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INTRODUCTION 
 

Since gaining independence in 1964, Zambia 

has undertaken multiple efforts to implement 

decentralisation. As noted by Mukwena 

(2014), decentralisation is expected to yield 
several benefits, such as enhancing local 

responsiveness, increasing political and 

ethnic representation in policy-making, 

improving administrative capacity at the local 

government level, and reducing inefficiencies. 

Because of these advantages, decentralisation 

has been regarded as a key driver for Zambia’s 
development agenda. From the time of 

independence, Zambia has functioned as a 

unitary state, characterized by centralised 

governance. 

 
This paper critically examines the impact of 

the unitarism-decentralisation paradox on 

Zambia's decentralisation journey from 1964 

to the present. To achieve this, it explores key 

theoretical and conceptual issues, reviews 

literature from both an African and Zambian 
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perspective, and provides a historical overview 

of decentralisation efforts in Zambia, 

assessing both successes and challenges. The 
study also outlines the research methodology 

used and concludes with recommendations 

for future decentralisation strategies. 

 

CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL ISSUES 

 
Decentralisation 

Decentralisation refers to the transfer of 

decision-making authority and administrative 

responsibilities from the central government 

to local governing bodies (Gumboh, 2012; 
Gedvilaite, Novotny & Slavinskaite, 2020). The 

main justification for decentralisation is that 

local governments are closer to the population 

and can, therefore, design and implement 

policies that are more responsive, effective, 

and relevant to local needs, thereby fostering 
economic development. 

 

Research has shown a direct link between 

decentralised governance and increased 

economic activity in local regions, which 
ultimately promotes local economic growth 

(Rodriguez-Poze & Gill, 2004). Devolution, in 

particular, is widely seen as the most effective 

approach to achieving sustainable 

development. By granting local authorities 

more autonomy, they are better positioned to 
mobilise stakeholders and coordinate local 

development initiatives. 

 

Decentralisation can take several forms, 

including political, administrative, and fiscal 
decentralisation (Reid, 2019). The political 

dimension involves redistributing power and 

responsibilities to lower levels of government 

through delegation or devolution. The degree 

of autonomy granted to subnational 

governments varies, with devolution being the 
most extensive form, as it allows local entities 

to operate independently with minimal 

interference from central authorities (Smoke, 

2017). Administrative decentralisation 

enables local governments to make and 
implement decisions, such as creating by-

laws and overseeing human resource 

management, without requiring central 

government approval (Reid, 2019). Fiscal 

decentralisation, on the other hand, grants 

local authorities the power to generate and 

manage their own revenue, as well as to 

independently secure financial resources, 
such as loans, without requiring prior 

approval from the national government. 

 

Federalism and Unitarism 

The structure of a country’s government 

significantly influences the way 
decentralisation is implemented. A federal 

system divides decision-making power 

between a national government and regional 

or state governments, ensuring that each level 

operates independently within its designated 
jurisdiction (Johari, 2014). Conversely, a 

unitary system centralises all governmental 

authority, meaning that regional or local 

entities function solely at the discretion of the 

central government (Mahajan, 2014). In a 

unitary system, local governments exist as 
administrative extensions of the central 

authority rather than as independent entities. 

Since gaining independence in 1964, Zambia 

has functioned as a unitary state, raising 

questions about the compatibility of this 
structure with the goals of decentralisation. 

This study examines whether decentralisation 

has been successfully implemented within 

Zambia’s unitary system by reviewing 

historical decentralisation efforts across three 

key political periods: the First Republic (1964–
1971), the Second Republic (1972–1990), and 

the Third Republic (1991–present). 

Additionally, the paper explores the impact of 

local government reforms on decentralisation. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL 

FRAMEWORK  

 

Theoretical framework 

The discussion in this paper is guided by the 

assumptions of the localist theory which 
advocates for independent and autonomous 

elected local authorities. (Wills, 2016; 

Ndukuwe & Ibietan, 2014) The first 

assumption of the theory is that for the 

government to efficiently respond to diverse 
local needs and interests, it must evoke 

diverse responses (Wills, 2016). Based on this 

assumption, we believe that independent and 

autonomous local authorities through 

devolution of power are critical to meeting 
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local needs thereby inspiring local economic 

development; to achieve this therefore, the 

resolution of the unitarian-decentralisation 
paradox becomes paramount. 

