
ARTIKKELIT • M. MANZOOR ALAM 47 

Administrative Decentralization: 
A Bangladesh Perspective 
M. Manzoor A/am

Administrative Studies, voi. 7(1988): 1, 47-55 

Development administration requires decentrali· 
zation and delegation of authority as well as 
the acceptance of the concepts of decentrali
zation and delegation by senior administrators 
both ln theory and in practice. The administration 
of British lndia was extremely centralized; 
Pakistan failed to accomplish the decentralization 
it aimed at; and Bangladesh inherited a 
centralized administration from Pakistan. 
At first, Bangladesh tried without success to 
accomplish decentralization, and later on 
introduced village self-government which was 
discontinued after two years' experience. 
The present government has taken a new step 
towards decentralization through the formation of 
the Upazila (Sub-district) which is a new 
administrative unit of government. The increased 
role of the Upazilas constitute a far-reaching 
policy of decentralization, but it is still too early 
to comment on its success. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

Bangladesh became an independent entity 
on 16 December 1971 before which it was a 
province of Pakistan, East Pakistan, a state 
created through the partition of lndia in 1947. 
ln terms of immediate historical antecedents, 
the public administration of Bangladesh has 
been largely shaped by the public administra
tion of Pakistan. 

Pakistan inherited the legacy established by 
the British colonial rulers, including their ad
ministrative and bureaucratic structure, which 
the British probably took over from the model 
of bureaucracy developed by the Mughal 
administration.1• 
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Although it was natural to expect that after 
independence the newly-born state would de
velop a suitable administrative system of its 
own in order to meet the requirements of the 
time, this did not happen. ln its attempt to re
organize its administrative structure, Bangla
desh was only able to create the Union Coun
cil, the Thana Council and the District Council 
to replace the Thana Panchaet, the Thana De• 
velopment Committee and the District Board. 

Given the new socio-political and economic 
conditions the system remained inadequate, 
although several attempts were made to 
change the administrative system to make it 
more responsive to the people's needs. ln an 
attempt to develop the socio-economic condi
tion of the country, the present government has 
taken the initiative to decentralize the adminis• 
trative system to bring the administration to the 
grass-root level and to carry out its ambitious 
rural development programs. 

2. DECENTRALIZATION: THEORETICAL

PERSPECTIVES

Decentralization can be analysed in the terms 
of Talcott Parsons's »value/goal» levels. ln this 
sense decentratlization involves the division of 
governmental power between a central ruling 
group and other groups, each having authority 
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within a specific area of the state. At the level 
of »norms» decentralization indicates the exist
ence of several formal political structures, each 
covering a definite area, representing local in
terests as well as the interests of the central 
rulers. The local share of allocating power is 
protected by formal and normative rules which 
are accepted by the center. At the level of »col
lectiveness and rules» decentralization means 
that the unit of local government for formal 
decision-making is primarily exercised by local 
representatives. 

lf we study public or private management, 
»decentralization» might reasonably be taken
to cover any shift in »decentralizedness». But
when a political element is brought in, as we
must do in a study of government, the sharp dif
ference between the two categories vanishes.
This makes it relatively easy to arrive at an ap
preciation of the situation in the industrialized
countries. However, the most common form of
decentralization in the developing countries
has been »deconcentration»,3 and Bangladesh
is no exception.

3. THE EVOLUTION TOWARDS

DECENTRALIZED ADMINISTRATION

IN BANGLADESH

The present administrative system of Bang
ladesh is mainly a British legacy even though 
the system in Bengal developed much before 
the arrival of the British. The existence of a 
strong military power suggests there was also 
a sound civil administration4 during the regime 
of Maura Gupta around 326 B.C. when Bengal 
was a part of the kingdom of »Ganghridi». 

Ouring the rule of the Mughals the ancient 
administrative system of Bengal took a definite 
shape when an institution called Vakil was de
veloped especially during the rule of Emperor 
Akbar at the end of the sixteenth century who 
shared the responsibilities of the state among 
four ministers beside the Vakil: (1) Revenue and 
Finance by the Oivan (Chief Oivan); (2) Military 
by the Mir Bakshi (Chief Bakshi); (3) Factories 
or Stores by the Mir Samam (Chief Executive 
Officer); and (4) Ecclesia or Judiciary by the 
Sadr. 

