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Asia is urbanising at a pace faster than ever. The ever increasing population in the Asian cities and the 
consequent increase in demands for supply of basic services like housing, water, sanitation, health, 
education etc. pose enormous challenges to the urban local governance institutions. The existing capacities 
and resources of most urban local governance institutions are over stretched. The situation is exacerbated 
due to lack of governance reforms leading to enormous deficits in the transparency, accountability and 
citizen participation – the hallmarks of any democratic governance institutions. 

The engagement of civil society organisations (CSOs) is pivotal in making the urban local governance 
institutions transparent, accountable, responsive and participatory. However, the capacities of CSOs to 
engage and hold the urban local governance institutions are also limited.

The project “Deepening Local Democratic Governance through Social Accountability in Asia” aimed to 
improve democratic practices in urban local governance institutions through social accountability for 
improving the provision of basic services to the most marginalised families in two Asian cities - Rajshahi in 
Bangladesh and Takhmao in Cambodia. The project was supported by the UN Democracy Fund (UNDEF) 
and was implemented by Society for Participatory Research in Asia (PRIA) in partnership with PRIP Trust, 
Bangladesh and SILAKA, Cambodia. It addressed the deficits of democratic practices, particularly the lack 
of citizen participation, transparency and accountability mechanisms of municipalities, due to which these 
institutions often fail to deliver services effectively and equitably and lack responsiveness towards the most 
marginalised. It made efforts to enhance organised citizen actions and participation through mobilisation, 
capacity building, campaigns and participatory monitoring (using citizen report card and citizen monitoring 
methods) to ensure accountability. Its endeavours included enhancing citizens' access to information and 
basic services by developing partnership with the elected municipalities to establish 'models' of social 
accountability mechanisms, particularly using citizen charters, pro-active information disclosures and 
public grievance redressal mechanisms. Having harvested the lessons from these interventions at the 
municipality level coupled with specific policy analysis at the sub-national and national levels, policy 
dialogues and policy oriented capacity building learning events were organised towards policy changes. It 
contributed to enhance capacities of local intermediary CSOs through training, exposure visits, on-site 
coaching and mentoring for implementing various social accountability approaches and tools and also 
influencing national and sub-national policies on urban governance issues.

One of the critical outcomes of the intervention was to systematise the experience of implementing specific 
social accountability approaches, tools and methods so that the practitioners from CSOs as well as 
municipal officials could scale up, mainstream and institutionalise these practices elsewhere. This paper is 
produced through this initiative is a significant step towards this purpose. We sincerely hope that the 
practitioners from CSOs and officials from the municipalities will find this paper useful.

Kaustuv Kanti Bandyopadhyay

Director, PRIA

March 2013
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The “Deepening Local Democratic Governance through Social Accountability in Asia” initiative was 
implemented from 2011 to 2013 by the Society for Participatory Research in Asia (PRIA) in close 
collaboration with two partners, PRIP Trust in Bangladesh and SILAKA in Cambodia. This initiative 
supported by the United Nations Democracy Fund (UNDEF), aimed towards improving democratic 
practices in urban local governance institutions through social accountability for improving the provision of 
basic services to the most marginalised families in two Asian cities - Rajshahi in Bangladesh and Takhmao in 
Cambodia. 

Through this paper on “Social Accountability in Urban Governance”, we have tried to put together our 
experiences and learning from the above mentioned intervention, especially with regard to citizen 
engagement and mobilization in demanding accountability from Urban Local Bodies. We would like to 
extend our sincere thanks to the United Nations Democracy Fund (UNDEF) for supporting us throughout the 
past couple of years and providing us the scope for necessary alterations and innovations in the 
intervention wherever required. 

This intervention would not have been as fruitful and successful without the cooperation and active 
participation of our partners. We would specially like to thank Ms.Thida Khus (Executive Director of SILAKA) 
and Ms. Aroma Dutta (Executive Director of PRIP Trust) for their able guidance in the implementation of 
various interventions to their respective project teams. The contribution of the project teams in itself (project 
managers and field coordinators) in both SILAKA and PRIP Trust is highly commendable. It is only because of 
their hard work and consistent efforts that we could see some positive changes at the local level. We would 
also take this opportunity to acknowledge the support and cooperation of the municipal authorities of 
Rajshahi City Corporation (Bangladesh) and Takhmao Municipality (Cambodia), specially the Mayor and 
Municipal Governor respectively, who showed a keen interest and inclination towards adopting new 
mechanisms and giving us an opportunity to engage with them constructively. 

We would also like to recognise the efforts of the project team in PRIA, New Delhi, who coordinated and 
managed the project by extending continuous support and assistance to the partners. We admire and 
appreciate their effort in consolidating and systematising the experiences of citizen participation and social 
accountability in both the countries through this paper. We also thank Mr.Zakir Husain and Mr. M.D. Joseph 
for their continuous support and assistance. Last but not the least, we are thankful to Dr. Rajesh Tandon 
(President, PRIA) for his inputs and feedback not only to this paper but the conceptualisation and 
implementation of this initiative.            

Bhavita Vaishnava

Senior Programme Officer, PRIA

March 2013
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This paper attempts to capture the experiences and learnings of PRIA, PRIP Trust and SILAKA in the 
implementation and application of social accountability approaches and tools in two Asian cities of 
Rajshahi and Takhmao in Bangladesh and Cambodia respectively. Through the 'Deepening Local 
Democratic Governance through Social Accountability in Asia' project, supported by United Nations 
Democracy Fund, the three organizations worked towards strengthening urban communities to assess 
municipal services and engage constructively with municipal authorities in demanding more transparent 
and accountable delivery of services. The paper explains how a multi-dimensional approach was adopted 
where concerned stakeholders were engaged and brought at a common platform to collectively work 
towards creating need based accountability solutions. These actors included citizens (largely the urban 
poor), media, civil society, municipal authorities, elected representatives and other para-statal agencies. By 
giving a comparative picture of how these systems of social accountability were initiated and promoted 
across the three countries the paper reflects on the adaptations that were made, challenges and dynamics 
that were faced in doing so as well as the lessons learnt. 

The paper is divided into three sections. The first section gives a conceptual understanding of social 
accountability and its linkage with effective governance. The various tools through which accountability can 
be practiced are also mentioned. The later half of this section also gives a glimpse of the social 
accountability scenario in the three Asian countries of India, Bangladesh and Cambodia. 

Section two gives the readers an in depth understanding about the approach and methodology adopted by 
PRIA and partners in implementing the various social accountability initiatives. It explains how social 
accountability and good governance was sought through the use of specific tools and mechanisms that 
were stimulated on both the demand (citizens and civil society) and supply (State) side. This served the dual 
purpose of a) mobilizing the citizens and creating a demand for more accountable governance as well as, b) 
sensitizing and capacitating the state institutions to incorporate systems to meet these demands. On the 
demand side these were access to information (community mobilization campaigns), Citizens Report Cards 
(CRCs), citizen monitoring, whereas the supply side mechanisms included citizen charters, pro-active 
disclosure of information and grievance redressal system. The results and positive changes brought about 
through these interventions are also mentioned. 

