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Most analysis in decentralization in emerging nations reveals that 
the disappointment of delegation of power is because of 
deficiency of the local government system, inefficient execution 
or catch of local authorities by the vested party, or a blend of these 
variables. The drawback was the insufficient conveyance of 
administration at the local level and the inability to reinforce the 
grassroots democratic system. This paper examines the local 
government system in Pakistan. The study analyzes its evolution 
in a historical context to better understand the potential cause 
behind the decentralization. Analyzing the evolution of the local 
government system is very interesting because a major step was 
taken to make this experiment. This research is descriptive and 
analytical and provides a brief overview of decentralization 
reforms starting with the pre-independence period up to the 
revival of local government from 1985 to 1999. The aim here is to 
take a look at the local government system in terms of their 
involvement and contribution to the country. 
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Introduction  

The local government in Pakistan has extended its history with constant 
attempts for reforms. The consecutive governments in Pakistan improved the local 
government system to develop a democratic strategy to make up new policies and 
framing of political and economic operations. With time, Pakistan has observed a 
developing discontent with democratic organizations both at the local and national 
degree. No effective government programs have been made to decentralize the 
political powers. Various governments have tried to create and improve the structure 
of local government with the hope that it increases the people’s participation at grass 
root level in the best way. This study identifies the local government and management 
without recognition of the historical factors, the sources and outcomes of local changes 
cannot be entirely acknowledged. The main purpose of this paper is to give a wide 
review of the implementation of local government in Pakistan centering on several 
problems involving the core of politics, the administration of people’s contribution, 
and comprehensibility to the people.  
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Conceptual Framework 

In many countries, prolonged awareness is being observed decentralization 
and added strength to local government changes. The formation of local authorities 
has gained importance in the renewing government activities, mainly in the 
implementation of decentralization of the government. (Obome & Gaebler, 1993) The 
main objective of local government is to assist multinational development 
organizations. At the Taluca Conference (1993) and in the 1990 study by the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD: 1990) observation 
was managed to strengthen the role of local government in development (Ahmad, 
Khalid & Muzaffar, 2015) 

The view of local government has become disconcerted with reforming 
colonial controlling and managing schemes with different attempts at creating the 
administrative design. Mackenzie (1916) in his “Theories of Local Government” stated 
that there is no postulate of local government and there is no descriptive general 
theory from which we can understand what local government is. By this, he describes 
that it was tough to present one single definition and explanation of local government. 
However, his efforts and many other philosophers involving L. Godwin, Humes & 
Martin, Sidgwick, J.S. Mill, Langford Moulin, D.M. Hill, Sharpe, Wilson, and others 
describe what local government is. 

According to researcher Lockard, local government can be described as “a 
public institution, allowed organizing and controlling public schemes and plan within 
a specified territory, the latter is a portion of the central government.” (Lockard, 1963) 
In the book ‘Elements of Politics’, Sidgwick think about local government as a 
government of some subdivision that has specified authorities to publish rule and 
regulation within the area which they control. Therefore, Sidgwick links this 
government with its legislative role (Sidgwick, 2014). 

Marshal recommended that local government contained three important 
features, “operation in a constrained geographical area inside a nation or country, 
local election or selection, and the employment of a measure of autonomy inclusive of 
powers of taxation.” (Marshal, 1965). 

Likewise, Hill (1974) states local government as a system of sovereignty 
element with a defined frontier, a legal recognition, and organizational design, 
abilities, and responsibilities legislate in general and particular salutation, and level of 
financial and other dependency and legitimacy. 

Humes and Martin (1969) describe local government ‘as an infra-sovereign 
geographical element which restrains with a monarch country or quasi monarch 
province or country. In essence, local government is assumed the following elements, 
a described region of authorities, a citizen, a sustained institution, the power to accept, 
and authority to execute public enterprises, the power to appeal and be implored and 
to go into settlements, to collect income and to regulate a budget.  