 

Secondly, the theory argues for extending the 

influx of local decision-makers and 

deconcentrating political power. (Ndukuwe & 

Ibietan, 2014). Based on this assumption, we 
expect that local decision-making must 

increase if meaningful local economic 

development is to be recorded. We expect the 

government to enhance mechanisms for 

community participation and empower them 
with adequate authority through the 

deconcentration of political power. 

 

Thirdly, the theory believes that the proximity 

advantage of the local level to the citizenry 

gives it a strategic placement to enhance 
responsiveness and accountability to the 

communities. (Wills, 2016; Ndukuwe & 

Ibietan, 2014). Based on this assumption, we 

expect that the local level due to its proximity 

and ease of accountability should be granted 
adequate autonomy through devolution to 

determine the local economic development of 

the areas under its jurisdiction. This theory 

therefore is generally oriented towards 

maximum decentralisation of functions and 

powers. 
 

Literature Review 

A plethora of literature demonstrates that the 

implementation of Decentralisation is not 

unique to Zambia but has also been done in 
other countries. Literature from studies 

conducted on decentralisation in other 

countries will be reviewed, the lessons learned 

are essential in shaping our decentralisation 

agenda. 

 
Decentralisation in Africa 

Africa presents a complex landscape for 

decentralisation due to the vast diversity 

among its countries (Brosio, 2000). Despite 

these differences, many African nations share 
common challenges such as widespread 

poverty and fragile democratic institutions, 

both of which have significant implications for 

decentralisation. These factors make it 

essential to critically examine how 

decentralisation has evolved across the 

continent. 

 
Over the past few decades, Africa has 

witnessed significant structural 

transformations in governance, particularly 

from the mid-1980s when many nations 

began shifting power, resources, and 

responsibilities to subnational governments. 
However, the pace and success of these efforts 

have varied greatly. While some countries, 

such as Ethiopia, South Africa, and Uganda, 

have advanced their decentralisation 

initiatives significantly, others have struggled 
with implementation, either because they are 

in the early stages of the process or due to 

limited political commitment. In several cases, 

decentralisation has involved both legal 

reforms and efforts to encourage central 

governments to adopt a more decentralised 
approach. 

 

A comparative study by USAID (2010) 

assessing decentralisation across multiple 

African nations found that while progress had 
been made in certain areas, major challenges 

persisted. The findings revealed that many 

African countries had successfully transferred 

some legal authority to subnational 

governments, enabling local entities to play a 

greater role in governance. This progress was 
observed across three key dimensions: 

political, fiscal, and administrative 

decentralisation. 

 

Political decentralisation has allowed most 
African countries to introduce local elections, 

ensuring that subnational governments have 

some degree of legitimacy. 

 

Fiscal decentralisation has provided local 

governments with greater financial resources 
to manage public services. Some countries 

have introduced formula-based revenue 

transfers from the central government to local 

authorities, though in many cases, these 

funds remain insufficient. Administrative 
decentralisation has led to the transfer of 

responsibilities from central government 

offices to local government administrations, 

although many local entities still lack full 

autonomy. 
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A World Bank (2023) study assessing 

decentralisation across 30 African countries 
developed an index to measure progress, 

considering both structural and performance-

based factors. The analysis assigned scores 

between 0 and 4, with 0 representing the least 

decentralised nations and 4 indicating the 

most decentralised. The findings showed that 
only two countries (South Africa and Uganda) 

achieved top scores between 3.0 and 4.0, 

indicating strong decentralisation 

frameworks. The majority of eleven countries, 

including Kenya, Ghana, Nigeria, Rwanda, 
Namibia, Senegal, Ethiopia, Zimbabwe, 

Tanzania, Côte d’Ivoire, and Madagascar, fell 

within the 2.0–2.9 range, representing 

moderate decentralisation. The largest group 

(13 countries), including Zambia, Guinea, 

Mali, Eritrea, Burkina Faso, Malawi, Republic 
of Congo, Mozambique, Angola, Burundi, 

Benin, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and 

Cameroon, scored between 1.0 and 1.9, 

indicating limited progress in 

decentralisation. These findings suggest that 
while decentralisation efforts are ongoing 

across Africa, their effectiveness varies widely, 

with many countries still struggling to fully 

implement policies that grant meaningful 

autonomy to local governments.  