The third section of the paper consolidates the different experiences from Bangladesh and Cambodia and 
elaborates on some critical lessons learnt through this intervention. These are mostly indicative to what 
needs to be kept in mind while implementing such programmes in the future.     
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1.1 Understanding social accountability  

Accountability can broadly be defined as the obligation of those holding power to take responsibility for 
their behaviour and actions. This obligation might stem out of a moral ethical need to account for one's 
behaviour, or out of a legal requirement. It is a relational concept as it concerns the relationship between 
those that perform an action or deliver a service, and those on whom the action or service has an effect. 
Actualising accountability involves two critical aspects: first is determining who should be accountable to 
whom and for what, and second is developing the institutional mechanisms and incentive sanction 
structures on the basis of which accountability is realised (Posani and Aiyar 2009).

Accountability has been viewed from different perspectives and has various dimensions attached to it. 
Traditionally it has been seen from a framework of horizontal and vertical accountability. Horizontal 
accountability is the capacity of state institutions to check abuses by other public agencies and branches of 
government, or the requirement for agencies to report sideways. Alternatively, vertical accountability is the 
means through which citizens and civil societies seek to enforce standards of performance and conduct on 
officials (PRIA, 2010).

Figure 1

For horizontal accountability to materialise, the state needs not only to design appropriate accountability 
mechanisms but also have systems (regular checks and balances) in place to ensure that they are executed. 
O'Donnell suggests that horizontal accountability can be improved through various organisations like the 
Human Rights Organisations, Independent Election Commissions, and watch dog agencies, but these 
agencies would often lack bite unless followed by media or activists (O'Donnell 2010). The other ways of 
realising horizontal accountability is institutionalising mechanisms like citizen charters, grievance redressal 
systems and pro-active information disclosures, which are actually forms of supply side social accountability 
tools. As far as vertical accountability is concerned, it allows citizens to participate and hold the state 
responsible for its roles and responsibilities. One of the primary means through which vertical 
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accountability can be realised in a democracy is through the process of elections, whereby the elected 
representatives become directly accountable to the citizens who have elected them on their behalf. 
However, elections in themselves are not free from challenges and limitations, which weaken the scope of 
vertical accountability.  

The limitations of these watertight notions of horizontal and vertical accountability, have given rise to newer 
forms of accountability like hybrid and diagonal accountability which have been more commonly termed as 
'social accountability'. The lack of cohesion between the horizontal and vertical accountability mechanisms 
created a need for breaking the barriers between the two and synergising them for optimal results, thus 
giving prominence to the element of citizen participation and engagement in demanding accountability 
directly from the state institutions. Thus, social accountability goes beyond the conventional notion of 
elections as a means of accountability and emphasises on mechanisms through which citizens can establish 
direct accountability relations with the state. In light of the above, the hybrid form of accountability which 
cuts across the traditional distinction between horizontal (government to government) and vertical 
(government to citizen) requires institutional support in the form of a legal mandate for the non-
government actors to act as agents of public sector oversight, easier access to information, right of 
observers to issue dissenting reports and the existence of clear procedures for conduct between citizen and 
public sector actors. It aims to achieve vertical accountability and energises intra-state horizontal 
accountability mechanisms leading to greater accountability in the political systems (PRIA, 2010).

Some of the conventional ways in which social accountability has been exerted include efforts by citizens 
and CSOs like protests, campaigns, rallies, etc., which are now being complemented by new forms of public 
action, as a result of increased people's participation in the governance system (PRIA, 2010). Other specific 
tools of social accountability are participatory public policy-making, participatory budgeting, public 
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expenditure tracking, community monitoring, Citizen Report Card (CRCs) , Community Score Card (CSCs)  
etc. 

The World Bank defines social accountability as an “approach towards building accountability that relies on 
civic engagement, i.e., in which it is ordinary citizens and/or citizen groups who participate directly or 
indirectly in exacting accountability” (Malena et al 2004). Similarly, ANSA-EAP defines social accountability 
as actions and mechanisms initiated by citizen groups to hold public officials, politicians, and service 
providers to account for their conduct and performance in terms of delivering services, improving people's 
welfare and protecting people's rights (ANSA-EAP 2010).

PRIA understands social accountability as a means to acquire more accountable and transparent 
governance systems and not merely as an end to effective governance. It is a state where citizens through 
their active participation and engagement are able to influence state institutions to be more responsive, 
answerable and transparent of their functioning. For social accountability to flourish and produce positive 
results, there need to be some basic elements in place that create a favourable environment for it to 
happen. These can be elaborated as follows: 

• Right to voice
• Right to participate
• Right to information 
• Right to organise 

2

1 CRCs are typically participatory surveys capturing user feedback on performance of public services, especially on quality and effectiveness.

2 CSC process is a community based monitoring tool that is a hybrid of the techniques of social audit and CRCs.



These act as building blocks of social accountability, which when utilised by governance stakeholders on 
both the demand and supply side help in achieving the anticipated results. In general, social accountability 
when realised fully has the potential of bringing about transformative changes in the way governance 
institutions and citizens function and operate. Some of these outcomes have been elaborated in Figure 2: 

Figure 2 : Outcomes of Social Accountability Practices

Countries all across the world especially in the global south have been experimenting with citizen 
participation and social accountability mechanisms. The overall trends towards practicing social 
accountability have been quite positive, in spite of being overtly challenging due to the varied socio-
political contexts. Civil society and governments having realised its potential strength have joined hands to 
implement some truly innovative models and systems of social accountability. However, the accountability 
landscapes in most countries vary on account of their different governance and political systems, as well as 
the readiness and capacities of civil society groups and citizens to engage with the governance institutions. 
Social accountability environment and practices in India, Bangladesh and Cambodia can be explained as 
follows.      

India 

While the system of governance in India relies heavily on constitutional, legislative, administrative and case 
law, this does not necessarily permeate into the behaviour of those who govern and those who are 
governed. This fact is mirrored by a general state of persisting disparity between the elites and the masses; 
and the elites inter se, in parameters such as social status, educational and linguistic attainments, land 
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holding pattern, inter-services benefits and circulation of elites. Fault lines of disparity can be seen in terms 
of gender, caste and religion; on variables such as health and life chances, income poverty and educational 
attainment. The totality of this emerging pattern can be classed as 'illegitimate violations of Rule of Law'. 
(There can also be 'legitimate violations' in the form of differentiated treatment by law itself.) Then lack of 
administrative accountability and transparency (manifest through corruption in public life) is emerging as 
another pattern (Siddiqui, 2009).

There is a general consensus among observers today that India's institutions of accountability have under 
performed significantly. Take for example, the country's judicial system, which is plagued with problems of 
inordinate delays in delivering justice. The performance of other key regulatory bodies such as Vigilance 
Commissions entrusted with dealing with corruption cases tells a similar story of delays and weak 
enforcement. At the heart of these failures, is a systemic crisis of accountability. In fact, some observers have 
argued that the Indian state, its institutions, and the rules that govern them are structured to avoid 
accountability altogether (Posani and Aiyar 2009). 