The system granted ohly a limited degree of 
autonomy, delegation was strictly limited, and 
there was definite control from the center. The 
ShipahsalarS received a delegated power of 
general supervision within a specified area but 
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most administrative matters were directly su
pervised by the special minister at the center. 
ln approximately 1575 the administrative 
structure was given a permanent shape, which 
established a systematic hierarchical chain 
between the officers and the system known as 
»munsabdari» (See Appendix, Figure 1.).7 

The administrative system built up, maintain
ed and developed over many generations by the
British colonial rulers by 1947 had become an
integral part of the socio-political structure of
British lndia: over the years the British rulers
set up no less than 65 comittees to restructure
the administrative system of the sub-con
tinent.8

lmportant changes were made during British
rule: the lndian Council Act of 1861 authorized
the provinces to make local laws and to take
financial measures; provincial and district coun
cils were elected to look after local needs; in
response to increasing interest, a resolution on
local self government in lndia was issued in
May, 1918 which recognized local self-govern
ment as part of the official machinery of District
Administration.

The Bengal Village Self-government Act of 
1919, which gave them a legal status, intro
duced the post of the Circle Officer as the 
lowest unit of general administration: Circle of
ficers had first been appointed on the basis of 
the recommendations of the Bengal Oistrict Ad· 
ministration Committee of 1913-14. 

Until 1937 the government of lndia was invis
ible. AII government functions were legally un
der the control of the Governor General in 
Council who could issue administrative orders 
which the Council was bound to carry out. lf 
there was a conflict of opinion on any question 
between a provincial government and the cen
tral government, the central government de
cided the matter administratively, and the de
cision was binding on the province. The Govern
ment of lndia Act of 1935 divided the functions 
of government between the provinces and the 
center: every province was divided into a num
ber of districts and the controlling authority 
over all departments in the district was the col
lector. Administration in the provinces was car
ried out by Governors and at the centre by the 
Governor General. 

Before partition the administration of Pakis
tan was divided into two main divisions, the 
central administration and the provincial admin
istration. The central government of Pakistan 
was ultimately responsible for the administra-
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tion of the whole country, even though accord
ing to the federal principle the provincial go
vernments were lndependent to administer the 
provincial subjects. 

Although the government nominated 28 com
missions to decentralize the administrative sys
tem of Pakistan between 1948 and 1964, the 
centralized character of the administrative sys
tem remained unchanged except for the intro
duction of the Thana Training and Development 
Centre in 1962, when a Thana Secretariat was 
established under the Circle Officer (Appendix, 
Figure 2.).10

Bangladesh inherited the pattern of central 
administration of Pakistan. The same hierar
chial setup prevailed, although some reforms 
were introduced and more were suggested. (Ap
pendix, Figure 3.).11

ln the process of decentralization, the Local 
Government Ordinance of 1976 was an impor
tant step. Under the Local Government Acts of 
1975 and 1976, the Village Committee became 
the lowest organizational unit for local devel
opment activities. ln 1980 the Village Commit
tee was changed into Village Self-Government. 
The Second Five Year Pian proposed the spread 
of this innovation as an instrument for rural 
planning and for the participation of the rural 
population in development activities (Appendix, 
Figure 4.).12 

The program for developing village self-go
vernment was never worked out in detail, al
though a large number of self-governments 
were nominally set up. Neither the organizers 
nor the village self-government officials were 
given training to perform their duties. Like many 
other experimental models of rural devel
opment, the village self-government was alan
doned by the government after two years' ex
perience. The present government has taken 
new decentralization steps through the forma
tion of the Upazila, new administrative units 
(Sub-District), to bring the administrative offices 
nearer to the people (Appendix, Figure 5.).13

4. THE UPAZILA ADMINISTRATIVE

STRUCTURE

ln April 1982 the Bangladesh government set 
up an Administrative Reorganization and Re
form Committee for recommending an appro
priate and effective administrative system with 
the objective of taking the administration to the 
grass-rootlevel. The committee emphasized the 
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popular participation of the rural population in 
the administrative activities of the government 
and highlighted the need for local leadership 
in the process of rural development. Among the 
major committee recommendations were: 

- the direct election of chairmen at various
levels of local government institutions -
district, thana and unien
the election of councils with full functional
control over the field level officials

- the adequate devolution of administrative,
judicial and financial power at district and
thana level
the development of infrastructure at the
thana level
the elimination of unnecessary levels, such
as sub-divisions and divisions.

