civil servants and the 

public their opinions and using the results to indicate the need for reform 
6
 reasons would include budget allocations, leadership and local expectations 

7
 countries differ, of course, in the extent to which their civil servants are able and willing to conduct and 

put such analysis on paper! 



Section 13 – Developing municipal Capacity 
This section of the Roadmap poses questions about how the capacity of the municipalities can be 

developed – and challenges the assumptions that this is best done through training conducted by 

centralist institutions. 

 

13.3 Different ways of learning 
There is some confusion between  

• the educational requirements for local government – which demand a uniform approach 

and are, therefore, properly the concern of national education bodies such as the 

Academy of Management, on the one hand, and  

• short-course training provision – which needs to be more experimental and flexible; 

and very sensitive to the specific contexts and needs of the individuals at local level who 

are wrestling with ambiguity and under-funding.  

 

The education of municipal staff only makes sense when it is part of a reform package which 

includes the introduction (and implementation!) of formal educational requirements for particular 

posts (such as head of Finance; and Responsible Secretary); and pay reform.  

The current absence of such reforms leads to high risks of educational work being wasted – and 

of short-courses being used as a substitute and stop-gap”.  

Our project – like many other donors – had been given a vague instruction to “help train 

municipal personnel in the two pilot Oblasts to enable them to play an important role in the 

process of decentralisation and the practice of local good government”. By June 2005, ideas were 

emerging in Naryn about local municipal support centres – which could help collect and 

disseminate the basic information about laws and good practice which was missing. These ideas 

have borne fruit and 3 such centres will open shortly in each of the Oblasts.  

And our work has helped us identify local municipal people who have the experience, respect and 

commitment to act as a mix of trainers and champions of local government. We don’t pretend 

that such things – in themselves – give a local training capacity but they are important 

developments.  

 
In a sense we have been trying to steer a path between the prescriptive model of national 

educational establishments and a more organic model of local initiatives.  

Initially we expressed what we thought our “third” way was by arguing that we were concerned 

with the elected element in local government – the councillors, the chairmen of committees, the 

newly-elected AO Heads – who were perhaps being ignored with all the emphasis on technical 

subjects. We felt more emphasis needed to be given to what after all defines local government – 

these elected people, the skills they need and their accountability to local people. But then the 

phrase we found ourselves using was “the softer skills” – which are those involved in the roles 

and relationships which were one of the subjects of the consultancy-type work we started to do in 

April.  

 

The immediate focus of both the prescriptive and organic models is the individual - whereas the 

method we are struggling toward focuses more on the municipality as a whole.  

The prescriptive model is formal and disciplined; the organic is more anarchic. These differences 

are set out in table 7. 

 



Table 8; models of learning 

 Prescriptive learning Organic learning Holistic learning 

Immediate  

Focus 

The individual student The individual practitioner The unit or organisation 

Style hierarchic Spontaneous Disciplined interaction 

Example University Community development 

work 

Consultancy 

Assumption That missing knowledge is best 

developed through courses 

delivered through lectures 

That new skills and 

knowledge are best 

developed through doing 

That people will 

discover relevant action 

and skills by structured 

dialogue within their 

system 

Problem Attention; memory span 

through lack of application 

People may not learn from 

mistakes  

Leadership domination 

may not allow process 

 

We don’t want to suggest that the holistic is a superior model – rather we want to suggest that 

each model is appropriate under certain conditions. 

 

 

13.6 Preconditions for effective learning 
Training, therefore, is effective only if certain conditions exist- 

• practical and successful methods (“measures”
8
) have been developed locally of 

dealing with the key problems facing those undertaking the training; and by “practical” 

we mean within the capacity of the resources and skills which exist within their 

organisations 

• legal systems are operational to allow these measures to be implemented 

• those supplying the training are accepted by the trainees as having the relevant skills 

and experience to do so 

• the course is structured in a way which fits the job pressures of those taking it 

• those attending the course are motivated to do so 

• and receive the positive support of their employers to do so 

 

These can be seen as basic principles of effective training.  

 

One of the reasons why existing legal and technical training modules are not being actively used 

is that the legal framework is simply not being implemented – often because it has not been 

properly drafted for the local context. Those who have taken part in such training understandably 

feel it is therefore a bit theoretical. And the same goes for some of the other training modules on 

technical matters such as local budgeting and municipal property management.  

But that should not mean that no training should take place until these matters are resolved!  

Our work in the pilot Oblasts shows us that there is a positive attitude here to “learning from 

seeing” – site visits to developing good practice eg in municipal waste management. We have 

also identified some local officials who are carrying out what seems very effective training in 

their field (eg finance). All of this suggests that a new type of “mutual learning” approach may be 

the best way forward – encouraging people to learn from one another. This is a particularly 

important approach for local government whose whole justification is as “local laboratories” for 

initiative and democracy. 
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 eg practical waste management schemes such as the Karabalta official presented at one of the project 

workshops 



 

We suggest that the principles set out above should be used to construct a pilot approach to 

municipal training. Ideally international bodies such as UNDP or EU should help to set up and 

fund a basic framework of trainers and modules (probably on some sort of distance-learning 

basis) – with bilateral donors then funding the participants from individual towns and villages 

take part in it. But such a model seems to be beyond the capacity of the donor community! 

 

 

                                                 
i
 Useful articles describing the process of introducing local government in Central Europe from 1990 are – 

“How to measure decentralisation; case-study from Central European Countries” by Zdravko Petak;  

“reforming Local Government in Poland; top-down and bottom-up processes” by Pawel Swianiewicz  

(2002); and “Thirteen Years of Reforming subnational government in the Czech Republic” by Michal Illner 

(2002). For a wider view on decentralisation see “Implementing Decentralised Local Governance; a 

treacherous road with potholes, detours and road closures” by Anwar Shah and Theresa Thompson (World 

Bank 2004) 