Realisation of the scale of the problem has in recent years evoked a variety of responses from both the state 
and the civil society. The limitations of 'traditional accountability' channels have led to a growing recognition 
of the role of direct citizen oversight of the state, and increasingly, direct citizen engagement in the policy 
making process. Organised civic activism has been at the forefront of efforts to increase citizen participation 
and enhance their ability to directly exact accountability from the state, signalling a profound shift in the 
discourse of public accountability in India, both in terms of who demands it, and the mechanisms through 
which these demands are made. 

At the same time, and partly as a consequence of this activism, the state itself has undertaken 
unprecedented reforms aimed at institutionalising citizen participation in its activities. The 73rd and 74th 
Constitutional Amendments reactivated the local governments, taking the state closer to the citizens, and 
significantly increasing its surface area. The Right to Information Act was a landmark legislation that in 
many ways is symbolic of this shift in the state society accountability relationships. Coming as it did, the 
result of sustained and concerted activism by citizen groups around the country, the Act was a radical 
interpretation of citizens' right to know how they are governed and to demand detailed scrutiny of the 
process. Following on from the reforms, citizen consultations, oversight committees, social audits and 
grievance redressal forums are all now a regular feature in many of the state's development programmes. 
These reforms although implemented with varying levels of enthusiasm by the state, represent an 
important opportunity for legitimising citizen participation in the everyday affairs of the state, and thereby 
for strengthening accountability. As a consequence of all these changes, it would appear that the state in 
India today is closer and its scrutiny by its citizens noisier than ever before (ibid).

In Bangladesh, state initiated downward channels as well citizen led vertical accountability mechanisms, 
have been making state-citizen synergies and deepening local democracy. The government has been trying 
to make economic progress and deliberate local democracy. In spite of the advance of democratic 
governance in the country, most of the citizens are outside of democracy except during elections. The 
traditional democratic system has provided citizens the right to cast their votes during elections, but social 
as well as democratic accountability has been providing entitlement, voice and effective participation in the 
governance process for the development of the community as well as the country. The practices of vertical 
accountability mechanisms have been creating spaces for effective governance and changed the pattern of 
governance at the local level. Tools like CSCs, participatory budgeting, citizen charters have been used 
effectively. 

Bangladesh
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The move from monolithic state provisions to decentralised vertical accountability channels has been 
making a direct relationship between the state and citizen, breaking traditional bureaucracy and 
deepening democracy. In the country, horizontal, vertical and diagonal accountability mechanisms exist 
and contribute to strengthen local democracy. The Government of Bangladesh has some organisations 
under its Constitution, which are working as statutory bodies through which legislative activities are being 
implemented. Article 118 of the Constitution provides for establishing an Election Commission consisting of 
a Chief Election Commissioner and such number of other Election Commissioners, if any, as the President 
may from time to time direct. The Bangladesh Public Service Commission is another quasi-judicial body 
established under the Constitution, which works under the provisions of the Articles 137 to 140 of the 
Constitution and certain other rules and regulations made by the government from time to time. The 
Constitution also provides independence to the office of the Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG). The 
audit of public accounts of the Republic, government agencies, public bodies and public companies is 
conducted under the authority of the CAG and reports are submitted to the Parliament. The office of the 
CAG assists the National Parliament in ensuring accountability and transparency of the government in the 
use of public resources. In addition to this the Right to Information Act (RTIA) was enacted and adopted in 
2009 by the Government of Bangladesh with a view to ensuring free flow of information and people's 
access to it. This Act was a landmark shift in the context of accountability, as it provided the common citizens 
a tool to seek information and hold authorities to account. 

However, in spite of the various processes adopted by the Government of Bangladesh and the efforts of the 
civil society, the progress in the development of social accountability mechanisms is slower than the 
proliferation of corruption. From 1997 till now, Transparency International Bangladesh has conducted five 
national household surveys and it observed that 84.2 per cent (household survey 2010) of the households 
in Bangladesh have been victims of corruption in one way or the other while receiving services from 
different public and private service sectors or institutions. In spite of the constitutional guarantees of Articles 
7, 9, 19, 39, 59 and 60 and the institutional framework, the RTI was not properly implemented, and as a 
consequence, the accountability mechanisms for the RTI were not applied properly. In order to ensure the 
optimum output and outcome from the RTI, e- governance, citizen's charter, local issue forums, consensus 
conferences, feedback, complaint procedures, consultation meetings and other accountability mechanisms 
were practiced in the country. The practice of social accountability is still nascent in Bangladesh and it will 
only improve if social accountability mechanisms are institutionalised and practiced by the citizens as well 
as the authorities (PRIA, 2011).

The Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC) with assistance from a number of international development 
partners has embarked upon significant governance reforms in the areas of Armed Force Reform, Judiciary 
Reform, Public Administration Reform, and Public Financial Management Reform. Since 1993, the conduct 
of four National Assembly elections, two Senate elections, three Commune Council elections, and one sub-
national election (provincial, district and municipal) testifies that the electoral democracy in Cambodia is 
gaining roots. The Rectangular Strategy in 2004 further acknowledged that good governance required 
wide participation, enhanced sharing of information, accountability, transparency, equality, inclusiveness 
and the rule of law. The government has also adopted the strategic framework on Decentralisation and De-
concentration reform (D&D) in June 2005, with the goal to create a governance system at the sub-national 
level based on the principles of strengthening local democracy, promoting community development, and 
reducing poverty.

Cambodia
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To create a framework on accountability and to combat the corruption, the RGC has further created two 
more mechanisms. In December 2008, the NCDD (National Committee for Democratic Development) 
created a national framework for receiving and dealing with complaints from the citizens. A National 
Accountability Working Group (NAWG) was started with the involvement of 15 members of the relevant 
ministries and civil society members. They met to develop the legal framework and guidelines for the 
operations of Provincial Accountability Working Group (PAWG). NAWG also monitors the operations of the 
PAWG on a regular basis. The PAWGs work with all communes and sangkats (wards) in their provinces in 
placing the Accountability Boxes to receive complaints from citizens. Although there has been considerable 
critique about the efficacy of the mechanism because of its uneven implementation in various provinces 
and that the citizens are afraid to submit complaints. In addition, RGC has created an Anti-Corruption Unit 
with separate budget and special authority to combat corruption. The unit has started to collect information 
about the assets of high level government officials. However, in its current form this information will not be 
made public, but will be accessible to the investigators, when it requires. Under the new legislation, any 
official found guilty of taking bribes would face up to 15 years in prison.

Despite such impressive array of governance reforms and positive policy interventions, the democratic 
space and capacities of citizens to hold their governments accountable is severely restricted due to a variety 
of reasons. Though being a multi-party democracy, Cambodian politics is practically dominated by the 
ruling party. The main opposition parties are extremely weak and fragile. Therefore, they neither are able to 
engage in policy debates through democratic institutions like the parliament or the senate nor are able to 
engage in public discourses. Cambodia follows the proportional representative systems of elections for the 
parliamentary and the commune/sangkat council elections. Since the elections for senate, province, district 
and municipality are conducted through indirect elections method (by the elected members of the 
commune/sangkat councils), the outcome of these elections are predictable with the results of 
commune/sangkat council elections.  One of the challenges of this system of election is to hold the elected 
representatives directly accountable to the electorate citizens, unless such accountability mechanisms are 
supported by the political parties. 

