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Abstract

This Mongolia study provides a challenge for decentralisation of local service 
delivery for achieving the millennium development goals on three counts. 
First, institutional design for local service delivery in a large, sparsely populated 
country with low technical and professional capacity needs to be tackled in a 
context outside the centralisation versus decentralisation debate. Second, the 
linkage between local service delivery and poverty alleviation is so central that 
governments cannot shy away from their responsibility of enhancing capacities 
and capabilities for sustaining livelihoods on lame grounds of fiscal prudence. 
Third, countries that are in transition towards democracy need to invest in 
developing institutions of local governments that are not based on urban and 
western norms of self-sustaining and self-financing, rather the focus should 
be on greater empowerment through a voice and choice in local governance 
and representation and participation in determining the quality, standards and 
level of the delivery of local services. 

At a time when the globally received wisdom on local service delivery is arguing 
for greater devolution and decentralisation for more effective outcomes, 
Mongolia points out that decentralisation without effective national steering 
would be a difficult challenge. Even though Mongolia is the seventeenth 
largest country in the world, it has a very small population of about 2.5 m. 
Out of this only 1.1 m, largely pastoralists, reside in the vast and difficult rural 
landscape. While the pastoralists have robust institutions for the regulation 
of commons, they lack capacity to manage the modern requirements of self-
governing rural water supply and sanitation (RWSS) institutions. Elsewhere in 
the world local government led RWSS institutions have begun to effectively 
replace the centralised state in the design of appropriate institutions for service 
delivery, choice of technology, fiscal management and generation of resources, 
as well as effectively dealing with issues related to distribution, water quality 
and sustainability. It would be unfair of policy makers and planners to expect 
such high outcomes for the RWSS sector from rural pastoralists in Mongolia, 
who migrate at least four times a year. Yet, it is clear that the lack of a voice 
for these pastoralists in rural Mongolia has constrained the development and 
sustainability of the sector to such an extent that this sector is nearly non-
existent in the country. Hence, it is not just a challenge for the local governments 
to build capacity, it is also a challenge for the national government to build its 
capacity, information and research base to effectively design institutions, fiscal 
mechanisms, legal and regulatory structures to effectively design and manage 
a local government centric RWSS sector. Yet, it needs to be appreciated that 
some sectors would require a lot of technical and professional inputs especially 
in a country where the capacity for the RWSS sector is so under-developed 
that it may not be unwise to suggest that the sector is non-existent. There is 
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a case to learn from the literature on decentralisation in the health sector that 
has consistently argued for a centralised approach with local participation (as 
centralisation leads to the development of specialised professional capacity 
that is critical for better outputs at the local level). In the Mongolian case, there 
is a need to embark upon a decade long program of a centrally driven local 
government centric RWSS sector before we can begin to talk about institutional 
reforms for greater devolution and autonomy. 

At a time when the literature on local service delivery is advocating a program 
of greater financial sustainability through local resources, this Mongolian study 
puts forward a case for greater public resources in the drinking water sector 
and local service delivery in general. This is critical given the levels of poverty 
and lack of basic services in the countryside. The MDGs provide opportunities 
to enhance the capacities and capabilities of the poor and the neglect of critical 
sectors on grounds of fiscal prudence are lame and hollow in a democratic 
context. It is ironical that multi-lateral agencies with the explicit mandate of 
alleviating poverty and meeting the MDGs are focusing on urban water and 
sanitation at the cost of the stark rural reality to such an extent that the urban 
households are paying ten times less than the rural households. This has led to 
serious urban rural disparities in water consumption leading to serious health 
problems in rural areas on account on low intake of drinking water (a problem 
unique for rural areas in developing countries). 

Mongolia’s transition to democracy will be incomplete without the setting up 
of institutions of self-governance and accountability. This erstwhile Soviet state 
model has taken giant strides towards representative democracy. However the 
transition from a representative state structure towards a participatory state 
structure with the institutions of local governments has had early reversals. 
Even though a national level local government reforms are on hold there are 
opportunities to design inclusive, participative and empowering institutions 
within specific sectors. The RWSS sector in Mongolia provides one such 
opportunity. 
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