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Managing Decentralization:
Interministerial Bodies, Policy Coordination,
and the Role of Development Aid Agencies
By Rainer Rohdewohld1

Decentralization Reforms and
Policy Coordination
The last two decades have seen an increasing
number of decentralization reforms in developing
and transitional countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin
America. These reforms are mostly driven by po-
litical considerations (such as building political
legitimacy following regime changes, reduction
of interregional conflicts), although the objective
of improving public services can be observed as
well. Being “whole-of-government” reforms, de-
centralization efforts reconfigure power relation-
ships between public sector institutions, and be-
tween the national level and subnational entities.
Implementing reforms requires substantial coor-
dination horizontally, i.e., among the national-level
government agencies involved; vertically, i.e., be-
tween national-level entities and subnational au-
thorities; and increasingly between public sector
actors (at national and subnational level) and ac-
tors in the private and nongovernment domains.2

Horizontal (national) policy coordination has to as-
certain the alignment of sectors with the decen-
tralization reforms, by means of functional assign-
ments, structural and procedural reforms at na-
tional level, and the transfer of sectoral resources

to subnational authorities. Policy coordination is
furthermore essential to ensure that fiscal and civil
service reforms establish the prerequisites for de-
centralization reforms to succeed.3

The multi-level/multi-actor setting and the
political implications of the reforms distinguish
coordination efforts in decentralization reforms
from coordination requirements for other policies.
Lack of policy coordination can result in fragmen-
tary and inconsistent reform implementation, and
even in re-centralization, driven by the notion that
decentralization has failed.

Decentralization reforms, therefore, in many
cases involve the establishment of interministerial
and/or national-level policy coordination bodies
which are expected to serve, inter alia, as venues
for discussing policies, negotiating agreements on
action plans, monitoring policy implementation,
and evaluating policy outcomes. Often such coor-
dination bodies become favored objects of exter-
nal support by development aid agencies.

Examples of interministerial and national-level
policy coordination bodies for decentralization re-
forms in Asia include the Regional Autonomy Ad-
visory Council (Dewan Pertimbangan Otonomi
Daerah, or DPOD) (Indonesia), the National Recon-

1 The author is a decentralization policy advisor with GTZ (German Technical Cooperation), with recent assignments to Cambodia and
Indonesia. He is currently Program Manager of the Local Governance-Poverty Reduction Support Programme in Ghana. This Governance
Brief was peer reviewed by Sandra Nicoll, Douglas Porter, and Clay Wescott.

2 Such as community-based organizations, advocacy groups, associations representing business and trade interests, public sector unions,
political parties, and the mass media.

3 The following discussion will be limited to horizontal policy coordination at the national level. However, it is acknowledged that vertical
coordination (between national and subnational authorities) is a major challenge for decentralization reforms as well, especially regarding
service delivery and the implementation of national policies in the sectors.
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struction Bureau (NRB) (Pakistan), and the National
Decentralization Committee, or NDC (Thailand).
Cambodia has a variety of interministerial bodies
dealing with decentralization and deconcentration
issues, including the National Committee for Sup-
port to Communes/Sangkats (NCSC) and the In-
ter-Ministerial Commission to Formulate a Draft
of Organic Laws (IMC). Important key character-
istics of these bodies include their legal basis (con-
stitution, statutory law, executive or administra-
tive decision), representation and membership
in the coordination body (e.g., political vs. admin-
istrative members, national vs. subnational mem-
bers), the mandates (limited or unlimited, man-
date for policy formulation or for policy imple-
mentation), institutional affiliation and budget
sources, and their relationship with other agen-
cies (for instance whether they can make binding
decisions and direct behavior of other agencies)
(see table on page 6 for an overview of charac-
teristics and features of the coordination bodies
discussed here). The variation of coordination
structures reflects the diversity of policy constella-
tions in the respective countries, with each coun-
try having its own reform rationale and context
and its specific constellation of policy actors and
stakeholders.

Policy Coordination Effectiveness:
Some Country Experiences in Asia
Analyzing decentralization processes in several
countries of East and Southeast Asia, the World
Bank observed that “... conflicts among central
agencies... over the leadership and direction of
decentralisation are widespread” (White/Smoke
2005:8).