The governance structures and processes are highly centralised and most decisions are taken by handful 
political leaders. The appointment of civil servants in public administration is also influenced by the political 
affiliations which impact the political neutrality of the bureaucracy. The 'incentive' and 'sanction' 
mechanisms within the public administration are highly opaque and non-transparent. Therefore, it can be 
said that though Cambodia has witnessed a number of state and civil society led social accountability 
interventions and processes in the recent past, there is still a long way to go to truly establish more 
accountable and transparent governance systems (PRIA and SILAKA, 2012).

Governance in its broadest sense refers to the effective management of resources and matters in a way that 
takes into consideration the viewpoints and opinions of all stakeholders especially the citizenry. 
Governance is how public decisions are made with regard to mobilisation and utilisation of public resources 
for common public good (Tandon and Mohanty, 2002). It is now well established that transparency, 
accountability, and participation are fundamental to just and equitable governance. For just and equitable 
governance to materialise it is important for the state (supply side) to be accountable and responsive to the 
needs of the citizens as well as the citizens and civil society (demand side) to be pro-active and willing to 
participate.To effectively address governance issues and bring about a more accountable and transparent 
government machinery, it is important to focus on all the relevant stakeholders (from both the demand and 

1.3 Urban governance in Asia and its challenges
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the supply side). The current state of urban governance in many Asian countries is marked with several 
challenges. 

(a) Inadequate policy and programmatic attention to the urban poor

As many countries in Asia is experiencing spectacular economic growth primarily fuelled through the 
burgeoning service sectors, the urban centres particularly the larger ones are seen to be the engines of 
economic growth. The neo liberal policies and programmes have resulted in many folds increases in 
expenditures on large infrastructures like roads, bridges, fly overs, rapid transportation systems etc. On the 
other hand, these policies and programmes have also posed serious threats to the traditional urban 
livelihood systems, informal economies and social networks on which most urban poor are dependent. 
Many development onslaughts have encouraged the municipal administration to push hard the urban poor 
to the periphery of the towns and cities thereby completely destroying livelihood, economic and social 
networks. The programmes conceptualised and developed by the policy making agencies remained highly 
fragmented and inaccessible to poor due to corrupt and inefficient service delivery institutions. 

(b) Inadequate provisions of basic services

With decentralisation, the municipalities are entrusted to provide basic urban services and amenities to the 
citizens. However, by any standard the services supposed to be provided by municipalities are either absent 
or of unacceptable low quality. While the middle and upper middle class citizens have found ways to get 
these services through private provisioning, it is the poor and the most marginalised who bear the social 
costs of unhygienic environment due to improper management of water, sanitation and solid waste. In the 
absence of secured land tenure in the numerous slums and squatters, the poor and marginalised are not 
provided with basic services and most municipalities remain largely unresponsive. However, in the absence 
of any alternative sources poor are still dependent on the municipalities for such services irrespective of 
their irregularity, unreliability and low quality. The local market mechanisms where responded to fill in the 
service delivery gaps, the poor had to bear the burden of higher costs. 

(c) Absence of citizen participation and voice 

Citizen participation in municipal governance is almost non-existent. Legally speaking, for example in 
India, the rural counterpart has at least an opportunity to participate in the rural local governance 
(Panchayati Raj Institutions) through the constitutional mechanism called “gram sabha”. However, no such 
mechanism does exist for urban citizens. In India, the provision for Ward Committees in cities with more 
than three hundred thousand population has not been implemented effectively. The non-functioning of 
Ward Committees are partly rooted in the constitutional provision itself.  Recent studies show that it's almost 
impossible to enable citizen participation in the current format of Ward Committees. The proposed Citizen 
Participation Law under Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban Renewal Mission (JNNURM) was one step 
forward, however, envisaged only a truncated version of citizen participation. There are hardly any 
embedded mechanisms to facilitate the voice and space for citizen participation in urban governance.

(d) Lack of transparency and accountability

The theoretical debate on “new public management” focusing on institutional transparency and 
accountability has reached at its crescendo in many Asian countries. Many legislations and provisions have 
been in place and geared towards governance reforms. However, the municipal administration, elected 
representatives and other para-statal institutions by and large have remained elusive to transparency and 
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accountability. For example, most municipalities with a very few exceptions have not even published pro-
active disclosure as required under Right to Information Act. There has been hardly any enforcement even 
by the higher tier of governance. 

(e) Inadequate civil society capacity and activism

The vibrancy and activism of civil society, which could be seen in rural areas, is largely absent in urban 
locations. The dominant large sections of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) particularly the intermediary 
Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) active in urban locations, remained captive of provisioning 
service delivery, so far. There are very few CSOs currently engaged with the municipal governance to hold 
them accountable and make them transparent. Encouraging and nurturing associations of poor and 
marginalised citizens to assert their voices in municipal governance is the least priority of CSOs with very 
few exceptions. The CSOs even when ready to engage with municipal governance and prepare the poor 
and marginalised as right conscious citizens, do not have the necessary capacity. A systemic capacity deficit 
plagues the civil society activism in urban locations. It must be acknowledged that there are capable 
individual CSOs contributing to improve urban governance by fostering innovations, however, efforts to 
bring these individual organisations together to create synergistic talent and voice are very few and far 
between. There are hardly any national or state level platforms engaged in influencing urban policies.  

(f) Inadequate attention to decentralisation and devolution

Despite the renewed efforts towards decentralisation subsequent enactments of legislations, substantive 
progress on devolution of functions, functionaries and funds to the urban local bodies either has not been 
made or it has been too slow. The extent of real fiscal devolution is still very dismal. The national and 
provincial governments have retained direct control over the municipal bodies in various forms. The 
governance framework is diffused and the governments freely encroach on the functions and finances of 
the municipal bodies. On top of it many governments have taken fresh efforts to strengthen para-statal 
parallel bodies like Urban Development Authorities to usurp authorities from the municipalities which is 
totally against the letter and spirit of democratic decentralisation. 

(g) Non-participatory and non-responsive urban planning 

The decentralisation efforts in many countries made revolutionary provision for the municipalities to 
undertake the city development planning process. However, in reality many national and provincial 
governments have retained their control over the urban planning process. The municipalities have been 
denied to acquire appropriate capacities to undertake development planning exercise on their own. The 
para-statal institutions take planning and infrastructure development activities in the towns and cities on 
behalf of the municipalities.

(h) Poor fiscal governance

The financial governance and accounting in most of the municipalities are in complete mess. The 
municipalities are almost fully dependent on transfers of resources either in the form of grants-in-aid or 
occasional extra ordinary transfers. Property tax is the only viable source of municipalities' own income. 
However, due to lack of political will, inappropriate assessment and inefficient collection mechanism the 
revenue generation is too low leaving no option but to remain dependent on the national and provincial 
governments. Historically, the power vested with the municipalities to collect various taxes has been 
withdrawn by various governments at different intervals leaving narrow options for self-reliance. The 
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budget making process within the municipality is completely alien to the citizens let alone participation of 
the poor and marginalised. The creativity of the citizens, elected representatives and municipal 
administration is severely restricted as the budget allocations are pre-determined by the higher tier of 
governments. 

