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I want to say a few words about autonomy which is always talked about it as a critical piece of decentralisation, but sometime people do not really fully understand what it means. People don’t really understand the implications of why it is important, and sometimes people think that it is this absolute notion that local governments can do everything that they want and this really isn’t true. So, first of all why is autonomy important? So if less of local government has autonomy it is not able to properly respond to its constituency and the issue with autonomy is that decentralisation is supposed to be about improved service delivery and in order for local governments to be able to tailor services and the functions that they are performing to what their constituency want, they have to be able to make choices themselves, and this is a real critical piece of autonomy. The second thing about autonomy is that it allows local governments to think more realistically about what it is going on in their jurisdiction. So a lot of development and a lot of government from the central level is in silos different functions, specific functions, in sector like health and education, water. But from a local government perspective they would be more incline to think territorially about the priorities in their particular jurisdiction and how they fit together. It is much harder for centralised entities to do this. So, this territoriality is another important aspect of what is autonomy, because it indeed allows local governments to be able to think more realistically in a local environment. And finally and perhaps most importantly list understood is that we often think about decentralisation, and in fact by definition there is an element of it by which the central government off load responsibility to local governments. And decentralisation in some people minds is just about local governments doing what the central government used to do. And this I think does a great disservice to the conceptual notion of decentralisation and what it can be in practice. And so, an alternative vision to this is that local elected local governments are not just responsible for functions that the center used to provide. They have a general mandate to provide for the welfare of their citizens, they have to think about economic development and other aspects of well-being for their citizens, and in less they have the autonomy to be able to act on things that they think are important. Then this general mandate aspect of decentralisation which is perhaps the most critical to genuine local development is not going to be there. And so, I think this is more or less the basis about what autonomy is and why it is important. Now the other thing that often is misunderstood about it, it’s that I often hear people in countries that I worked in, they think that autonomy means local government can do whatever they want, and this is indeed not the case. There are to be rules of the game, a framework, legality control, so that there is confident that local governments are going to be behaving with the system, a set of procedures and systems and so forth that are transparent and meet good managerial practices and so forth. So, central governments are perfectly legitimate in developing these kinds of frameworks, in fact it is a critical role of the central government under decentralisation. The second thing in addition to this is that there are critical national responsibilities. National governments, central governments, are always in charge of keys elements of security; they are in charge of microeconomic stabilisation. Only central governments can really redistribute, because they are able to bring resources from richer areas to poorest areas and so forth. And sometimes these things can conflict with local autonomy, so for example some macroeconomist are very nervous about a central principle of fiscal decentralisation which is that local governments should be entitled to establish share of the national resources. And the reasons for that it is that local governments needed to be able to plan, they need to know what resources they have available, and if they do not know that there can be a lot of unpredictability and so if the resources are bumping up and down every years because parliaments are making decision to reduce or increase a resources, it makes it very difficult for local government to plan meeting their obligation in a proper way. On the other hand some macroeconomists would argue: yes but it ties the hands of the central government, that is when the national government it is supposed to pursue macroeconomic stabilisation policies and having to larger share of public resources automatically devoted to local governments can make it difficult for them to act when there is some types of fiscal crisis. So, different countries have approach this in different ways, many countries have increasingly, legally or even constitutionally, devoted a specific share of resources to local governments, and in cases where they don’t, it can still work if the central government is consistently committed, but you run the risk if you have a change of government, it is like anything else, you can be a disruption in the floor of resources if there is there is a change in parties, that is less sympathetic to the local governments and so forth. And this can undermine the ability of local governments to meet their responsibilities. So I think that these kinds of trade-offs, that there is some room for debate about when central functions, perhaps coming to conflict with local functions, different countries can come up with different solutions, but this is an issue that need to be recognised and discussed and usually there is some kinds of compromise that hands up being worked out. And finally I think that it is important to say that any countries is going to have national priorities: in a federal system states are going to have state priorities, and when they are sharing resources with local governments it’s not unreasonable for them to insist on certain standards of service delivery. This happens in every country, even in the most decentralised countries there are standards for health and education and so forth. There are various standards about water and engineering standards and so on and so forth. So the question is, in a particular case, how many of these kinds of conditions are there. And it is particularly difficult in developing countries, I think, because the needs are so great and the resources are often very limited relative to needs. So the implications of having standards could be, for example, that local governments would have to, if they receive resources for a particular function, they might wish to provide a lower level of service to more people, if the follow the higher level standards, they might be able to serve fewer people but they would be meeting the standards. So again, there is room for debate, discussion, about exactly what the boundaries are, but a very critical element of this, is the discussions that are involved in framing the system and I think that the exact solution can be different for particular countries. One last point I like to make about autonomy, it is that there is increasingly some sentiment that autonomy should, at least in part, be earned. So the old styles of decentralisation are: there is a framework, and once you have decentralisation in place everybody has got autonomy. But in environments where there are minimum elements of capacities in place, and where that autonomy that likely is going to be the capacity to really use that autonomy well, or where there is an history of bad performance that could be proactive with the right type of incentive, some people would argue that especially in a newly decentralising environments where there are big variations in capacities across local governments that certain conditions might need to be met. And in the beginning you still need, for the reasons explained earlier, some elements of autonomy, but maybe a smaller space of autonomy, and then as capacity is build and trust with citizens is developed, and so forth, then there could be greater space opened up for more autonomy.         
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