The government accepted the key recom
mendations of the committee to upgrade the 
Thanas, the focal point of administration, and 
to reduce the number of tiers of administration. 
ln November 1982 the implementation of the 
Thana upgrading scheme began with 45 Thanas 
throughout the country.14 To give effect to the 
new system, a new Local Government Ordi
nance was passed on December 23, 1982. 

The decentralization of decision-making re
sponsibilities to the Upazilas is perhaps the 
most important and far-reaching policy initia
tive of the Government of Bangladesh on de
centralization: it provides scope for popular 
participation, it provides for improved techni
cal capability service to the people by upgrad
ing staffs at Upazila, and it enables local go
vernment to pian and implement projects of lo
cal interest and importance. 

The structure of the Upazila presents a dual 
leadership pattern. On the one side there is the 
elected official, the Chairman of the Upazila Pa
rishad, while on the other side there is the U pa
zila Nirbahi Officer, who is the Chief Executive 
Officer of the Upazila and the member secreta
ry of the Upazila Parishad. The Chairman of the 
Upazila Parishad is the coordinating officer of 
the different officials stationed at the Upa
zila.15

The Upazila Parishads are corporate bodies 
consisting of elected, appointed and adminis
trative officials. The Chairman of the Upazila Pa
rishad is directly elected. AII Chairmen of the 
Union Parishads (the lowest tier of local bodies) 
will be representative members, and 12 speci
fied Thana level field officials will be members. 
ln addition, there are three non-official female 
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and one official male member appointed by the 
government. 

The Upazila Parishads have been assigned a 
wide variety of functions including the prepa
ration of annual Upazila development programs. 
The planning guidelines emphasize that the 
Upazila should give priority to projects promot
ing employment and local development. ln ad
dition the Upazila Parishads are expected to 
carry out socio-economic surveys in order to 
provide a basis for identifying non-farm activi
ties that could be promoted. 

The Upazilas are expected to raise their own 
resources, especially for maintenance and re
current expenses. There are 23 items on which 
the Upazilas have been authorized to levy fees. 
Nevertheless, the Upazilas must rely heavily on 
government funds as the local collection are 
unable to mobilise significant funds. Moreover, 
the Upazila Parishads must have government 
clearance on all decisions, including the bud
get. This dependence of the Upazila Parishads 
may create barriers to the devolution of author
ity to local bodies. 

5. CONCLUSION

The analysis of administrative decentraliza
tion in Bangladesh points to the fact that there 
are contradictions between promise and per
formance. As in the British and Pakistani tradi
tion, commissions and committees have been 
established for examining, evaluating and im
proving the administrative system, which has 
however remained unchanged. 

Most of the members and chairmen of the re
form commissions and committees or review 
boards have been bureaucrats or ex-bureau
crats and the general population has had very 
little chance or opportunity of becoming asso
ciated with what is going to be the future shape 
of the administration. 

ln the name of institution building, many ef
forts have been undertaken to strengthen the 
central administration by stretching its arm to 
local areas. Political instability has increased 
the power of the military and civil bureaucracy 
and lead to a situation of »bureaucratic abso
lutism». The participation of the people and the 
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devolution of authority remain a myth. Within 
a framework of centralized administration and 
centralized planning, decentralisation seems to 
have a tendency to undo itself. The reorganiza
tion of development efforts so as to make them 
more responsive to the people's needs requires 
a major reorientation of the bureaucracy. 
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Figure 1. The Mughal Administrative Structure 
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Figure 2. Thana training and development center (T. T.D.C.) 
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Figure 3. The Administrative Structure of Bangladesh (After lndependence). 
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Figure 4. Administrative Structure of V/1/age Self Government /n Bangladesh. 
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Figure 5. Linkage Structure of the Government of Bangladesh. 
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