(i) Absence of strategy for capacity building

In many Asian countries, affirmative constitutional provisions have provided women and other social 
backward groups to participate in the municipal governance as elected representatives. Many of them are 
serving the public life for the first time and are unaware about their roles and responsibilities as elected 
representatives. The societal imperfections are also reflected in these institutions in the form of 
discrimination based on gender, class, race and religion. However, there is hardly any strategy and planned 
intervention to enhance the capacities of numerous elected representatives. 
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2.1 Approach and methodology adopted by PRIA, PRIP Trust and SILAKA

The application of various approaches, methodologies and tools for social accountability is backed by the 
belief that it is a multi-dimensional process,which centres on the notions of participation, dialogue as well 
as mutual learning and sharing among the different stakeholders. It is also based on the premise that 
favourable socio-political conditions exist for the stakeholders to not only work independent of each other 
in their own domains but also in consultation with one another as and when required. This becomes more 
important when the stakeholders share a common goal, which is focused towards creating more 
accountable and transparent governance systems. 

These stakeholders can be different in different contexts and fall either on the demand or the supply side of 
the governance system. Primarily in the light of urban governance, they can be distinguished as follows: 

PRIA (India), PRIP Trust (Bangladesh) and SILAKA (Cambodia) with the support of United Nations 
Democracy Fund (UNDEF) tried to bring together various stakeholders, as mentioned above, in the cities of 
Rajshahi and Takhmao through a project called “Deepening Local Democratic Governance through Social 
Accountability in Asia”. The aim was to improve democratic practices in urban local governance institutions 
through social accountability for improving the provision of basic services to the most marginalised families. 
Interface and collaboration among various stakeholders in the governance and management of cities is 
increasingly becoming crucial as urbanisation and its associated challenges are growing at a rapid pace. 
This is especially true of Asia, where another 1.1 billion people will be living in cities in the next 20 years.It is 
also estimated that by 2030, more than 55 per cent of the population of Asia will be urban (ADB 2012). 
Every year millions of people migrate to cities and nearby urban settlements for better livelihood 
opportunities, education and healthcare facilities. The city governance on the other hand, i.e. the 
municipalities and other service providing agencies are not adequately prepared and to some extent even 
incapable of dealing with this increasing pressure on the already limited resources available in the cities. In 
most cities there is a huge gap between the citizens and the municipal authorities and citizens are becoming 
increasingly disconnected with the management and governance of their cities. Citizen participation in 

Institutionalising Social Accountability Mechanisms: 
Experiences from Bangladesh and Cambodia

Section 2
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Supply Side Demand Side

• Government departments and ministries 
(related to urban governance) at the 

- Local level (municipalities)

- Sub-national level 

- National level

• Elected representatives (local and sub-
national levels)

• Private service providing agencies

• Committees/bodies created through any 
government legislation/policy/scheme

• Citizens/communities (urban poor, margin-
alised groups, community based organisa-
tions etc.)

• Media, academia 

• Civil society (organisations, networks and 
groups working on urban issues)



municipal governance and raising issues of accountability and transparency of the municipal authorities 
and their functioning is mostly absent. 

In light of the above, this initiative was designed to engage with both the demand side (the citizens) and the 
supply side (the municipal authorities) of the governance system separately as well as create opportunities 
for interface, where they could come together and work collectively. Efforts were made to a) mobilise and 
capacitate citizens on one hand so that a demand for improved services is created and b) sensitise and 
support municipalities to strengthen their social accountability mechanisms so that they are able to meet 
the emerging demand. Broadly, the major strategies were to: 

• Build capacities of citizens and municipal authorities 

• Use tools like Citizen Report Cards (CRCs) and community monitoring 

• Create opportunities for interface between different stakeholders

• Support municipalities in institutionalising social accountability mechanisms like citizen charter, 
information disclosure and grievance redressal system

On the demand side, citizens were mobilised through focused group discussions and community meetings, 
where discussions were held on the significance of citizen participation and the various ways through which 
they could engage with the authorities. Active women and youth were identified as citizen leaders who were 
trained on various social accountability tools and the nuances of community monitoring to enable them to 
undertake these activities in the future. Citizen Report Cards were conducted in both the cities to assess the 
status of water supply and sanitation services so that the findings could strengthen the demands of the 
citizens. 

As far as the supply side is concerned, series of meetings were conducted initially with the mayors, 
concerned officials and the elected representatives of the identified wards to acquaint them with the goals 
and objectives of this initiative. As a first step to understand the existing status of social accountability 
systems (use of tools like citizen charters, grievance redressal system and information disclosure) within the 
two municipalities, a detailed assessment was undertaken. This exercise helped in gathering information 
on how or whether the municipalities were disclosing crucial information; how and whether they were 
sharing about various services and service standards with the citizens; how were the complaints of citizens 
handled and whether there was a system of seeking citizen feedback? This assessment and its findings, 
proved to be extremely helpful as they informed the next steps to be undertaken. It was on the basis of these 
findings and the emerging gaps that need-based interventions were planned and implemented in 
consultation with the municipalities and citizens. 

Social accountability can be exercised in different ways as mentioned in the introductory section. The best 
way to engage communities and authorities in social accountability interventions is to use both the 
traditional forms like campaigns, information sharing, interface meetings/dialogues etc. as well as more 
organised/formal tools like Citizen Report Cards (CRCs), Citizen Charters (CCs), Information Disclosure, 
Public Grievance Redressal System (PGRS) etc. as and when they are required. This blend of traditional and 
new, informal and formal methods creates greater opportunities for innovation and experimentation. 
These mechanisms and tools for ensuring accountability and transparency can be used by both citizens and 
authorities; however, specific tools like CCs, PGRS, information disclosure etc. are more to do with the 

2.2 Social accountability tools implemented
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(information as a tool to 
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feedback on services)  
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· Information Disclosure  

· Grievance Redressal 

System 
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supply side. The different forms and tools of social accountability that were used in this intervention have 
been clubbed under the demand side and the supply side, as follows:

With the communities (Demand side)

Participation of citizens in municipal governance and their feedback on the quality of services is an 
important way in which municipalities or other government authorities could be made accountable. It is 
only when citizens engage and raise their concerns with the authorities by questioning the dismal state of 
affairs that authorities will be more cautious and careful in their functioning in the future. Considering this, 
the following interventions were conducted and tools like CRC and citizen monitoring were used in 
Bangladesh and Cambodia to mobilise the citizens and build their capacities to hold authorities to account. 

(i) Access to information

For citizens to participate and engage pro-actively in demanding effective governance and improved 
services, it is very important to first ensure that they have access to critical information and are well aware of 
not only their rights but also more importantly their obligations. Information and knowledge is a powerful 
tool in itself that can be used to make institutions more accountable. Information sharing and dissemination 
was therefore an essential aspect of this initiative, where important information related to the roles and 
responsibilities of the municipalities along with their services and standards was shared with the citizens. 

