Decentralisation and local governance have increasingly been recognized as core elements of the poverty reduction efforts undertaken by the majority of developing countries. Decentralisation reforms and local governance policies figure prominently in public sector reforms and Poverty Reduction Strategies. At the same time, multilateral and bilateral Development Partners (DP) are attach more and more importance to the subject of decentralisation and local governance. In recognition of this, a Donor Working Group on Local Governance and Decentralisation was launched in April 2006, with the objective to share experiences and explore avenues for increased harmonisation of DP support to decentralisation and local governance in partner countries.

As a first step, the group commissioned a desk study to generate a basic overview of DP support to decentralisation and local governance which was carried out in 2006. The survey covered 7 organisations and countries’ assistance and presented basic information of each organisations’ mandate, internal organisation structure and approaches to decentralisation support including their individual strategy papers. The study clearly revealed the fact that the dominating approach is the classical aid modality of project approach which implies that partner countries are often confronted with a confusing number of responsible spoke persons, multiple administrative procedures and a multitude of differing decentralisation approaches. Thus providing evidence of the need of enhanced aid harmonisation, the survey proposed strong ownership of the partner countries as a key factor in order to harmonise DP efforts and render their aid more effective.

As a second step, the DP group decided at their meeting in Brussels in 2006 to initiate a review of country practices and experiences with alignment strategies in the field of decentralisation and local governance. Building upon the five preconditions for successful decentralisation proposed in the first study, the review focuses on four key thematic issues in view of proposing common good practices / guidelines for DP support to decentralisation and local governance that will enhance aid effectiveness. Field studies were carried out in four selected countries (Benin, Nepal, Nicaragua, Tanzania) in order to analyse DP practices of aid harmonisation and effectiveness in the context of national decentralisation programmes more thoroughly. 