 
Decentralisation-unitarism paradox in the 

First Republic (1964 to 1971) 

This section examines how decentralisation 

has evolved in Zambia across three major 

political phases: the First Republic (1964–
1971), the Second Republic (1972–1990), and 

the Third Republic (1991–present). Each 

period reflects the ongoing tension between 

Zambia’s unitary system and efforts to 

decentralise governance. 

Since gaining independence in 1964, Zambia 
has maintained a unitary state system while 

attempting to introduce decentralised 

governance structures. At the time of 

independence, Zambia inherited a dual 

administrative system, consisting of central 
government field administration and elected 

local government bodies. However, the newly 

formed government abolished this 

arrangement and replaced it with a more 

centralised model, significantly reducing the 

autonomy of provincial and district 

administrations (Mukwena, 2014). 

 
Despite the growing centralisation of power, 

Zambia's first major decentralisation policy 

was introduced through the Local 

Government Act of 1965, which aimed to 

strengthen democratic governance at the local 

level. However, subsequent amendments 
contradicted the intended decentralisation by 

expanding central government control. For 

example, in 1970, an amendment gave the 

Minister of Local Government the authority to 

appoint mayors, council chairpersons, and 
other local officials, undermining democratic 

participation at the local level (Mukwena, 

2014). 

 

A key development during this period was the 

introduction of "decentralisation within 
centralism", a concept promoted by then-

President Kenneth Kaunda in 1968. This 

approach sought to transfer some government 

activities to local levels while ensuring 

ultimate control remained with the ruling 
party and central government (GRZ, 1968). 

This was further reinforced by the 

appointment of District Governors, who 

became the political and administrative heads 

of districts. These officials were directly 

answerable to the President and oversaw all 
government operations in their respective 

districts. 

 

Although some progress was made such as 

the creation of Provincial and District 
Development Committees to oversee local 

development initiatives the overall 

decentralisation process was weakened by 

excessive political interference and 

inadequate administrative capacity. Local 

government structures were poorly resourced, 
understaffed, and heavily controlled by the 

central government, limiting their ability to 

function effectively. 
Both successes and challenges were 
recorded as a result of the 1964 Local 
Government Reforms, on successes for 
instance, an evaluation of the 1965 
reforms shows that the Act provided for 
democratically elected councils since it 
put in place a new system of local 
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government at district and sub-district 

levels by establishing municipal, 
township and rural councils. Local 
authorities were given several anti-
concentration functions though under 
the watchful eye of the center. 
Provincial Development Committees 
and District Development Committees 
were formed to coordinate the 
implementation of the First National 
Development Plan in 1966. In 1971, 
Ward Development Committees were 
formed to replace native authorizes at 
the sub-district level. Village 
Productivity Committees were also 
formed since villages became the 

primary focus for local economic 
development. 
This period was confronted with 
various challenges most of which 
resulted from the unitarism- 
decentralisation paradox. While the 
government was desirous of 
establishing local authorities as agents 
of local development, they were 
constrained by the need for the central 
government to maintain control as 
required in a unitary state leading to 
the prioritizing of the few qualified staff 
for central government. 

Zambia’s decentralisation agenda took 
a different turn with the political 
paradigm shift from a multiparty to a 
one-party state participatory 
democracy in the second republic from 
1972 to 1990.  This change from a 
multiparty system experienced from 
1964 to 1972 was characterized by a 
narrowed democratic space as 
witnessed by limited choice at a local 
level, the constitution was amended 
granting the United Independence 
Party (UNIP) political monopoly as the 
only legally recognised political party, 
this resulted in constitutional 

paramountcy over administrative 
machinery including local government. 

 
 

Decentralisation-unitarism paradox in the 

Second Republic (1971 to 1990) 

A major shift occurred in 1972 when Zambia 

transitioned from a multi-party system to a 

one-party state under the United National 
Independence Party (UNIP). This move further 

reduced democratic space at both the national 

and local levels, tightening central 

government control over local governance. The 

constitutional changes that granted UNIP 

exclusive political authority meant that local 
government structures were no longer 

independent and instead became extensions 

of the ruling party (Chikulo, 1996). 