In Indonesia, the performance of the DPOD
has been disappointing not least because of sys-
temic inefficiencies of the public administration.
Weak coordination and interministerial competi-
tion (especially between the Ministry of Finance
and the Ministry of Home Affairs) remained sig-
nificant problems for decentralization (Smoke
2005:44–46), causing inconsistencies between the
core decentralization laws. Lack of policy coordi-
nation is underlined because more than 5 years
after the initiation of decentralization reforms,
none of the sectoral laws has been aligned with
the decentralization framework. This resulted in a

stalled decentralization policy, which has shifted
substantial public resources to subnational au-
thorities but has not achieved a consistent regu-
latory framework for service delivery and public
sector management.

In Cambodia, the NCSC does not include all
ministries affected by decentralization. It was es-
tablished as a temporary body whose mandate
overlaps with the mandate of other interministerial
bodies (such as the Council for Administrative
Reform, which until mid-2005 was in charge of
deconcentration reforms), creating confusion
about responsibilities for key aspects of decen-
tralization and deconcentration (D&D) reforms.
NCSC cannot make binding decisions and the
outcomes of its discussions have to be ratified or
implemented by the other government agencies
in line with their respective legal mandates, a weak-
ness the Government itself has recognized (NCSC
2005). Overall, “coordination of key actors is in-
adequate” (Smoke 2005:46). Another body, the
IMC, was created in early 2005 with the specific
mandate to prepare the organic laws for the re-
form of the provincial and district administration.
So far, IMC has been lacking consistent and trans-
parent working and decision-making procedures,
and its effectiveness as a venue to negotiate poli-
cies is still unproven.4

In Thailand, the NDC consists of central and
local government representatives and individual
expert members. Overall, it is regarded as a weak
body which has not been able to negotiate agree-
ments with strong sector departments which op-
pose the decentralization reforms (such as health
and education). Lack of administrative support
(i.e., lack of qualified staff and adequate funding)
and lack of political support have been identified
as reasons for the unsatisfactory performance of
the committee (Nelson 2002, Smoke 2005:47).

In Pakistan, NRB is not an interministerial body
but a special policy unit established within the
Secretariat of the Prime Minister. NRB was neither
equipped to coordinate policies with the sectors,
nor was it expected to do so as policy coordina-
tion remained the prerogative of the Cabinet.
As the decentralization process continues, new
actors have been joining the policy field, and a
more inclusive network arrangement (involving the
private sector and civil society) has been suggested
(Charlton et al. 2004:64).

The variation
of coordination
structures reflects
the diversity
of policy
constellations
in the respective
countries, with
each country
having... its spe-
cific constellation
of policy actors
and stakeholders
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4 The Government of Cambodia has recently initiated moves to merge responsibility for D&D policies in a new “National Committee for
Decentralization and Deconcentration,” which is expected to take over the functions of all other coordinating bodies. A draft new law
on provincial and district administration includes the establishment of an “Implementing Authority” with a strong legal mandate,
institutional capacity, and financial resources to oversee and drive the implementation of D&D reforms (see Rohdewohld/Porter 2006).
If realized, the Authority would constitute a significant departure from previous, rather weak, policy coordination settings.
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While giving a rather pessimistic assessment
of the performance and effectiveness of inter-
ministerial and national-level coordination bod-
ies, existing studies and reviews fail to analyze and
explain in detail the reasons for unsatisfactory
performance. Documented knowledge on decen-
tralization policies, therefore, falls short of sup-
porting the modeling of coordination settings.

The Coordination Dilemma
Policy implementation research has identified vari-
ous reasons for lack of interorganizational coor-
dination in the context of public policies in devel-
oping countries. Constraints to coordination in-
clude the perceived threat to the autonomy of
the organization, lack of consensus regarding the
tasks at hand, and competing demands on the
organization stemming from its involvement in a
variety of horizontal and vertical networks. Theo-
ries of public policy networks (Hanf/Scharpf 1978,
Scharpf 1993) provide a more general background
to policy coordination, arguing that public poli-
cies require “... coordinated policy actions through
networks of separate but interdependent organi-
zations” (Hanf 1978:2). Policy is formulated by
negotiations and agreements between the organi-
zational actors involved, which are bound together
by varying degrees of dependence and interde-
pendence. While classical public policy theories
assumed that policy coordination would take place
in hierarchically-structured settings in which a
superior actor (such as a core ministry, a presi-
dential or cabinet office, the cabinet itself) would
have sufficient authority to direct the behavior of
other actors and enforce compliance, policy net-
work theories assume that coordination of policy
implementation is generated by game-oriented
patterns of interactions which are functions of
common interests, authority, and exchange rela-
tions between the actors. Coordination and co-
operation in policy networks do not take place
automatically, they have to be induced and the
“infrastructure of communication” has to be pur-
posely established (O’Toole 2003).

