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Abbreviation Meaning

AJK Azad Jammu and Kashmir

ECP Election Commission of Pakistan

GB Gilgit Baltistan

ICT Islamabad Capital Territory

IRDP Rural Development Program  

LB Local Bodies  

LG  Local Governments

LFO  Legal Framework Order  

NWFP  North West Frontier Province  

PLGA Punjab Local Government Act 

PML-N Pakistan Muslim League – Nawaz  

PTI Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf 

PWP  Peoples Works Program   

BLGA Balochistan Local Government Act
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Pakistan's local governance systems have long suffered from inefficiencies and inconsistencies,
hindering effective service delivery and citizen-state interaction at the grassroots level. Despite
constitutional amendments and numerous attempts to establish democratically-elected local
governments, a sustained connection between citizens and the state remains elusive. The 18th
constitutional amendment aimed to address this by guaranteeing a third tier of local governance, but its
implementation faced challenges due to provinces' reluctance to devolve powers adequately.

The evolution of local governance in Pakistan traces back to colonial-era administrative structures and
subsequent attempts to establish elected local bodies. While various systems were introduced over the
years, each faced its own set of challenges and limitations. General Ayub Khan's era marked a significant
milestone with the introduction of the Basic Democracy system, followed by subsequent reforms under
General Zia and General Musharraf. However, the expiration of constitutional protections led to the
demise of these systems, with provinces failing to introduce new ones effectively.

Post-devolution, provinces were mandated to establish local governments, but legislative delays and half-
hearted attempts marred the process. Despite judicial intervention, disparities persisted in election
systems and representation, with provinces often neglecting marginalized groups' inclusion. Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa stands as an exception with its re-introduction of the 2001 model, albeit with
modifications. Challenges in effective local governance persist due to limited functions, bureaucratic
control, and structural flaws. Rural areas remain neglected, lacking essential amenities and adequate
representation. The continuity and sustainability of local government systems are further threatened by
political transitions and lack of constitutional protection.

To address these challenges, several policy proposals are recommended. These include ensuring
constitutional protection for continuity, aligning provincial laws with federal frameworks, empowering
local governments, increasing representation of marginalized groups, enhancing community
engagement, and establishing accountability mechanisms. In conclusion, revitalizing Pakistan's local
governance systems requires concerted efforts to empower local governments, ensure inclusive
representation, and foster community engagement. By addressing structural deficiencies and
implementing robust policy measures, Pakistan can strengthen grassroots democracy and improve
service delivery for its citizens.

In Pakistan, governance at the grassroots level is hindered by inefficiencies stemming from inconsistent
governance structures and ad hoc approaches to delivering services locally. Despite numerous attempts
by both military and civil regimes to establish democratically-elected local governments, a sustained link
between citizens and the state has remained elusive in Pakistan. The 18th constitutional amendment
aimed to address this by guaranteeing a third tier of local governance. 

Executive Summary
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However, the powers devolved from the federation to the provinces failed to adequately reach the local
governments due to the reluctance and lack of political will on the part of the provinces to transfer
powers downwards. While Sindh, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Balochistan, and Cantonments have elected local
governments, Punjab, Islamabad Capital Territory, and regions of Azad Jammu and Kashmir (AJK) and
Gilgit-Baltistan (GB) currently lack elected councils to oversee the established local institutions. With the
exception of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, where local councils have been granted some authority to levy taxes
and decide on spending, the existing provincial legal frameworks governing local governments fall short
in ensuring true devolution of powers, inclusive representation, comprehensive coverage of local
services, and continuity of the system.

The concept of local government in the Indian subcontinent can be traced back to traditional setups like
gram panchayats, which administered various functions in rural areas. The East India Company
introduced first formal local governance in 1688 with the establishment of the "Municipal Corporation" in
Madras. Subsequently, the Conservancy Act, 1842 led to the formation of sanitary committees for
garbage disposal in urban areas under the Company’s administration. Following the annexation of Punjab
and Sindh in 1843 and 1849, respectively, the British introduced local governments in these regions, a
move that gained momentum after the 1857 War of Independence (History of Local Government from
Subcontinent to Musharraf Era, 2021).

