Signing Ceremony of Local Governance Support Project (LGSP), Wednesday, June 28, 2006

Speech by Mr. Abdul Mannan Bhuiyan, Honourable Minister for Local Government Rural Development and Cooperatives 

The chairperson - Secretary, Economic Relations Division;  

Ms. Christine Wallich, Country Director, the World Bank;

Secretary, Local Government Division; 

Economist and local government specialist Dr. Hussain Zillur Rahman; 

Representative from UP chairman’s association;

Representatives of development partners, civil society and friends from the media; 

Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, 

It is my great pleasure to attend this very significant signing ceremony of Local Governance Support Project, which I think will bring salutory impacts not only in empowering the local government but will have snow-ball effects to reduce poverty and achieve millennium development goals.

This signing ceremony is the reflection of the government's firm commitment to improve local governance by strengthening the Union Parishad, the century-old traditional democratic institution with rich heritage of dealing the rural people's day-to-day problems and livelihood questions. This ceremony is also more significant because, Union Parishad has so far been the neglected lowest tier of local governance, which is not only very close to the people but also the first administration contact place and provider of local services. The Union Parishad has also the culture of regular and uninterrupted elections since British-era. 

Moreover, the UP is also known for its very prompt disaster-response activities in the wake of cyclones, floods, droughts and other natural disasters. Some UPs have played their champion roles not only during the disasters but also post-disaster governance and crisis-coping. That is why the government, as you know, has introduced provision of block grants to Union Parishad for supporting their role in local service delivery and economic development. Today, I am glad that development partners have also come forward and supporting our initiative for expanding and strengthening local governance, as envisaged in PRSP. Therefore, at the very outset, I would like to thank The World Bank, UNDP and European Commission for providing financial assistance to the Local Governance Support Project. I would also like to thank officials of Ministry of Finance, Planning and Economic Relations Division, representatives of the civil society and most importantly the UP chairmen and members, who shared their knowledge and provided feedback to Local Government Division in the formulation of this far-reaching project. 

Distinguished Guests and Friends, 

The Local Governance Project, I think, envisages more effective and accountable local governments and empowered communities that will bring increased economic and social benefits for citizens, especially for the poor and vulnerable groups in rural Bangladesh. As you know, incremental decentralization of functions, effective and accountable local government bodies are key for improving the quality of service delivery and reducing poverty in the country, as well as addressing Millennium Development Goal targets. The PRSP also emphasized the importance of linking Union Parishad to critical new functional arenas such as community infrastructure, consolidated implementation of safety net programmes, and local economy promotion. The government is keen to provide more responsibilities to the local government bodies, especially to the Union Parishad, to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness. The government strongly believes that incremental expansion of resources and enhanced community oversight, will facilitate better planning and implementation of projects, reduce costs and time and enhance responsiveness of UPs. 

A number of initiatives have already been taken to address some of the policy commitments. To widen the revenue generation capacity of the UPs, a revised model tax schedule has become operational since January 2004. As a major move to foster the fiscal decentralization the direct allocation of block grants to the Union Parishads was introduced in 2004. Since 2003, a Performance Based Special Grant System for local government bodies has also been introduced. 

Moreover, in order to enhance institutional capacity of UPs the government has completed construction of more than one thousand and five hundred UP Complexes during the last four years and at present about one thousand UP Complexes are under construction. The Ministry has submitted a concrete proposal to create one post of Accountant for each UP. Also the Ministry has provided Computer to a large number of UPs and it has plan to bring all the UPs under Computer network within the shortest possible time. You will be glad to know that for the first time the present Government organised and conducted an orientation training regarding the roles, power, functions and responsibilities of elected UP public representatives immediately after the UP general election in 2003 which has created great enthusiasm and momentum in ensuring local governance and public service delivery system. For proper and smooth functioning of village courts the present government has adopted The Village Court Act, 2006 in Bengali and empowering UPs to resolve local disputes among common people with an enhanced authority from Taka five thousands to Taka twenty five thousands. Also the government has taken several significant measures to ensure empowerment of elected women representatives. All these are done to build a strong, viable, accountable, effective and responsible local government at union level.         

Dear Guests and Friends,

Before I stop here, I call upon the officials of Ministries of Finance, Planning and Economic Relations Division, development partners, members of civil society and the UP chairmen and members, and Local Government Division to put the same vigour for the smooth execution of this significant project. I thank again The World Bank and UNDP and European Commission for providing financial support to this project.

I hope you will support successful implementation of this project, which will be crucial for improving local governance, poverty reduction and achieving MDG in Bangladesh. 

Thank you all. 
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