For decentralization reforms to succeed, hav-
ing a formal legal mandate (such as a constitu-
tional stipulation, a decentralization law) and for-
mal structures (such as a national lead agency, a

formal coordinating body) will not suffice unless
the organizations affected by the reforms estab-
lish directive and nondirective patterns of interac-
tion (hierarchies, exchanges, and trade-offs) con-
ducive for reform implementation. The issue of
organizational and individual incentives is crucial
in this context: why should an organization (such
as a sector ministry) and an individual (working in
this organization) support the implementation of
decentralization reforms which have the poten-
tial of demolishing existing vertical, patrimonial
relationships in the sector? New exchange pat-
terns would have to be established in a decentral-
ized policy network to create buy-in to the reforms
and to substitute for this loss of patrimonial rela-
tionships.5

Facilitating Coordination and
Network Management: The Role
of Development Aid Agencies
Development aid agencies have played a crucial
role in conceptualizing and implementing decen-
tralization reforms. Support for such reforms usu-
ally becomes an important part of the country’s
relationship with development partners. Decen-
tralization is also a significant part of the portfo-
lio of development aid agencies.6 However, while
external support can be crucial and significant for
the success of decentralization reforms, it cannot
substitute national policy ownership and policy
leadership. External assistance can only facilitate
policy dialogue leading to better policy coordina-
tion; it cannot replace national policy debate be-
tween the actors involved, which might result in a
consensus on the reform policy. External support
furthermore must avoid a “one size fits all” ap-
proach and the use of blueprints: understanding
of the specific reform challenges and of the politi-
cal economy issues involved (such as existing
patrimonial relationships, individual and organi-
zational power coalitions, formal and informal
networks) is a prerequisite for properly targeting
support and achieving sustained reform imple-
mentation.

Policy research and policy network theories
indicate some strategic entry points for donor
agencies to support policy coordination and to
increase the effectiveness of interministerial and

Documented
knowledge on
decentralization
reforms falls
short of support-
ing the modeling
of coordination
settings

5 For instance, the current decentralization framework in Cambodia creates contractual relationships between the communes and the
sector ministries, which are engaged by the communes to provide technical expertise and to assist in service delivery.

6 As aid agencies do not use “decentralization” as a sector category, precise figures regarding decentralization portfolios are difficult to
obtain. According to the World Bank website (www.worldbank.org), between fiscal year (FY)1997 and FY2003, the World Bank was
involved in around 30 decentralization and subnational development activities with a total volume of about $500 million. The Asian
Development Bank website (www.adb.org) lists 28 activities (mostly technical assistance projects, but including a few loans) with the
word “decentralization” in the title.
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national-level coordination bodies.
In policy networks, availability of informa-
tion is a key factor for achieving cooperation
and coordination as availability of information
reduces uncertainty for the policy actors in-
volved and allows them to better calculate
potential risks. Establishing systems and pro-
cedures for gathering, processing and provid-
ing information (such as monitoring and evalu-
ation systems) is therefore an important pre-
requisite for effective policy coordination of
decentralization reforms and an important
area of external support. The institutions in-
volved, especially the lead agency, require fur-
thermore the institutional capacity to make
use of the available information, i.e., the ca-
pacity to process data for assessing policy
outcomes (whether they are intended or un-
intended, positive or negative). Again, exter-
nal resources can support building individual
and institutional capacity for policy analysis.7