 

During this period, professionalism in local 
governance deteriorated. Key appointments in 

local councils were made based on party 

loyalty rather than qualifications, leading to 

incompetence and inefficiency in service 

delivery (Mukwena, 1999). The lack of 

separation between the government and the 
ruling party resulted in increased political 

interference, particularly in financial 

management and administrative decision-

making. 

 
In an attempt to improve local governance, the 

Local Administration Act of 1980 was 

introduced to integrate local government, 

central government, and party structures into 

a unified system (Rondinelli & Cheema, 1983). 

The Act sought to create a more coordinated 
local governance model, but its 

implementation was hindered by; resistance 

from central government departments, which 

were reluctant to cede power to local 

authorities, a lack of budget integration, as 
district councils remained dependent on 

central government funding and had limited 

control over financial resources, and political 

interference, where local councils were often 

undermined by the ruling party’s structures. 

As a result, the 1980 reforms failed to achieve 
meaningful decentralisation. Instead, the 

continued centralisation of power weakened 

local government institutions, leading to poor 

service delivery and inefficiencies at the local 

level. 
 

The system of local governance established by 

the 1980 reforms was, therefore, basically an 

attempt to create an institutional synthesis 

between local government central 
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government, and the party.  This integration 

of structures worsened the institutional 

capacities of local authorities to be agents of 
decentralisation. For instance, the merging of 

the party structure with the local council 

resulted in maladministration as evidenced by 

rampant financial mismanagement and 

diversion of council resources to party 

activities; it also institutionalized political 
interference in the day-to-day operations of 

local authorities which resulted in further 

deterioration of local authority service delivery 

(Mukwena 1999:106). 

 
The one-party state era stifled not only 

democracy but also retrogressed any gains 

toward meaningful decentralisation. As 

observed by Maipose (1999) “the new system 

was less democratic than the system its 

predecessor, popular participation was 
reduced rather than increased”.  The new 

system appeared not to have been designed to 

promote local autonomy. 

 
This failure of the administrative 
reforms and decentralisation measures 
during the second republic can also be 
attributed to this power struggle 
between decentralisation and 
unitarism. The concentration of power 

at the center in Lusaka is premised on 
the fact that decision-making authority 
in a unitary state is concentrated at the 
center. Unitarism also explains the 
appointment of a provincial cabinet 
minister and a politico-administrative 
to head the district and coordinate and 
supervise all activities including 
supervision of locally elected councils 
all in a bid to maintain control. 
The integration of party, government, 
and local was in a bid to decentralize 
while at the same time maintaining 
power in the hands of the central 
government through its appointed 

authorities hence the failure of the 
reforms. 
Despite challenges paused by the 
union between the ruling party and its 
government. This union also translated 
into some meaningful gains towards 
decentralisation this can specifically be 

noted from the harmony and policy 

consistency due to the unity between 
government and party functionaries at 
the local government level. 
 

Decentralisation in the Third Republic 

(1991–Present)  

In 1991, Zambia transitioned back to a multi-

party democracy, marking a turning point for 
decentralisation efforts. This shift 

necessitated major local government reforms, 

including; the 1991 Local Government Act, 

which separated local government from the 

ruling party, restoring some level of autonomy 
to local councils. The Act also provided for the 

reintroduction of universal suffrage for local 

elections, allowing citizens to directly vote for 

their representatives. Local government was 

restructured to enhance democratic control 

and accountability (Mukwena, 2001). 
 

However, despite these reforms, 

decentralisation remained largely theoretical 

rather than practical. While the Public Service 

Reform Programme (PSRP) and the 
Decentralisation and Strengthening of Local 

Government (DSLG) initiative were introduced 

to enhance local governance, their impact was 

limited due to inconsistent implementation 

and lack of political will (Gumboh, 2012). 

 
The most significant development came with 

the 2002 National Decentralisation Policy, 

which sought to empower local authorities by 

increasing their control over local affairs 

(GRZ, 2002). The policy was officially 
launched in 2004, followed by the 

establishment of the Decentralisation 

Implementation Plan (DIP) and a dedicated 

Decentralisation Secretariat to oversee its 

execution. 

 
Despite these efforts, progress has been slow. 

Studies indicate that key challenges persist, 

including; limited financial resources for local 

councils, as the central government still 

controls most revenue streams. There is also 
failure to fully devolve key functions, meaning 

many decisions still require central 

government approval. Inadequate technical 

and human capacity at the local level, 
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hindering effective service delivery (Resnick et 

al., 2019). 