Key developments on local governance following the 1858 transfer of governance from the Company to
the British Crown included the Proclamation of the Municipal Act in 1867, later updated in 1911. Lord
Ripon's Resolution in 1882 was also significant, as it initiated rural local councils and elected municipal
representatives through District Boards Act, 1882. Moreover, the recommendation for appointing non-
official chairmen for municipal committees in 1907, supported by the Simon Commission in 1927 marked
a notable progression towards inclusive governance. Furthermore, the Government of India Act, 1935
empowered provinces and units to legislate on local governments.

In Pakistan, local governance was initially managed through the Municipal Act and District Boards Act,
alongside various other colonial-era laws. However, during first 12 tumultuous years (1947-1959) post-
independence, local development efforts were primarily supported international aid programs, such as
the Village Aid program (Islam, 2018). 

The genesis of local government elections in Pakistan can be traced back to the era of General Ayub
Khan, who promulgated the Basic Democracy Order in 1959. Under Ayub Khan’s leadership, the 1962
Constitution directly linked the office of the President to the newly established local bodies by
designating the 80,000 directly-elected basic democrats as the electoral college for the election of the
presidential, national and provincial assemblies’ elections. Two consecutive elections of basic democrats
were held in 1962 and 1965 before Ayub Khan’s departure, transferring powers to Chief of Army Staff,
General Yahya Khan in 1969. The introduction of this local government system under Ayub Khan's
administration ushered in a new era of elected representation, with elected representatives gaining seats
in established urban councils.  

Evolution of Local Governance:

Local Governments in Pakistan Historical Evolution and the Way Forward

5



Constitution and Local Governments

Article 32: 

Article 140A: 

The State shall encourage local Government institutions composed of elected representatives of
the areas concerned and in such institutions, special representation will be given to peasants,
workers and women.

Each Province shall, by law, establish a local government system and devolve political,
administrative and financial responsibility and authority to the elected representatives of the
local governments.
Elections to the local governments shall be held by the Election Commission of Pakistan. 

Local Governments in Pakistan Historical Evolution and the Way Forward

Additionally, the creation of Union Councils and Union Committees served as the foundational units for
rural and urban areas, respectively. This nomenclature continues to dominate the local government
systems in Pakistan to this day. Empowered with various responsibilities, these bodies were entrusted
with tasks ranging from registering births, deaths, marriages, to serving as arbitral councils for local
disputes including marital disputes. The Basic Democracy system implemented a rural development
program and established improvement trusts in 18 cities, in addition to electing Ayub Khan twice as
President (History of LG&RDD, n.d.).

Following Yahya Khan’s tenure, which witnessed the conduct of general elections under the Legal
Framework Order (LFO), the elected assembly faced a period of turmoil. Upon Yahya Khan’s departure,
the elected assembly operated under civil martial law administration due to the absence of any
constitution. In 1972, the Basic Democracy was reversed, reverting to the pre-1959 system of non-elected
councils. However, in 1973, a significant shift occurred with the passage of the Constitution of Pakistan
by the National Assembly, which ensured the conduct of local government elections and mandated the
establishment of local councils. Despite the introduction of subordinate legislation by the Bhutto regime
on the subject elections were for the proposed party-based local government system never materialized.
However, Nonetheless, initiatives such as Rural Development Program (IRDP) and Peoples Works
Program (PWP) were implemented with the assistance of established yet non-elected councils (History
of LG&RDD, n.d.).

Elected local governments had to await the tenure of another military dictator, General Zia, who
introduced a new local bodies system through an ordinance in 1979, known as the Local Government
Ordinance, 1979. This system, commonly referred to as the local bodies (LB) system, predominately
provincial in nature. It sustained for some time, with four elections were held at regular intervals in 1979,
1983, 1987, and 1991 in all four provinces on a non-party basis. The LB system established an inter-linked
rural and urban councils endowed with powers to manage various aspects public administration
including public works, public health, education, agricultural development, sewerage, livestock, public
safety, environment and culture.
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(Local Government Ordinances for Punjab, Sindh, NWFP, Balochistan and Capital Territory, 1979) In
contrast to Basic Democracy system, which had a direct link with federation, the LB system operated at
the provincial level, with greater responsibilities and lesser powers. Despite its initial success, elected
local bodies were dissolved in the then North-Western Frontier Province (NWFP) in 1991, Sindh in 1992,
and Punjab in 1993. 