This was done through regular meetings, focused group discussions and city-wide campaigns. Pamphlets 
and leaflets in the local language (Bangla and Khmer) were also disseminated and information boards 
were put up at different locations where they could be accessed by most citizens. In Bangladesh, folk theatre 
i.e. 'gamvira' was used during the campaigns to spread information and generate awareness to the wider 
audience. In Cambodia, rallies with the citizens were organised followed by discussion with the municipal 
authorities. In addition to this, trainings and capacity building programmes were organised for citizens on 
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citizen participation, social accountability and good governance etc., which made them aware of their 
potential strengths and equipped them to confidently approach authorities and seek relevant information. 

Thus, access to information and enhanced awareness on municipal roles and responsibilities, municipal 
services and standards, role of citizens in urban governance and tools of social accountability strengthen 
the capacities of citizens in the long run and help them demand more accountable and transparent 
governance institutions. 

(ii) Citizen Report Card (CRC) 

Citizen Report Card is an instrument (generally a sample 
survey) to obtain feedback from actual users of a service, as 
opposed to general public opinion. They are typically 
participatory surveys capturing user feedback on 
performance of public services, especially on quality and 
effectiveness (PRIA 2013a). CRCs on water and sanitation 
services were conducted in the cities of Rajshahi and Takhmao 
at the very beginning, to assess the status of these services. 
PRIA with the support of PRIP Trust and SILAKA adopted a 
unique process while conducting these report cards. Firstly, it 
was a multi-stakeholder process aiming to involve and 
educate citizens through the entire CRC process. The 
approach was to engage active citizen volunteers/ leaders in 
data collection wherever they were present, or to initiate the 
data collection process and then gradually identify and 
mobilise other active citizen volunteers to get involved in data 
collection. 

Secondly, the process involved capturing not just user 
perspectives (ratings) through feedback surveys but also 
collecting factual information relating to the services, such as 

level of awareness about municipal authorities, quantity and standards of municipal services etc. Citizens 
were asked about the actual availability of services (such as frequency of garbage collection, water supply 
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Key Features of the Citizen Report 
Card Process

• Community Based Organisations 
(CBOs), youth groups, students and 
institutions were involved in data 
collection. 

• Citizens' feedback was also sought 
f o r  d e s i g n i n g  t h e  s u r v e y  
instruments. 

• Media was actively involved in 
advocacy around the survey 
findings. 

• Findings were shared with municipal 
officials, elected representatives and 
citizen leaders to discuss and debate 
options for service improvement.



status) and cost, besides their rating of services. This helped enrich the analysis by combining availability 
and quality with levels of satisfaction and also provided useful information to support dialogue with 
municipal authorities for improvement in service delivery (PRIA, 2013a).

To begin with, questionnaires were designed and contextualised based on the local needs and ground 
realities. Both close ended and open ended questions were included and citizens were asked to rate 
municipal services on a scale of excellent, 
good, average and poor. In addition to their 
perception, the suggestions and opinions of 
citizens were also taken through open ended 
questions. Apart from conducting house to 
house survey, separate focused group 
discussions were also held with citizens in 
different locations to understand the issues 
and challenges faced by them. In doing so, it 
was ensured that the poor and marginalised 
groups including women and youth are 
engaged in these discussions. The 
households for the survey were also selected 
on the basis of socio-economic status. In 
Bangladesh, the survey comprised of 300 
respondents selected from 30 wards through 
random sampling based on three income 
(low, medium and high Income) and three 
social (floating, disabled and ethnic groups) 
categories. In Cambodia, the survey covered 306 households from the 6 sangkats, and included poor, 
middle and high income groups. Before conducting the survey, identified citizen leaders and surveyors were 
oriented about the questionnaire as well as the purpose and importance of conducting the report card. This 
was important as the CRC is not only a way of getting citizen feedback but it also serves the dual purpose of 
generating awareness. 

Once the survey was conducted, data was collated and analysed by the project teams. This was done by 
presenting the data through graphs and tables. These findings were then shared with the citizens in order to 
validate them before they are further shared with the larger audience. Focus group discussions (FGDs) and 
meetings were held at different locations to discuss the emerging trends. As a second step, after the findings 
were validated, reports were prepared to be shared more widely with all the stakeholders. This was done 
through multi-stakeholder dialogues in both Bangladesh and Cambodia, involving citizens, media 
representatives, municipal officials, elected representatives, representatives from other parallel 
government agencies, private service providers as well as other like-minded civil society organisations. 
These sharing meetings acted as platforms for various stakeholders to interact with each other and share 
their experiences and challenges. They created spaces for citizens to directly interact with the authorities, 
raise their concerns and seek answers to their questions. 

(iii) Citizen monitoring  

CRCs conducted in the cities of Rajshahi and Takhmao at the very onset of the initiative and their resultant 
outcomes created a favourable environment for citizens to further engage with the municipal authorities. To 
take this forward, citizens were mobilised to form Neighbourhood Committees (NCs), to help them get 
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organised and form collective opinion. The 
members of the NCs were also trained and 
capacitated to take up community 
monitoring of water and sanitation services. 
To make this happen, they first collectively 
identified indicators that were most crucial 
and relevant to their local context. These 
indicators were brainstormed, discussed 
and developed in the meetings of the NCs, 
where they first identified the most pressing 
issues and tried to understand how they can 
be checked or monitored in the most 
appropriate manner. For example, if a NC 
identifies the issue of irregular waste picking 
by the respective agency, due to which the 
locality faced constant health and hygiene 
problems, they tried to capture information 
on (a) timing of the garbage van, (b) 
frequency of the garbage van, (c) geographical coverage of the garbage van, etc. Similarly, indicators for 
other issues like water and sanitation were also developed. In Bangladesh, this was done in a creative and 
innovative manner by developing pictorial monitoring formats, so that even the illiterate members and 
citizens could understand them. 

After the indicators were finalised, the process of community monitoring was initiated on a monthly basis. 
Information based on the identified indicators was collected by the NC members through regular 
monitoring. After the data was collected, it was collated at the end of the month and shared with the 
respective authorities and elected representatives of the wards/sangkats through interface meetings. In 
both Bangladesh and Cambodia, these ward level interface meetings, emerged as vibrant platforms, 
where citizens raised important issues and elected representatives and officials tried to respond to them. 
These dialogues and discussions among the citizens and authorities proved to be extremely beneficial and 
in many cases also led to improved service delivery. They were also effective as they helped in improving the 
state-citizen relationship and bridged the gap between the citizens and the municipal authorities. 

