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Summary
Afghanistan’s governance system, especially its subnational entities,1 has typically 
been characterised by informality and de facto decentralisation, as local governance 
actors often exert the most recognised power at community levels. Despite this, 
formally the current government system remains highly centralised, with subnational 
entities commonly characterised by their lack of connection up the governance chain 
to the central government in Kabul. While this lack of inclusivity and connectivity 
persists, necessary commitments have been made towards strengthening the central 
Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GIRoA) and increasing its role in 
development planning and budget oversight. However, critical facets of the governance 
debate have not yet been thoroughly explored or clarified, resulting in some missed 
opportunities to support a more coherent and inclusive governance agenda. From 
the perspective of actors working directly with communities and delivering essential 
services, these gaps include: clarity around the structure and functions of subnational 
governance actors; systematic coordination of support to subnational entities; an 
intentional privileging of upward participation mechanisms for subnational bodies; 
and the promotion of tools to support the downward accountability of subnational 
representative bodies to their own constituents.

Key recommendationS
We call on donors to support the Giroa to:

•   Clarify the structure, roles, responsibilities, and reporting lines of all layers of 
subnational governance bodies, particularly from the district level and below, 
and between elected and appointed offices. Clarification would require political 
consensus, policy clarification, and legislative processes. Throughout these efforts, 
ensure women’s participation is prioritised and legally enshrined.

•   Design explicit mechanisms for subnational governance entities to be consulted 
on and feed into national budgetary and planning processes, with the aim of better 
engagement in constructive dialogue on how to make existing bottom up and top 
down planning processes more connected and coherent. 

•   Support transparent budget initiatives which encourage tracking and accountability 
of the national budget, but also which support similar accountability for subnational 
bodies, and which prepare information for them, including explanations of formula-
based budgeting and resource allocation principles for local level and community-
based structures.
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anaLySiS
Afghanistan’s governance system, especially its subnational 
entities, has typically been characterised by informality and de 
facto decentralisation, as local governance actors often exert 
the most recognised power at community levels. While local 
governance actors and processes might vary in type and style 
across regions, commonly they represent the most daily and 
influential governance for average Afghans. In some cases, 
government programmes, donor support, and civil society 
organisations have taken these bodies as key interlocutors in 
local development planning and service delivery and provided 
intentional support to them. In doing so, capacity and legitimacy 
of these structures has often been seen to increase.   
Despite this, formally Afghanistan’s current government system 
remains highly centralised in its decision-making, planning 
processes and budgetary mechanisms. Notwithstanding 
their local influence, subnational entities are commonly 
characterised by their lack of connection up the governance 
chain to the central government in Kabul. A lack of political 
and legal clarity exists regarding the future structure of the 
subnational governance system and the respective mandates 
of its constituent institutions, particularly as they relate to the 
official establishment and roles of representative bodies at 
various subnational levels. 
While this lack of inclusivity and clarity of vision persists, strong 
commitments have been made towards strengthening GIRoA 
and increasing its role in development planning and budget 
oversight. In the context of the aid-effectiveness agenda, the 
donor community has committed to moving increasing levels 
of aid resources to modalities that are channelled through the 
national budget. In order to coherently direct this increase in 
on-budget aid, GIRoA and the donor community launched the 
development of 22 national priority programmes, which are 
intended to articulate across sectors the collective development 
objectives of GIRoA and the international community. A strong 
state, more coordinated donor engagement and increased 
coherence in development planning are all welcome steps. 
However, critical facets of the governance debate have not 
yet been thoroughly explored or clarified, resulting in some 
missed opportunities to support a more coherent and inclusive 
governance agenda. From the perspective of actors working 
directly with communities and delivering essential services, 
these gaps include: clarity around the structure and functions of 
subnational governance actors; a coordinated plan for building 
the capacity of subnational entities to an identified level, with 
an emphasis on women’s participation, and good governance 
practices; an intentional privileging of upward participation 
mechanisms which carve out space for subnational and 
local voices in national processes; and tools to promote the 
downward accountability of subnational representative bodies 
to their own constituents.

Successes so far

Subnational governance structures have evolved in the past 
ten years, as either official governance bodies, or through 
programme-based support where bodies and processes 
have become increasingly institutionalised. Capacity gains 
and ongoing institutionalisation have been strongest where 
government agencies and the donor community have achieved 
consensus and coordinated their support to a given level of 
governance, particularly if this consensus was achieved in 
time for sustained support and cumulative results over time. 