 
In 2016, the Zambian Constitution was 

amended to include decentralisation as a legal 

requirement, representing a significant policy 

milestone (GRZ, 2016). However, 

implementation has remained largely on 

paper, with actual devolution of power and 
resources yet to be fully realised. The current 

United Party for National Development (UPND) 

government, which took office in 2021, has 

renewed focus on decentralisation. The 

UPND’s policy framework includes 
commitments to; implement constitutional 

provisions on decentralisation, increase 

financial and decision-making autonomy for 

local councils, enhance community 

participation in governance, although these 

commitments signal positive intent, Zambia’s 
decentralisation efforts continue to face 

structural and political obstacles that must be 

addressed for meaningful local governance 

reform. 

 
Mukwena (2014) argued that the factors 

accounting for Zambia’s unsuccessful 

attempts at decentralisation since 

independence and the dismal performance of 

decentralized structures to entrench 

democracy and foster sustainable local 
economic development through devolution are 

well known. They include among others; 

inadequate funding, a tendency to 

decentralize functions without matching 

financial transfers, insufficient number of 
trained staff, lack of coordination at the local 

level, politicisation of local government and 

district administration, lack of political will to 

decentralize powers on the part of national 

politicians. 

 
Tembo and Mwanaumo (2022) also undertook 

a study on the constraints of implementing 

decentralisation in Zambia. The research 

found that the major constraints in 

implementing decentralisation include; 
continued delay to release decentralized 

functions by the central government, lack of 

political will from the central government, 

failure to implement the agreed decentralised 

structure by the central government, failure to 

relinquish some revenue streams to local 

authorities, lack of standardized system as 

well as a monitoring mechanism and failure to 
generate adequate own revenue by local 

authorities. 

  

METHODOLOGY 

 

The study was underpinned by desk research. 
Secondary data from various scholarly works 

and documents from credible organisations 

were used to collect data through the use of 

keyword searches in academic databases to 

obtain data from journal articles, books, 
research reports, thesis/dissertations, 

working papers, reports, policy briefing 

papers, and many others. These data sources 

were used due to easy accessibility and their 

suitability to provide insights from previous 

analyses. 
 

CONCLUSION 

 

The ongoing struggle between Zambia’s 

unitary system and decentralisation efforts 
has significantly influenced the country’s 

governance landscape. Since independence in 

1964, successive governments have 

attempted to implement decentralisation, but 

these efforts have been constrained by the 

contradictions inherent in a unitary state 
model. While decentralisation policies and 

legal frameworks have been introduced, the 

central government has consistently retained 

ultimate decision-making power, limiting the 

effectiveness of local governance structures. 
 

Despite multiple policy interventions 

including the Local Government Act (1991), 

the National Decentralisation Policy (2002), 

and the 2016 Constitutional Amendment 

practical implementation has remained weak. 
The failure to fully devolve authority and 

resources has prevented local governments 

from functioning autonomously and 

effectively addressing local development 

needs. The persistence of political 
interference, inadequate funding, and limited 

human resource capacity has further 

hindered the success of decentralisation.  
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If Zambia is to achieve meaningful 

decentralisation and unlock sustainable local 

economic development, the country must 
reconsider its governance model. The study 

highlights that the unitary system inherently 

conflicts with decentralisation because it 

requires the central government to maintain 

control, even while attempting to delegate 

power. 
 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

To address the decentralisation challenges in 

Zambia, two key policy measures are 
proposed:Transition to a Quasi-Federal 

System 

The study recommends shifting from a strictly 

unitary state to a quasi-federal system, where 

subnational governments (such as provinces 

and districts) would be granted more 
constitutional and legal autonomy. This 

would ensure that local governments can 

operate independently from the central 

government, allowing them to effectively 

implement decentralised functions. 
i. Strengthening the Powers of Local 

Councils 

Local governments should be granted greater 

financial and decision-making autonomy, 

enabling them to generate and manage their 

own revenue sources. 
The central government should fully devolve 

key functions, rather than retaining control 

under the guise of decentralisation. 

Mechanisms for community participation in 

local governance should be enhanced to 
improve transparency and accountability. By 

adopting these reforms, Zambia can move 

towards a more effective decentralisation 

model that enables local authorities to drive 

sustainable development and improve service 

delivery. 
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