However, all these interventions with the citizens beginning from generating awareness, using CRCs, 
forming neighbourhood committees and engaging them in community monitoring did not happen 
overnight. A number of challenges had to be overcome in bringing citizens together and empowering them 
to raise their voice. The complexities and nuances of engaging with citizens in the cities are even more 
overwhelming than the rural areas. The disconnect between citizens and authorities is extremely high and 
there are limited avenues for citizens to participate and engage with the municipal authorities. In most 
cases, citizens feel threatened and vulnerable in raising issues and questioning the poor standards of 
service provision. Most of the times, they are not even aware of the roles, responsibilities and functions of 
the municipality and other service providing agencies. In this backdrop, mobilising and motivating the 
citizens to participate is a huge challenge in itself. In the case of Cambodia, this was even more difficult in 
the beginning, as the country has a very short history of democracy and people's participation. It was only 
through a process of regular dialogue, discussions and persuasion that the communities started 
participating.
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With the municipal authorities (Supply side)

In order for creating more sustainable models of social accountability and effective governance system 
through citizen participation, it is essential and critical not only to engage with the citizens at large, but also 
with the state. As the community was being mobilised and organised into NCs to undertake community 
monitoring and hold the municipalities to account, efforts were also made to strengthen and enhance the 
accountability mechanisms within the municipalities so that the increasing demand is met more effectively. 
Tools like citizen charters, grievance redressal system and information disclosure were adopted to equip the 
municipalities. The process adopted and challenges faced in doing so are mentioned below: 

(i) Citizen charters

Citizen charters are written, voluntary declarations 
that inform citizens about the service entitlements 
they have as users of a public service; the standards 
they can expect for a service (time frame and quality); 
remedies available for non-adherence to standards; 
and the procedures, costs and charges of a service. 
The major objective of the Citizen's Charter is to give 
priority to customers, make the public service 
transparent and accessible, reduce red-tape, 
corruption and delay, make the government more 
accountable, provide all necessary information to 
customers and make service providers responsive to 
clients' needs (PRIA 2013b).

It was observed that in both the municipalities of 
Rajshahi and Takhmao, there was a huge gap in 
terms of dissemination of information about 
municipal services and standards. Most of the citizens 
were unaware of the services offered by their 
municipalities and the standards that they should 
expect regarding a particular service. As citizens' 
lacked this basic information, they found it difficult to 
even demand their due rights and entitlements. In 
light of the above, PRIA, PRIP Trust and SILAKA 
worked with the Rajshahi City Corporation (RCC) and 
the Takhmao municipality to develop Citizen 
Charters. The experience in developing these charters was quite different in Rajshahi and Takhmao as the 
ground realities and local contexts were not the same. 

In Rajshahi, the city corporation already had a citizen charter. However, this was still in the draft form and 
therefore not shared widely with citizens. After a review of the existing charter it was realised that important 
aspects like service standards, system of grievance redressal etc. were not mentioned in the document, 
which are essential to the charter. In Takhmao on the other hand, the municipality did not have a charter at 
all. With these ground realities, the process of supporting the municipalities to adopt Citizen Charters was 
initiated. Series of meetings were held with the concerned officials in both the countries. In Rajshahi, the 
gaps identified in the existing charter were shared with the mayor and respective officials along with the 
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suggestions that could be incorporated for making it more meaningful and useful for the citizens. These 
suggestions were made on the basis of the feedback given by citizens as well as a review of the citizen 
charters of some other municipal corporations. On the other hand in Takhmao, as there was no Citizen 
Charter, the municipal authorities were mobilised and supported in preparing the same. A Social 
Accountability Facilitation Committee (SAFC) was formed within the municipality to take up the task of 
preparing the charter. This committee consisted of the municipal governor, municipal vice-governor, heads 
of various departments (administration, industry office, environment office, citizen office, one-window 
service office) and elected representatives of the two Sangkats, where the initiative was being 
implemented. The mixed composition of this committee helped in collating important information from the 
different departments. As it was the first time that something like a charter was being adopted by the 
municipality, the SAFC was trained, capacitated and provided hand-holding support throughout the 
process, from the conceptualisation of the charter to its finalisation. At first, after a few rounds of meetings 
and brainstorming among the SAFC, a draft charter on water and sanitation services was prepared for the 
Takhmao Municipality. This draft charter was shared with the citizens, private service providing agencies 
etc. and after their feedback was gathered, relevant changes were incorporated. Thus the final charter was 
prepared collectively, in consultation with the concerned stakeholders. 

(ii) Pro-active disclosure of information

Under proactive information disclosure, the government willingly discloses that information to the public 
which was until then not shared. Disclosure regulations specify what type of information must be provided 
to the general public and also what types of information are not subject to disclosure. For example, any 
information that could be a threat to the security, integrity and sovereignty of a nation need not be shared 
under public disclosure. It recognises that some information is so useful and important to the community at 
large, that it should be given out regularly, without anyone specifically requesting it. More broadly, it 
recognises that transparency is generally in the public interest and that public authorities should therefore 
strive to put maximum information in public domain. The goal of public disclosure is, therefore, to institute 
transparency and accountability in the functioning of government agencies through publication of 
information pertaining to various facets of their governance, namely, personnel, particulars of 
administrative structure, finances and operations (PRIA 2013b).

Information disclosure by government authorities in many countries has infact been made mandatory 
through their respective Freedom of Information or Right to Information Acts. Pro-active disclosure of 
information was therefore, used as a tool to exact accountability of the municipalities in both Bangladesh 
and Cambodia. In both these countries, the experience of working on information disclosures was once 
again quite different. Where the government of Bangladesh had enacted the Right to Information Act in the 
year 2009, there is no such Act in Cambodia. 

In Rajshahi, therefore, the Right to Information Act was taken as a stepping stone for convincing the 
municipal officials to disclose important information to the citizens as mandated in the Act. Section 6 of the 
RTI Act Bangladesh, mandates all authorities to publish and publicise all information in an indexed manner 
which is easily accessible to the citizens regarding any decision taken, proceeding or activity executed or 
proposed. It also says that in disclosing this information, no authority shall conceal or limit access to any 
information (CHRI, 2009). The Rajshahi city corporation had displayed information boards in the 
municipality, however they were mostly limited to the organogram of the municipality, the names of officials 
and their phone numbers. Although this information is important, but other crucial information as 
mentioned in the disclosure rules like those related to budgets, rules, regulations, notifications etc. were 
found to be missing. To take these issues forward, regular meetings and trainings were conducted with the 
municipal authorities to make them aware of the provisions of the RTI Act. Steps were taken to put up 
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information boards on strategic locations all across the city, so that the information could be accessed by all 
the citizens, not just the one who visit the municipal office. Information gaps identified through community 
monitoring and citizen report cards were also highlighted and brought to the notice of the municipal 
authorities. The municipality was supported in preparing an information disclosure format for the process 
of grievance redressal for garbage 
collection. 

