Newsletter

Volume 6

Issue 4

April 2016

Highlights
Bridging the Accountability Gap, One Village at a
Time
Case Story: Awareness Raising for Right Allocation
Publication from the Region: Transparency in State
Budgets in India

Bridging the Accountability Gap, One Village at a Time
By: Franck Bassette, Lead Financial Management Specialist and Nepal PFM MDTF Manager
Most villages in Nepal, immersed in beauty, also struggle with poverty, lack of basic infrastructure and weak service
delivery. Then there are those which have been additionally affected by the April/May 2015 earthquakes where
nearly 9,000 people lost their lives, more than 22,000
people were injured and more than 500,000 houses
collapsed or were damaged.
While the decentralization process in Nepal has a long
history, in recent years the amount of public resources
spent at the village level steadily increased to reach
Rs. 23 Billion (approx. US$ 217 Million*) in 2014 (out of
Rs. 450 Billion – approx. US$ 4.2 Billion - of the
government budget). These resources are mainly targeted
at local investments, social security entitlements and
school support programs. Have villages really benefitted
from this increase in public spending? Do we know if the
substantial amounts committed by donors (over $4 Billion)
for post-earthquakes reconstruction will be efficiently
spent and in a transparent fashion once they reach
Reforms in public financial management have been impressive, but
villages?

beyond the district level, it is still difficult to track collection of public
resources and public expenditure.
(Photo Credit: Franck Bassette)

Bridging the Accountability Gap, one Village at a Time
It is difficult to know sitting in Kathmandu. Nepal has made impressive progress in the last three to four years in
terms of efficiency and transparency; in the use of public funds with the improvement of key cash management
systems (single account, information systems); as well as the increased professionalism of the Office of the Auditor
General (OAG). But these reforms have yet to reach the village level. Tracking of collection of public resources and
public expenditures stop short of villages, at the district level and are not reported to citizens or to higher levels of
government. The OAG still does not have the mandate to conduct audits at this level, even if according to the new
Constitution, this should happen soon. There is a serious accountability gap at the village level.
Since 2010, the Program for Accountability in Nepal (PRAN) is working in 15 districts to bridge this accountability
gap. The program’s goal is to ensure public resources are indeed allocated to needs expressed by villagers, that the
use of these resources are monitored by beneficiaries and reported to Treasury at the district level. During a visit to
various villages in Tansen-Palpa with the PRAN team and colleagues from DFID (contributors to the Public
Financial Management MDTF) I was able to discuss with village development committee (VDC) secretaries, CSOs,
social mobilizers and citizens and collect stories about how through social accountability mechanisms, citizens were
able to receive the subsidies they were entitled. We discussed how to select their priority investments, monitor their
implementation and input the financial data into the financial management information system (FMIS) maintained
by district Treasury control offices (DTCO). Citizen monitoring and reporting of village expenditures and grievance
redress mechanisms have provided demonstrable improvements in the life of Nepal villagers.

The Program for Accountability in Nepal works with civil society organizations in helping
inform citizens about the budget process and what the budget brings to them as benefits,
rights, and obligations. (File Photo)

Of course, these successes are still partial and provisional. In the absence of local elections, informal political
influence continues to introduce interferences in the system. VDC secretaries are too often struggling with capacity
issues while their responsibilities are increasing. The issue of sustainability and mainstreaming of these often
creative experiments in government’s systems is a topic for debate. This debate is even more acute when a lot of
these villages have to reconstruct homes, monuments and public buildings now that reconstruction is starting for
good in Nepal and will have an immediate impact for citizens. Reconstruction will also be a test for the new
Republic. The results already achieved during the first phase of implementation of the GoN Public Finance
Management PFM reform strategy with the support of the PFM MDTF in terms of efficient programming and use of
public funds as well as citizen involvement to bridge the gap at the local level, could be brought together in support
of the successful and transparent reconstruction efforts that the country and its citizens need.
*Conversion rate at the time of publication
(The article was previously published on the World Bank’s End Poverty in South Asia blog on 28th March 2016)