The Historical Evolution of Local Government in Pakistan 



 

Pakistan Languages and Humanities Review (PLHR) April-June, 2022, Vol. 6, No. 2 
 

365 

 

 

Pakistan has been populated by British authorities before it came into 
existence. In 1947, Pakistan has emerged as a centralized state in which local 
government had no more than a minor role to play. After its independence, 
decentralization plans were implemented to build up the governance of the country. 
both the governments (military and civilian) have failed in the measures to improve 
the local government (Mahmood, 2003). 

The Pattern of Local Government since British Legacy to Independence 

The British administration initiated the “Decentralization Commission” in 
1907 in which democratic local institutions with strict official control has been set up. 
(Reforma and De Guzman, 1993) A new period started when the local government 
became a provincial concern under the government of India Act of 1919. After that, 
the government of this act granted provinces independence and allowed them to 
design new reforms in local government systems in 1935. During the British colonial 
era, the local government was mostly dependent on the central government. The local 
government faced many problems as no taxes reserved, lack of financial support, 
bureaucracy control, and legally powerless. There was a need for bounding between 
the ruling community and the administration. The real authority remained with 
District Officer (DO). The local authorities were never allocated the charge of rural 
development unless there were isolated struggles at rural growth which linked with 
individual British Officers. Pakistan inherited a very elementary design of the local 
government system in 1947 (Amjad, 1984). Pakistan failed to strengthen the local 
government after the independence but the situation was not primarily improved. The 
main aim of local government was to examine the rural landlords into administration 
to compensate for the democratic urge of the educated middle class in the urban 
centers and to authorize the rule introduced by the British ruler. (Thinker, 1968) 

Pro-Independence to 1958 

Consequently, fluctuation of independence was of considerable significance 
for local government. The local government’s system is administered by the central 
government by not holding elections and where the election was held by bounded 
limitation. According to Talbot, the problem occurs in a newly born country which 
was the state building that was badly suffered via provincialism. Moreover, the ratio 
of political participation in the Muslim majority changed to low within the post-
independence era. However, there have been a lot of problems must face by the 
government after the independence of Pakistan. Mostly the local government design 
had been inherited from the colonial period. (Khan S and Rehman, R) The colonial 
legacy instigated socio-ethnic and non-secular political crises. Local authorities 
provided its original version in Pakistan after the navy takeover of the state. In the 
1950s, incapacitating local units corresponded with the expanding centralization 
which was controlled by the civil and armed government. (Jalal, 1995) In 1956 the first 
reform was the democratic procedure rejuvenated in local bodies when the central 
government established local government elections under the instructions of General 
Ayub Khan, the Pakistan army terminated the democratization policy in 1958 based 
on its unsuitability for the country. 
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Local Government Reforms during 1958-69 

Pakistan’s first local government came into existence in 1958 martial law where 
the government introduced some administrative refinement to imply people at the 
grass-root level of growth and to expand the capacity of the local organization for 
executing programs of rural development. To capture the position, Ayub Khan 
desired to boost the economic condition of the country. The new local governments 
introduced a system of local bodies called the “Basic Democracies Ordinance” in 1959 
and the “Municipal Administration Ordinance” in 1960.  (Abedin, 1973) Under the 
Basic Democracies Ordinance, the Union Councilors were accountable for 
implementing government strategies in rural regions and giving a source of political 
assistance to the national government. The local government was designed to perform 
basic functions i.e., regulatory, municipal, administrative, and developmental. 
Council gave huge importance to rural work plans and projects which make local 
authorities more effective during that time. Although, it had an outcome of politically 
decollating democratizing standards and general aristocracy democracy. These 
changes create a two-dimensional concept in which bureaucratization became vital 
and rural elites were politically leaked first and the view of contribution endured afar 
the hold of common people. The main objective of these programs was meant to 
contribute to the villagers in development projects via direct elections to union 
councils and indirect elections to the communities to give awareness of development 
and require the change of scheme at the grassroots level of the state. 