The local government system and elections experience another pause until the era of another military
dictator, General Musharraf, who introduced a comprehensive, uniform and nationwide devolution of
power. Under his leadership, two local government elections were conducted in 2001 and 2005. The
Local Government Ordinance 2001 led to establishing a newly elected government structure at the
district level and implementing a at three tiers local government system comprising districts, sub-
districts or tehsils and union councils. Notwithstanding the criticism of undermining provincial authority,
this local government arrangement effectively decentralized governance functions providing oversight
and leadership of elected representatives on almost all governance functions.

The district administration fell under the purview of elected District Nazim, while the Tehsil Municipal
Administration operated under an elected Tehsil Nazim (Local Government Ordinances, 2001). At the
grassroots, the Union Council apparatus was overseen by a Union Nazim. Moreover, the system
prioritized grassroots-level representation of women, with affirmative inclusion actions ensuring
leadership opportunities for women, minorities, peasants and workers. General Musharraf protected this
system through the 17th Constitutional Amendment under its fourth schedule, safeguarding its structure
until 2009 (Constitution of Pakistan, 1973). However, the expiration of this constitutional protection
proved to be the demise of the system, as provinces continued to avoid their responsibility of introducing
a new local government system. 

Local Governments in Pakistan Historical Evolution and the Way Forward

Under the 18th Amendment, provinces are mandated to establish local government systems as
stipulated in Section 140-A (1) of the Constitution, which states that “each province shall, by law,
establish a local government system and devolve political, administrative and financial responsibility and
authority to the elected representatives of the local governments”. Additionally, the responsibility for
conducting local government elections is entrusted to the Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) under
Section 140-A (2).

Despite the passage of the 18th Amendment, the provinces did not expedite the legislation and creation
of local governments. It took the intervention of the higher judiciary to compel provinces, which often hid
behind technical and political excuses, to legislate on the subject between 2010 and 2015. The first
legislation came in Balochistan in 2010 while all other provinces following suit in 2013 under the pressure
of higher judiciary. 

Post-Devolution Local Governance:
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The first local government elections in post-devolution era were held in Balochistan in 2013 followed by
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Punjab and Sindh in 2015. However, provincial legislation, except for Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, were largely half-hearted attempts for meet the minimum compliance with court orders
and constitutional requirements, lacking the true spirit of devolution. Provincial laws exhibited glaring
disparities in election systems, leading to confusion and numerous undue delays in conduct of LG
elections. Judiciary intervention became necessary many times due to the discrepancies in introduced
election systems, resulting in amendments to laws even before their enforcement. Party-based elections
were one such example of judiciary-driven amendments that provinces were reluctant to make (FAFEN,
2013).

Even more problematic was the introduction of election systems and disparate definition of electoral
rights and entitlements of citizens. The constitution made ECP responsible for overseeing LG elections,
which were to be conducted under provincial laws, while the ECP’s operations were regulated under
federal law. The confusion, with a federal body complying with a provincial statute, led to many
problems,including varying basic requirements of democratic elections, such as the age limit of voters
and candidates. Secondary elections in Balochistan had to wait for an entire year after the conduct of
primary LG elections in 2013 because of ECP’s stance that it was not responsible to hold secondary
elections to establish the secondary councils.

To address these issues, the parliament included a chapter in the Elections Act, 2017 outlining guidelines
for local government elections and the application of election laws to local government polls.
Consequently, the ECP assumed responsibility for delimitation of councils, voter registration, and the
conduct of primary, secondary, and reserved-seats elections. Parliament also tackled the issue of
continuity by establishing provisions on transition and timelines for fresh elections after the completion
of a tenure, with the responsibility for the continuity of the systems falling on the ECP. 