Case Story: Awareness Raising for Right Allocation
By Satya Swar, Social Accountability Practitioner, Bajhang
In Sunkuda Village Development Committee (VDC) of Bajhang district, in far western region of Nepal, although the
budget would be allocated to the target groups, the allocated amount would always end up being used under some
other budget heading, usually for infrastructure or physical construction.
Every year, 35% of the local budget of the block grant is allocated to target groups in Nepal. The main purpose of the
block grant is to target investment in women (10%), children (10%), the disadvantaged and the indigenous (15%)
towards their development.
In Sunkuda VDC, the target groups were not unaware of such allocations.
A PRAN supported CSO Saipal Development Community
organized a VDC level training on 17 December 2015 to make
the citizens aware about the local level budgeting, its processes
and tools.
The Constitutional Assembly endorses the budget bill after
necessary discussions and the Budget, in various titles, is made
directly available to local bodies such as District Development
Committees (DDC), VDC and Municipalities under the Ministry
of local Development. The Budget, in various titles, is also
allocated to village and district level bodies of other ministries.
The Budget is prepared according to the demands of the
different bodies involved. (Source Book for 21 Social
Accountability Tools)
However, participatory budgetary planning is not always the
case in the villages due to the people not aware of such
provisions at the local level. Therefore, their demands, issues do
not get reflected in the local budget.
The training informed the citizens about the Right to
Information (RTI) Act and how it could be implemented at the
local level as the people are not aware that there is such
provision through which they can seek the required information
from the local authority. To make people aware about the
budgets, the training not only informed them about the process
but also trained/ guided them on how they can use the RTI as a
tool to extract more information on their rightful entitlements.
Written Decision Agreement
The citizens have the right to seek and demand information of
public importance from public offices. Nepal’s Right to Information Act of 2007 states that all public authorities are
required to respect and protect the right to information of all citizens and make access to information easy and
accessible. “Information” means any document, material or information related to the functioning, proceedings or
decisions of public importance.” Public importance” means subjects related directly or indirectly to the interests of
citizens.
The village community was made aware about the purpose and the importance of the Ward Citizen Forums and
Citizen Awareness Centres. Furthermore, the training provided information about the role and functioning of the
Integrated Program Planning and Formulation Committee. The representatives from all these committees were also
present during the training.
“It is necessary to implement accountability programs, not just for 15 months but for 15 years as we do not know
where the budget gets spent at the local level. For a district like ours, it is even more essential to have a program like
this on accountability,” said Bikash Bista, a resident of the village.
After being aware of the budget processes, the participants all agreed that the allocations should go to the
designated target groups (Women, Children, the disadvantaged and the indigenous ) in the next fiscal year but they
didn’t just stop there.

Case Story: Awareness Raising for Right Allocation
At the end of the training, they got together and in the presence of the VDC Secretary, put their decision in writing
to have evidence/ record of the agreement to allocate and spend the amount designated to the target groups
appropriately.
Datta Ram Awasthi, VDC Secretary of Sunkuda VDC said: “We are thankful to the Saipal Development Community
(PRAN CSO) for organizing this training as we got the opportunity to learn a lot about the VDC budget planning
process. I hope that from now on, the VDC residents will also follow the information that we received at the
training. When the program is selected, I hope it is done looking at the future viability and also hope that the
programs do not overlap or are replicated in the future.

Publication from the Region
Transparency in State Budgets in India
The need for establishing the government’s
accountability for budgets cannot be overstated in
a country like India. However, in India (as also in
many other countries), the task of establishing this
accountability is very difficult given that only a
miniscule proportion of the population
understands the technicalities involved with
budgets and, furthermore, some of the crucial
phases of the budget cycle do not allow any kind
of participation by the people. Hence, public
understanding and involvement in the budget
process is critical for ensuring that the
government accepts its accountability for the
budget proposals and their implementation.
The notion of budget transparency usually refers
to the openness of the budget process and the
scope for public involvement in this process.
However, while a transparent budget process
creates the potential space for people to
participate in determining the priorities in
government policies, it does not per se make the
decision-making accountable and participatory.
Thus, a relatively transparent budget process
cannot guarantee just and pro-people budgetary
policies or effective implementation of such
policies.
You can download a copy here.

Program activities under PRAN are funded by MDTF (Multi Donor Trust Fund)