Under the BD system, the union councilors were made liable for doing the 
public authority strategies in the country, and for giving a source of political assistance 
to the national government. The different local bodies, particularly the district and 
union committees, were allowed responsibilities regarding administration, municipal, 
civil managerial, and formative. Councils emphasized the national government to do 
their capacity. Various plans were made local government dynamic during that 
period. The BD framework offered support for the military government, as rural elites 
arise as a reasonable political body to the electorate and they made authentically for 
the military era of Ayub Khan. Later on, the BD representatives were utilized as an 
electoral college to elect the Prime Minister and authoritative individuals. It was 
accepted that the system had been presented by the Ayub government to give an 
appearance of being a fairly chosen government and keeping itself in authority for a 
long time. (Abedin, 1973) 

The most contended feature of the local government structure in Ayub’s era 
was to authorize of the Presidential Constitution in 1962 which allowed the virtual 
condition to control the armed powers. The Constitution of 1962 was directly 
associated with the office of the president that designed local authorities by 
announcing the 8000 Basic Democrats in the assemblies. The electoral system based 
on the idea of controlled democracy was a setback from the colonial government that 
was assumed to conduct the representative. (Burki, 1980) Although, Ayub enhanced 
the portion of selected provincial and federal assets for the rural sector because his 
chief source of assistance was based on these areas. Rural bodies set up mainly in this 
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structure were linked to growth programs at the local level because of their electoral 
significance in comprehensive government (Rizvi, 1974).                                

                                `

 

Structure of Ayub’s Basic Democracy 

Local Government Reforms during 1972-77 

Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto focused more on national than community issues after 
coming into power. The destructive moment of the civil war in East Pakistan and the 
war with India in 1971 provoked the reconsideration of the centralizing design of the 
government. The Pakistan People’s Party had to choose carefully to develop both 
input and output functions of the political structure. The party decided to replace the 
councils in the rural regions with village committees. The Integrated Rural 
Development Program (IRDP) is composed of a president, manager, treasurer, and 
model farmer-all appointed by agreement in a village meeting headed by the IRDP 
manager. The basic purpose of the committee was to identify village issues and 
execute development plans in the village under the IRDP of the central government. 
(Burki, 1980) The main objective behind the formation of such a committee was to 
encourage national unity, eliminate corruption, and secure the involvement of the 
individual in the growing activities in the rural areas.  

The Bhutto articulated some pro decentralization schemes and regulations. No 
new system introduced towards improving the local government until the declaration 
of the 1973 constitution which accommodated the making of local councils by each 
authoritative unit. Particularly Articles 40 of the 1973 constitution: ‘The state will 
ensure the independence of local government units to guarantee their complete 
improvement as an independent network’. The provincial administrative 
congregation has decided in favor of improving and introducing the three-layered, 
Dehi council, Halqa council, and Zila council. The particular legislative act 
constitutionalizes the local government units and their powers. This Act underlined 
the corporate character of local councils with common and public services performing 

The Union Council The Tehsil Council

The District Council The Divisional Council

Basic Democatics System
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general and advancement capabilities including training and wellbeing. It 
accommodated a wide scope of controls over local monetary issues. 

Consequently, the central government focused on village development and 
people’s involvement. In the Bhutto era, no new scheme was generated at recreating 
the local government until the announcement of the 1973 constitution, which 
provided a platform for the creation of local councils by each administrative unit or 
province. The new local government was established in their interest. It allowed 
representation for the outvoted, women and workers on the local council. This system 
introduced some changes in the local government. It describes the link of local 
government with provincial or national ministries to carry out general growth steps 
in the region including education and health. Shockingly, the local government 
system and decentralization endorsed considerable reforms in the democratic span of 
the great Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto. All local arrangements are terminated with military 
involvement and capture of power by General Zia-ul-Haq in 1977 (Jalal, 1995). 