Local Governments in Pakistan Historical Evolution and the Way Forward

Managing Elections for Local Governments
Local government systems in Pakistan have undergone significant changes over the years,
particularly regarding the management of local elections. Between 1979 and 1991, separate
election bodies at the provincial level oversaw local elections. However, the introduction of the
local government system in 2001 shifted the responsibility to the Election Commission of
Pakistan (ECP). The constitutional cover for this practice was provided in 2010 through
eighteenth amendment, and the federal Elections Act, 2017 provided a framework for local
government (LG) elections delineating the ECP's responsibilities in holding elections based on
provincial statutes. However, the provincial laws still lack clarity on the continuity of the systems
they introduced, especially concerning managing transitions and holding fresh elections. One of
the key challenges is the provinces' tendency to delay LG elections, despite the timelines provided
for fresh elections in federal Elections Act, 2017. Provinces have consistently avoided the Act's
deadline of holding elections within 120 days of council expiry, using various excuses. This raises
concerns about the sustainability and continuity of LG systems in provinces and regions. 
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Despite the constitutional guarantee and removal of legal confusions, the provinces did not establish
local governments that could meet the acceptable standards. The only exception was Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, where a Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government reintroduced the 2001 model of
district governments with some modifications in functions after coming into power in 2013. Fresh local
government elections scheduled in the province in 2019, but a change in the system by Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa Assembly in 2019 delayed new elections until 2021 (Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Local
Government Acts, 2013 & 2021). The Khyber Pakhtunkhwa law replaced the district governments with
tehsil or sub-district governments, reducing their responsibility from twelve to six functions. Another
change was the direct election of heads of tehsil governments. Currently, elected governments are
functioning in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa with some powers and functions curtailed, and although elected
tehsil heads are performing, 14 percent women’s reserved seats are vacant due to cultural constraints
(Notifications of Assumption of Office by the Elected Representatives, n.d.).

Punjab procrastinated on legislation until 2013 when it finally adopted a system more reminiscent of the
1979 Local Bodies system rather than true devolution. Elections under the Punjab Local Government Act
(PLGA), 2013 were held in 2015, but the newly-elected councils had to wait until January 2017 to take the
charge when the province transitioned from district government system to the new structure under PLGA,
2013.  After the formation of the new government in Punjab following General Elections 2018, there were
attempts to curtail local government powers and responsibilities, followed by termination of all elected
councilors through new legislations, namely the Punjab Local Government Act, 2019 & Punjab
Neighborhood Councils & Village Panchayats Act, 2019. Although, both laws were passed by the
Assembly in May 2019 and enforced promptly, no elections were planned or held during year.
Subsequently, the terminated elected representatives challenged the new laws and their premature
termination in the court. The Supreme Court restored councils and representatives in May 2021 for the
remainder period of their term. However, after expiry of remainder tenure of restored local governments
in December 2019, the government promulgated an Ordinance introducing tehsil governments and village
Panchayats, but neither the elections were announced nor the ordinance was presented before Punjab
Assembly for a mandatory assent, resulting in the lapse of the Ordinance. 

When PTI-led government in Punjab fell to defections in April 2022 and a new Pakistan Muslim League
Nawaz (PMLN) government briefly came into power, the province adopted a new law PLGA 2022,
changing the structures introduced under the 2019 law. The PLGA 2022 was short-lived, like the PMLN
government itself, and the second PTI government in the province under Chaudhry Pervaiz Elahi as Chief
Minister replaced it with another PLGA 2022 (Punjab Local Government Acts 2015, 2019, 2022 (I) & 2022
(II) & Punjab Village Panchayats Act 2019 & Punjab Local Government Ordinance 2021). Amidst this flurry
of legislation, Punjab has yet to hold any local government elections, which were initially due in 2019 and
then in 2021 when the court restored councils for their remainder terms. The established local
government institutions and structure under the last PLGA-2022 are being run in the province by
government officials without any elected representatives.  