Since organizations usually feel threatened by
the idea of cooperation and coordination, the
building of trust can significantly increase the
effectiveness of policy networks and improve
joint policy implementation. Determining pre-
cise “rules of the game” for the interaction
between the policy actors, establishing pre-
dictable and repeated patterns of interaction
(e.g., the format and process of meetings,
regular exchange of information), ensuring
transparent documentation and reporting of
agreements, and applying predetermined rules
and procedures to deal with disagreements
and conflicts are important elements of build-
ing trust and of creating a more stable setting
for policy formation and implementation. It
can rightly be argued that such functioning
patterns of interaction creating interorgani-
zational trust are even more important than
the existence of a special-purpose coordina-
tion body. Development aid agencies can pro-
vide support for setting up such “infrastruc-
ture of interaction” by providing policy and
management advice, as well as technical re-
sources and expertise.
Development aid agencies providing support
to decentralization policies must comprehend

the organizational relationships and depend-
encies between the policy actors in decentrali-
zation reforms. This requires thorough analy-
sis through policy studies and policy research.
Understanding individual relationships and de-
pendencies of key decision makers is crucial
since patterns of patrimonialism and
clientelism are said to be more widespread in
the public sectors of developing countries,
thereby influencing policy formation and im-
plementation.
Venues for coordination are building blocks
of the policy networks. Brinkerhoff/Crosby
(2002) suggest different kinds of coordination
venues: (i) forums for information exchange
and policy dialogue to achieve policy legitimacy
and to build policy constituents, (ii) arenas for
making policy decisions and allocate resources,
(iii) agencies charged with taking policy im-
plementation actions, and (iv) courts (i.e., ven-
ues of assessing and evaluating policies).8

Interministerial and national-level coordinat-
ing bodies, as discussed above, constitute such
forums and arenas, and increasing their hu-
man and institutional capacity can be an im-
portant contribution of development aid agen-
cies.9

As pointed out by O’Toole (2003) and
Brinkerhoff/Crosby (2002), the segregation of
the policy process in smaller units can increase
cooperation and coordination since policies
seem less uncertain and risky, the commitment
required is more limited, and policy failure
becomes less costly for policy actors. Such seg-
mentation of policy also provides for learning
opportunities and can help modify policy for-
mation and implementation. Through policy
advisory forms of interventions, development
aid agencies can facilitate the formulation of
policy modules for decentralization reforms
based on the general policy outline of the part-
ner country.
To stabilize policy settings, the presence of a
skilled and energetic actor or facilitator has
been recommended by policy network theo-
ries to ensure significant quantities of stable
cooperation (O’Toole 2003). This facilitator
should have a sense of responsibility for the

7 An example would be external support to create information and communication technology networks accessible to national and
subnational policy actors to facilitate joint access to data and information as the basis for decision-making. For instance, ADB’s Sustain-
able Capacity Building for Decentralization program in Indonesia includes a component to establish a nationwide information network
regarding local government capacity building services.

8 Such courts are not necessarily judicial courts, but can include auditing authorities, regulatory bodies, legislative committees, and civil
society organizations (“watch dogs”) (Brinkerhoff/Crosby 2002:129).

9 Lack of human, financial, and institutional expertise is a standard complaint, explaining the ineffectiveness of coordinating bodies and
their support units.

The segregation
of the policy
process in smaller
units can increase
cooperation and
coordination since
policies seem less
risky... and policy
failure becomes
less costly for
policy actors
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implementation activity as a whole, and skills
in encouraging cooperation, e.g., by helping
reduce uncertainty and by developing norms
among the network participants. While such
function is probably less realistic and appro-
priate for an external actor such as a develop-
ment aid agency, the latter should consider
providing support if a suitable facilitator
emerges in the specific national policy setting.

Conclusions
More in-depth research regarding the specific
policy coordination settings of decentralization
reforms is required for modeling successful coor-
dination strategies.10 In general, the policy pro-
cess should provide sufficient entry points for ex-
ternal assistance supporting policy coordination.
However, to succeed beyond providing technical
infrastructure and financial resources, such sup-
port requires a thorough understanding of the
dependencies and relationship in the decentrali-
zation policy network, and how it is intertwined
with other networks. For development aid agen-
cies, one lesson from existing policy coordination
support would be to switch more resources from
policy content issues (such as fiscal decentraliza-
tion, planning, financial management, and func-
tional assignment) to issues of policy coordina-
tion and policy network management.

10 Issues requiring more in-depth analysis include whether different phases of the decentralization reforms require different coordination
settings, and how a country’s political system (federal or unitary) affects policy coordination.
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