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A series of international conflicts and crises have been dominating the news over the past year, 
ranging from the war in Afghanistan, to the Arab Spring and the European debt crisis. A common 
denominator in each of these news stories is that the public sector has failed to deliver basic public 
services in a responsive, effective, accountable and sustainable manner. In this regard, one aspect 
of the public sector that is often overlooked and under-analyzed -by the news media, policy 
makers, and development specialists alike- is the role of the local public public sector - that part of 
the public sector that interacts directly with residents and provides public services in a localized 
manner. 
 
Intergovernmental (fiscal) relations are a topic of intense policy scrutiny and discussion in countries 
like Canada, the United States and other countries that rely on elected state and local 
governments ("devolved countries"). However, the different structures of governance and state 
administration in developing and transition countries do not always lend themselves readily to the 
same analytical approaches or policy responses that are common in more developed economies. 
In response, the Urban Institute's Local Public Sector Initiative has developed a methodology to 
quantify the size of the local public sector that can be applied regardless of the political structure of 
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a country. The initial application of the methodology to a few countries -including Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Egypt, Mozambique, Nepal and Tanzania- is uncovering that -although the specific 
obstacles are diverse- the disempowerment of the local public sector is often a key factor in the 
ineffectiveness of the public sector.  
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