Current Statues Governing LGs:
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Similarly, local government elections faced roadblock in Sindh after they were due in December 2020
under Sindh Local Government Act, 2013. Issues of delimitations, the officialization of census data, and
controversial changes to local government laws consumed two years, finally leading to the LG elections
in 2023 in Sindh under the new legislation, the Local Government Act, 2021, with first phase held in 2022.
The new Sindh law includes unique provisions for the inclusion of transgender persons and persons with
disabilities in addition to youth, women, peasants and workers (Sindh Local Government Act, 2021). 

Balochistan local government elections under Balochistan Local Government Act-2010 were due in May
2019 but started in 2022 and completed in 2023. Islamabad Capital territory (ICT) also held first elections
in 2015 under Islamabad Capital Territory Local Government Act, 2015 but fresh elections not held upon
the completion of the term in 2019 due to a federal government executive order to increase the number
of union councils in ICT, which halted the conduct of elections in 2023.

Local Governments in Pakistan Historical Evolution and the Way Forward

Provincial governments have consistently overlooked the importance of local governments, instead
focusing their efforts consolidating power through democratic or undemocratic means. Consequently,
local governments have been neglected, leading to a discouraging state of affairs. There appears to be a
general lack of interest in fulfilling constitutional obligations concerning local governments, with both
political and military governments seeking to control and oversee these entities.

Local governments in Pakistan are constrained by limited functions as defined by law and suffer from a
dearth of avenues for citizen engagement. They often find themselves under the sway of political
governments and bureaucratic control, relying heavily on financial subsidies from provincial
governments. Furthermore, structural flaws and overlapping responsibilities among various tiers and
independent bodies within local governance exacerbate the situation. (Cheema et al., n.d.).

A significant challenge is the precarious sustainability and continuity of local government systems, with
each change in government posing a threat to their functionality. Local governments find themselves
marginalized and lacking in empowerment, in contravention of constitutional directives, and legislative
and practice measures show little emphasis on devolution.

Another critical flaw across all local government systems, whether at the federal or provincial level, is the
apparent neglect of rural populations. While legal frameworks purport to address rural development, none
take responsibility for the maintenance and provision of day-to-day municipal services to these
communities. Though urban settlements have established institutions, which continue to operate even in
the absence of elected local governments, the rural administration is left to the community. The absence
of basic amenities in rural areas—such as government-led water supply, waste management, fire brigade
services, and recreational facilities—propels families to urban centers in search of essential services.
Union Councils or Village Councils, though existing, are rudimentary bodies with limited responsibilities
and scant powers to cater to the needs of rural inhabitants.

What Keeps the Provinces to have Effective Local Government?
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Local governments operate for communities, yet, with the exception the legal framework Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa law, there is a lack of acknowledgement or provisions for community engagement and
consultation with local population in prioritizing local governments’ agenda for developmental and
administrative work.

Despite these challenges, local governments serve as valuable platforms for learning and training in
governance, akin to primary schools for political education. Many of Pakistan’s political leaders have
entered mainstream politics through local governments. Furthermore, local governments offer
opportunities for common people, especially women, to engage in governance structures and ascend to
positions of local leadership.

Local Governments in Pakistan Historical Evolution and the Way Forward

The inclusion of women and other underprivileged groups in local governance is mandated by the
constitution, leading to their incorporation into local government systems and laws, albeit often in a
tokenistic manner. Between 2001 and 2009, Pakistan experienced a relatively robust local government
system that significantly influenced the political landscape.

This era witnessed the emergence of a new cadre of political leaders who ascended to prominence
through two consecutive local government elections held in 2001 and 2005. One of the key features of
this system was its affirmative actions, including direct elections on seats reserved for women,
minorities, peasants, and workers. Consequently, there was a considerable surge in inclusion, with many
women and minority leaders emerging on the national stage.

However, these advancements were gradually eroded in the post-devolution phase, as provinces
assumed legislative authority on local governments. Instead of building on the progress made, provinces
began to diminish the representation of women, minorities, peasants, and workers in the councils. Direct
elections for these groups were abolished, thereby disenfranchising them from participating in
democratic processes. Despite the introduction of affirmative action for youth by some provinces, its
tokenistic nature diluted the spirit of inclusive governance.