The national coverage of formally-elected Provincial Councils 
(PCs) and the now widespread network of informally elected 
village level Community Development Councils (CDCs) 
are good examples of these results. In some cases, such 
as the support provided to CDCs, this represents not only a 
coordinated partnership among donors and GIRoA, but also a 
strong partnership with civil society actors who have supported 
CDCs and contributed to their evolution over time through 
the National Solidarity Programme (NSP), in a structured, 
coordinated way, according to an agreed upon mandate and 
vision. 
In addition to the establishment of a network of representative 
bodies at subnational levels, programming for subnational 
governance and development planning bodies has been 
able to incorporate increasing elements of good governance 
support for subnational governance actors. Through support 
provided through government programmes, donors and civil 
society actors, subnational bodies are learning to manage 
projects, become more accountable to the populations they 
represent, understand their responsibility to assess the needs 
of diverse constituents, including the needs of women, and 
advocate for community needs to higher levels of government 
and to potential donors. For example, through the NSP, 
communities have established monitoring teams to allow 
citizens to evaluate how well their CDCs are implementing 
projects. NSP implementing NGOs have also used tools 
such as social audits, where community members are able 
to examine the record-keeping and financial management of 
their community representatives and hold them to account 
in a public meeting. In addition to introducing mechanisms 
for downward accountability, CDCs, and their district level 
counterparts, District Development Assemblies (DDAs), have 
been successful in feeding into provincial-level development 
planning by linking up with PC members, line departments, 
and the provincial and district governor’s offices in order to 
communicate their needs and priorities. Both CDCs and DDAs 
have also independently advocated for needs and successfully 
mobilised resources through donor sources.  

chaLLenGeS ahead
In light of these results and capacity gains, there are reasons 
for optimism regarding the future of subnational governance in 
Afghanistan. Building on a strong tradition of local governance, 
representative bodies can learn to be more inclusive, 
proactive, accountable, and development-oriented. However, 
these subnational bodies are generally also characterised by 
their relative isolation, without a strong connection from one 
level of governance to the next, and without a strong sense 
of direction from the national level. They are typically lacking 
information related to budget planning, development priorities 
and availability of resources, and find themselves without 
opportunities for influencing key projects and processes which 
affect the daily lives of their constituents. 
Similarly, non-state actors working with communities 
experience a lack of clarity around which governance actors to 
support and work with, in which ways, and towards developing 
which core functions for the future. Additional support is sorely 
needed – capacity deficiencies are still widespread. However, 
support has been uneven and poorly coordinated, and not 
always well-targeted at the most important skills. Opportunities 
are often missed to strategically support subnational 
governance bodies in critical good governance competencies 
essential to their future roles.     
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High-level obstacles exist which perpetuate this situation. 
These include:
•   an ongoing constitutional and fiscal debate around the 

intended and optimal layers of subnational governance in 
Afghanistan

•   a dearth of public administration legislation lending legal 
support and clarity to relevant actors

•   a subnational governance policy which does not always 
clarify reporting lines and responsibilities of constitutionally 
mandated bodies, and does not always adequately delineate 
responsibilities between bodies

•   a lack of consensus among government agencies and donors 
which have at times promoted various competing bodies 
and subnational structures, especially at the district level and 
below. 

These gaps have contributed to what is now in some areas 
an unnecessarily competitive and fragile environment for local 
governance to take hold.
In light of these high-level obstacles, what follows is a subnational 
governance system that has yet to be fully articulated or 
established, exacerbating confusion at local levels. While 
subnational bodies have demonstrated the ability to advocate 
for the needs of their constituencies and productively influence 
higher-level bodies, bottom-up development planning does not 
link rationally to national planning and budgeting. While CDCs 
and DDAs produce community- and district-level development 
plans, and have advocated successfully to provincial governors 
and departments for their priorities to be included in their relevant 
Provincial Development Plans (PDPs), the link between these 
priorities and those selected by national ministries and the donor 
community in Kabul is tenuous. In turn, more effort is required 
to ensure that needs identified by subnational bodies are 
determined through a consultative and inclusive process that 
provides the space and opportunity for local voices, including 
marginalised groups excluded from existing local leadership. 
This includes a pressing need for deliberate efforts to increase 
the participation of women at all levels of governance and for 
gendered needs to be included in development planning. 
In addition, while promising models of bottom-up accountability 
mechanisms have been used and demonstrated to be effective 
at local levels, decision-making and budget responsibility 
has been slow to include these levels. Consequently, local-
level accountability mechanisms are rendered less effective 
in that those mainly responsible for funding allocations and 
development priorities are not truly held accountable by the 
communities affected by those decisions. Since subnational 
bodies have tended to mobilise resources through available 
donor sources present in their provinces, their access to 
resources and their ability to garner funding for community, 
district and provincial development plans has been dependent 
on uneven and less than predictable off-budget funding sources. 
In some cases, a lack of access to predictable resources has 
left them seriously struggling to gain traction as a relevant 
governance structure. This has contributed to the gulf between 
community representatives and provincial bodies, where 
district-level representative governance has been neglected. 
The unpredictability of, and often long gaps between, access 
to resources channelled to subnational governance bodies 
damages the momentum, legitimacy and effectiveness of 
subnational governance and development planning structures.  
Depending on the presence of certain donors, some provinces 
have clearly had greater discretionary resources available than 
others. 