       

Zulifqar’s Local Government System 

Local Government Reform during 1979-85 

After Prime Minister Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto’s regime (1971-77), the local 
government was resuscitated under General Zia-ul-Haq’s army authorities. Similarly, 
Ayub Khan and Zia-ul-Haq united political condensation at the federal and provincial 
degrees with an authorization scheme at the local degree. It was attained via the 
application of Martial law which held the 1973 constitution in abeyance. (Norman, 
1988) Local government was brought back through the doctrine of the Local 
Government Ordinance (LGO) and local authorities were elected in the country 
between 1979 and 1980. The military desired to utilize its previous scheme of ‘divide 
and rule’ by establishing a current class of ‘collaborative’ lower-degree legislative. 
(Rizvi, 1980) 
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The army local government provided the statute of local government 1979 
with accompanying targets: 

 ‘To make suitable and advancement exercise receptive to local wishes and 
drives by assigning them to local delegate bodies, to work with the activity of vote-
based self-government near the local level of the general public and empower the 
initiative potential, to assemble human and material assets through the contribution 
of individual from people in general in their provincial turn of events, to give a two-
way channel of correspondence between the local network and government’. 

The current rural powers were planned to be units for providers of facilities as 
well as a measure for economic and political growth. The allocation of powers and 
tasks to the different ranks was made with these aspects. The consequences of the 
councils were categorized as prescribed and non-compulsory in all cases and involved 
growth tasks. The obligatory list convened resources that local councils have to give 
while the non-compulsory list stated functions that councils may or may not perform 
at their voluntary. 

Local Government Ordinance 1979 systematizes the duties, capabilities, and 
institutions of the regional councils, municipalities, and union councils. Despite the 
fact that the judicial allocation of purpose was extended, financial and organizational 
restrictions have normally bound the district council’s participation to establish and 
financed of build roads, sewage, drinking water projects and partly imply in the 
establishment of schools and rural health points while the parts of union councils were 
minor. 

Zia ul Haq laid out three levels of local government in the country that is union 
chamber tehsil committee and the Zila councils. Elections to the union committees 
were held in 1979, 1983, and 1987 on a non-party premise, with 80% of elected 
individuals and 20 percent saved for laborers, inhabitants, and ladies. Councilors 
filled in as the appointive school for picking the heads of Zila and tehsil councils. The 
principal obligation of local chambers was to oversee the limited scope of public 
government assistance and formative exercises in their locale. The rundown of local 
capacities was broad however the income base was restricted notwithstanding the 
assignment of some tax assessment powers by common legislatures. the greater part 
of their assets came as government moves and a lesser degree assignment from 
common Yearly Improvement Projects. The essential inspirations for zila to make local 
bodies were to legitimize the army-based government, widen its help base beyond the 
military, and utilize the malleable local elites to sabotage its political rivals. 
Fundamentally, the local bodies gave the citizen assortments of his government, 
supporting it as a monetary and political advantage. 

Provision government pursues to practice ‘general supervision over local 
authority to secure that local affair was administered according to law’. Overall 
management was exerted through the unit of Local Government and Rural Growth. 
The abilities of control by the Regional Government over councils were vast involving 
powers to name for reports and returns, to explore, to suspend chairman and 
councilors, to replace and restore councils, and to immediate actions to be taken in 
default of the local legislative. (Azfar, 2006) The Regional Government also keeps 
powers to repeal the affairs and suspend the implementation of decisions passed by 
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councils. The provincial government can be an introvert, in its way any or all of the 
tasks are transferred to the councils. 

Besides, the system of the regional government towards obtaining the fidelity 
of provincially elected people that establishes their resistance from the local 
jurisdiction. The organization of local authorities was distinguished in several modes 
and directed at a distant wider level of decentralization than in past. The councils were 
officiated by the elected preventative persons’ and not by bureaucrats. (Siddiqui, 1992) 

 

Fig Structure of Zia’s Local Government 

Evolution of Local Government Structure 1985-99 

Briefly, after the dominancy of state power, Pakistan Prime Minister Benazir 
Bhutto was assigned duty in November 1989 to focus on the inadequacy of local 
government in Pakistan and proposed calculations for their amendment. The duty led 
by Kamal Azfar recognized chief defects as: 

 Over consolidation of jurisdiction and funds. 