Sindh took a step further by introducing affirmative actions for transgender persons and persons with
disabilities, allocating seats for them in secondary councils. However, under current statutes, only Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa has direct elections on reserved seats in primary councils. Sindh and Balochistan have
indirect elections for these marginalized groups, while Punjab has a party block vote system. This state
of affairs is undermining the true spirit of representation and inclusion in Pakistan's local government
system. 

Inclusion and Representation:
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Way Forward:
Constitutional Protection for Continuity:

Ensure the continuity of the LG system through constitutional protection, with a sub-article providing
specific timelines for elections once the tenure of a local government expires or is terminated.
Constitutional protection of LG elections is crucial for the sustainability and continuity of local
government systems in Pakistan. It would provide a solid legal foundation for the conduct of elections,
reducing delays and ensuring effective local governance. 

Align Provincial Laws to Elections Act, 2017:
There is a need for provinces to align their laws with the federal framework to ensure smooth transitions
and timely elections. Provinces must work towards aligning their laws with the federal framework to
uphold the principles of democracy and local autonomy. 

ECP's Role and Timing of Elections:
Provide legal clarity that the ECP will hold LG elections based on the provincial statute in place at the time
of the expiry of a government. Any amendments or new laws after the elections are due should not affect
those elections but should be applicable for the next term.

Provincial Finance Commission Awards:
Announce provincial finance commission awards promptly, ensuring that districts receive a share similar
to national finance commission awards to enable effective financial management at the local level.

Empower LGs:
Grant local governments powers, not just responsibilities, to enable them to effectively manage local
affairs and make decisions in the best interest of their communities. Elected LGs must be empowered to
levy local taxes in lieu of services and decide on their spending.

Permanent Municipal Institutions for Rural Areas:
Provide rural populations with permanent municipal institutions, similar to urban institutions, for better
administration and governance in rural areas.

Increase Representation of Marginalized Groups:
Increase the representation of women, minorities, youth, transgender individuals, persons with
disabilities, peasants, and workers in local governments. Ensure that their elections at the primary council
level are direct.

Community Engagement:
Incorporate provisions for community engagement in local governance laws, ensuring that communities
have a say in decision-making processes that affect them.

Local Governments in Pakistan Historical Evolution and the Way Forward
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Safeguards for Worker and Peasant Seats:
Implement safeguards to ensure that seats reserved for workers and peasants are not occupied by non-
workers and non-peasants, preserving the intended representation of these groups.

Direct Supervision of Government Functions:
Place all government functions at the district, tehsil, and community levels under the direct supervision
and control of elected representatives, ensuring accountability and transparency.

Accountability of Bureaucracy:
Make the district bureaucracy, including the police, accountable to elected heads of district and/or tehsil
councils, enhancing governance and responsiveness to local needs.

Transparent Development Schemes:
Provide safeguards to remove discretion of public or elected officials in prioritizing development
schemes, ensuring transparency and fairness in the selection process.

Accountability Mechanisms:
Establish accountability mechanisms for elected councils and representatives, ensuring that they are
held accountable for their actions and decisions.

About Accountability Lab Pakistan:
Accountability Lab (AL) is an Islamabad-based think tank registered in Pakistan under the Societies Act
1860 as a non-profit organization and certified by the Pakistan Center for Philanthropy (PCP).
Accountability Lab works to make governance work for people by supporting active citizens, responsible
leaders, and accountable institutions. We are reimagining how to build accountability to support a world
where resources are used wisely, decisions benefit everyone fairly, and people lead secure lives. 

AL is different from many other organizations in the accountability, rule of law, and anti-corruption space
in that we see accountability as a value, not a theme, and work across issues such as governance, human
rights, education, climate justice, and health by focusing on positive narratives around these issues;
building “unlikely networks” to bring diverse voices into these efforts; and “insider-outsider” coalitions
across government, civil society, media, and the private sector. 
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