Moreover, given a move to greater resources being channelled 
through the national budget, these kinds of resources are 
likely to decrease. Simultaneously, GIRoA will be responsible 
for assuming greater responsibility for service delivery. 
Thus subnational bodies cannot continue to rely on ad hoc 
mobilisation of resources from discretionary funding streams 
made available by donors at provincial levels, and should 
be brought systematically into a structure that designates 
predictable resources and modes of participation to them. 

recommendationS
The above analysis reflects the experiences and observations 
of a cross-section of non-governmental development actors 
who have interacted with, worked in partnership with, and 
endeavoured to support and strengthen subnational governance 
bodies in development planning and implementation in 
Afghanistan. Based on the above analysis of achievements and 
gaps in subnational governance, the following principles and 
actions are recommended.
•   Clarify the structure, roles, responsibilities and reporting lines 

of all layers of subnational governance bodies, particularly 
from the district level and below, and between elected and 
appointed offices. This is especially pertinent in the case of 
transitioning CDCs to village councils and clarifying district 
councils. Full clarification would require political consensus, 
policy clarification and legislative processes. However, a white 
paper on some of the more difficult issues (such as district 
governance) might bring early guidance. Throughout these 
efforts, ensure women’s participation is prioritised and legally 
enshrined.

•   Prioritise among steps in implementing this system, 
delineating a workplan on how to pursue advancement in the 
strengthening of these bodies. Communicate this workplan to 
existing subnational stakeholders. 

•   Plan for the fiscal sustainability of subnational governance 
structures, clarifying future sources of predictable, annual 
budgets. These sources could include provincial tax revenue 
sources, national tax revenue sources, and mandatory social 
investment percentages built into extractive industry contracts.  

•   Support good governance initiatives and capacity-building, 
especially around inclusion, women’s participation and 
transparency, in order to set the stage for the future. Support 
ongoing initiatives that have gained broad consensus among 
donors and government agencies, and which are designed 
to systematically contribute to increasing capacity and 
empowerment of various layers of the subnational governance 
system. These include new phases of NSP which focus 
on elements of CDC capacity (including women’s inclusion 
and new transparency and accountability mechanisms), 
and the ongoing provincial budgeting pilot, designating to 
the provinces additional space for further budgetary input. A 
mechanism for coordinated support to the district level should 
be prioritised. These initiatives should receive continued 
and expanded budgets, as interim measures supporting 
subnational governance, while the political arrangements 
are still being negotiated. They should also be evaluated, 
adapted, and expanded based on their successes. 
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•   Develop a long-term plan for promoting women’s 
participation at decision-making levels of government and 
encouraging more women to assume leadership roles. This 
strategy requires working with women and building their 
capacity to assume new positions, as well as working with 
existing government staff and decision-makers to create a 
well-informed and enabling environment in which women 
can meaningfully participate.

•   Provide guidance and coordination for further capacity-
building inputs based on the future roles of interim bodies. 
Avoid supporting structures and representative bodies at 
subnational levels that do not have broad consensus and 
which compete with other parallel structures. 

•   Design explicit mechanisms that enable subnational 
governance entities to be consulted on and feed into 
national budgetary and planning processes, so that 
existing bottom-up and top-down planning processes are 
more coherent and joined up. Bottom-up processes should 
include community and civil society consultations, not just 
subnational government input.

•   Support transparent budget initiatives that encourage 
tracking and accountability of the national budget, and 
which also support similar accountability for subnational 
bodies. Such initiatives should provide information for 
subnational bodies, including explanations of formula-
based budgeting and resource allocation principles to 
local level and community-based structures. Invest in the 
strengthening of Afghan civil society, which can play a key 
role in this process.  

•   Ensure a conducive environment for governance by 
maintaining development aid at current levels in the 
next few crucial years, with built in measures to improve 
aid effectiveness and accountability. This is especially 
important now as international military withdrawals are 
likely to negatively impact the Afghan economy, having 
adverse effects on Afghan people, including women, 
children and men.

 

(Endnotes)
1   In Afghanistan, subnational governance is currently a mixture of appointed officials 

(such as provincial and district governors), formally elected representatives 
(provincial councilors), less formal structures (such as Community Development 
Councils) which play governance roles, and informal structures such as traditional 
Shuras. This paper endeavours to comment on the system as it functions on the 
ground, given the remaining gaps in formalization of the overall structure of 
subnational government. For this reason, the paper refers to governance, rather 
than only Government.  

Sources include:
Subnational governance policy for Afghanistan

Governance standing committee docs (November 2011)

Implementation of Subnational Governance Policy: Progress and Prioritization (paper 
prepared by IDLG in December 2011)

Busan Aid Effectiveness conference documents
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