 Inadequate piece of ministries, and 

 Unproductive local authority, 

The suggestion was not like the other committees in the former where local 
authorities were seen as a section of local authority and were seen as a part of the 
central government. It calls for measures that one can easily divide as decentralization. 
The chief guidance was: 

 Two ranked construction-district, municipality/village councils. 

 The focal point is the region. 

 The formation of Afterward gathered to have consisted of an internally 
nominated      District Governor as chief, and elected individuals as members. 
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 A representative community in which the deputy minister for controlling the 
district. 

 Appointment of the junior commissioner as the assistant of the regional 
assembly. 

 Participation of small towns’ councils in planning and executing growth 
strategies in their regions. 

 Local committees are divided into provincial sectors. 

The stress between regional and local governments was aggravated because 
the federal government was obtruded on provincial tasks weakening the scope of 
regions. (Waseem, 1994) The focus of incomes in the hand of federal and regional 
governments was limited to the finding ability of local governments mainly in 1990. 
Consequently, this stress between regional ranks affects the interruption of local 
authorities between 1993 and 1998. After independence, the democratic powers at 
provincial and federal degrees were forced to decrease the function of local authorities 
and centralized spending roles in the above ranks of that country. (Mahmood, 2003) 

Conclusion 

The article concluded that decentralization in underdeveloped nations was 
insufficient for the local government system. Going against the norm, the historical 
backdrop of decentralization in Pakistan determined that the main prosperity in local 
legislatures directed by non-delegate military systems was to lay out the most coercive 
focal state through decentralization to accumulate power. The civilian administrations 
were hesitant to lay out solid local legislatures because provincial government and 
individuals from parliaments needed to keep advancement assets in their grasp to 
assemble their organizations of customized support. Such a circumstance existed due 
to nonstop and extensive stretches of military decisions that methodically end of the 
week ideological groups and elevated government officials faithful to the military. 
Local legislatures were utilized for this reason and advanced these governmental 
issues of support. Power and support being a strictly competitive game, any authority 
practiced by local state-run administrations couldn't come at the expense of its 
political use by common and national legislatures straightforwardly or by implication 
constrained by the military in any event, during the regular citizen rule. 

The discussion in this paper has disclosed that local bodies in Pakistan are a 
curious level of government, always accepted as the most chief and practical form of 
authority, based on both success and democracy by every regime still thoroughly 
refined and exercised. After the independence in 1947, there was a growing 
concentration on the execution of government functions in-country. Pakistan is in the 
habit of a centralized government. After the years of independence, decentralization 
programs were working to power the economy and governance of the country. The 
different governments of state proverb that decentralization could make a distinction 
in the residence of peoples. They practice improving the local government system to 
allow a better approach to essential assistance required by the people. Leading the 
government closest to the people via the improved system, enhanced individuals’ 
involvement in governance was and is being looked forward to. On the other hand, 
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the consecutive governments have tried to hold out the village through acquiring 
several proceedings. Democratic measures, each of which gives different systems and 
rules of its method of operation. Most schemes have been executed through local 
councils, district development committees, or area offices of central ministers and 
provincial departments. The formation of villages committees was required for the 
incorporation and execution of growth programs. These were implemented for 
enhancing involvement in to control of local resources. While constrained by central 
systems and proceeding, the growth programs performed with local governments and 
other decentralization institutions to carry off the responsiveness, enhancement in 
framing, directing, and technical capabilities of local government resources and 
organization and strengthen the economic growth at the local level. Although, plans 
and policing emerging from the central government have restricted the organizational 
development of local councils as a participative agency of evolution. So, activating 
local government for the involvement of people in development is necessary. 
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