In Cambodia as mentioned earlier, there is 
no Freedom of Information law, however, the 
government, has recognised the need for a 
national access to information policy and 
legislative framework. Three provisions in 
the current Cambodian Constitution provide 
the constitutional underpinnings of a 
protected right of “timely and effective access 
to high quality and accurate information held 
by the Royal Government of Cambodia and 
other public institutions”. These are Article 

3 4 531 , 35  and 41 . The Press Law and the 
Archive Law might be the closest legislation 
that Cambodia has to a Freedom to 
Information Law. However, both laws have 
the i r  l im i ta t ions  ( Leos  undated ) .  
Interventions with the Takhmao municipality, were therefore, focused on creating awareness on the 
significance of disclosing crucial information and supporting the municipality in collating relevant 
information that could benefit the citizens. Members of the SAFC were oriented and sensitised on various 
aspects of information disclosure. As in the case of Bangladesh, citizens were consulted in Takhmao city as 
well, and the most pressing information gaps were identified through community meetings and 
discussions. On the basis of these findings, the municipal authorities were convinced to disclose particular 
information. A model information disclosure format was also prepared collectively by the SAFC and SILAKA 
on water supply, as most citizens felt information related to the water supply service was not easily available 
to them. 

(iii) Grievance redressal system 

Grievance Redressal is a platform provided by the governance institutions to the citizens to voice their 
dissatisfaction about poor or inadequate performance of the institutions and hold them accountable for the 
same (PRIA 2013c). One of the basic indicators of accountable and responsive governance is an efficient 
and effective public grievance redressal (PGR) system. A functional grievance redressal system is a unique 
gauge to measure service efficiency and helps the government or organisation to deliver quality services in 
a user-friendly manner by eliminating the causes of grievances. A public grievance redressal system 
signifies the intent of the government or agency to be more responsive to the needs of the people (PRIA 
2013c).
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Information Disclosure Board in Takhmao Municipality 

3  Article 31 pledges to “recognise and respect human rights as stipulated in the United Nations Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the covenants and conventions 
related to human rights, women's, and children's rights.”

4 Article 35 gives Khmer citizens the “right to participate actively in the political, economic, social, and cultural life of the nation. Any suggestions from the people shall be given full 
consideration by the organs of the State.”

5 Article 41 says that Khmer citizens “shall have freedom of expression, press, publication, and assembly.”



Grievance redressal system was used in this initiative as a tool to strengthen the social accountability 
mechanisms of the municipalities and help them emerge as more efficient and citizen friendly governance 
institutions. The scale and nature of interventions varied in Rajshahi and Takhmao as the existing systems 
were different. 

The Rajshahi City Corporation had a system of grievance redressal, whereby citizens could either lodge 
complaints through a complaint box at the municipal office or register their complaints online through the 
website of the municipality. However, it was observed that both these systems were not easily accessible by 
all the citizens. Citizens residing in the far-off wards of the city, found it difficult to commute to the municipal 
office to registers complaints, whereas the online system was only beneficial for those who could access 
internet and were literate enough to use it. Thus, in Rajshahi, efforts were made to develop an effective 
system of complaint redressal at the ward level. To start with, regular meetings were conducted with the 
municipal officials, the mayor and especially the elected representatives of the two identified wards to 
discuss the most suitable options for grievance redressal. Discussions were also held with the communities 
to take their views and understand what options would be most beneficial for them. Based on these 
discussions, it was realised that it is important for the ward offices to have complaint boxes and registers, 
where citizens could get their complaints registered more conveniently at the local level. Once lodged, 
these complaints could be then forwarded to the respective officials at the zonal/municipal level for further 
action. In pursuance of the same, complaint boxes and registers were made available at the ward offices. 
Once installed, information regarding the same was disseminated widely with the citizens so that they could 
start using the newly introduced system. This was done through campaigns, street plays (gamvira) and also 
through the regular community meetings. 

In Takhmao municipality, unlike the Rajshahi City Corporation, there was no formal system of complaint 
redressal. In the group discussions and through citizen report card it was revealed that most citizens had 
never even gone to the municipality to make any complaint. At best, they shared their issues and concerns 
with the elected representatives, who were most of the times unable to resolve their complaints as they did 
not have that much power, authority and resources.There was thus a need to create a system of complaint 
redressal through which citizens could formally lodge complaints and seek redressal. The SAFC formed in 
the course of this intervention, took over the task of creating this system under the facilitation of SILAKA. The 
roles and responsibilities for the members of this committee were collectively planned based on the 
departments to which they belonged or the roles they played. For example, the primary task of the elected 
representatives (councillors) from the two sangkats was to make a note of complaints made by citizens 
either in their offices or through interface meetings. Once these complaints were recorded by the 
councillors, they were to share them with other members of the SAFC. If these complaints were related to 
the services provided by the municipality, they were to be transferred to the respective department and the 
concerned officials from that department had to address these complaints. However, if they were related to 
services that were provided by other private agencies, the head of the municipal administration department 
was entrusted with the task of transferring them to these agencies and then following up on regular basis. 
Thus, where no system of grievance redressal existed before, the coming together of different officials and 
elected representatives through the SAFC, laid the foundations for a more accountable governance system. 

However, working with the municipalities in establishing accountability systems like the citizen charter, 
information disclosure and grievance redressal was not free from challenges. Lack of effective devolution 
and decentralisation of resources and functions to the municipalities was one of the biggest challenges 
faced in both Bangladesh and Cambodia be it the Rajshahi City Corporation, one of the well-established 
and oldest municipalities in Bangladesh or the Takhmao municipality in the relatively newer democracy of 
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Cambodia, they were equally hounded by governance deficits especially when it came to their capacities 
(human and financial), accountability and transparency. Lengthy and time-consuming bureaucratic rules 
and procedures was another major challenge. This is particularly true of Cambodia, where the process of 
taking approval from the respective national and provincial level authorities had to be followed with almost 
every major intervention, more so if it was related to the municipality. This also hampered the pace of work 
to some extent. Another challenge in engaging with the supply side was that there were multiple agencies 
providing the services of water and sanitation in both Bangladesh and Cambodia. Infact, this is increasingly 
becoming a trend with most municipalities in Asia. Water supply in both the municipalities was being 
provided by other para-statal bodies, whereas garbage collection in Takhmao was done by a private 
company. In this scenario, it was initially difficult to get all the stakeholders together to dialogue with each 
other as well as with the citizens. 

(iv) Interface dialogues/meetings 
among stakeholders

Apart from specific interventions on the 
demand and supply side, efforts were also 
made to bring the stakeholders together and 
use that space as a means to exact 
accountability and raise critical issues. 
Interface dialogues and meetings among 
different stakeholders were conducted in 
both Bangladesh and Cambodia, which 
helped build a conducive environment for 
interaction and collective reflection on most 
pressing issues. Opportunities for dialogues 
were created on regular basis so that the 
gaps between citizens and state institutions, 
govt. representatives etc. could be reduced. 

The findings of the citizen report cards were shared through these interface meetings, where important 
stakeholders (media, academia, CSOs, citizens, other private service providing agencies etc.) were invited 
so that a common understanding on issues of urban governance could be built and strengthened. The 
sharing of the report cards through these interface meetings in both Rajshahi and Takhmau was conducted 
in the municipal office in the presence of municipal officials and elected representatives. Similarly, the 
findings of the community monitoring were also shared with the elected representatives and officials of the 
concerned departments through interface dialogues. In these meetings citizens gradually became 
comfortable to share their concerns and raise questions regarding gaps in service delivery, to which 
concerned authorities tried to reply and put forward their challenges. Thus, these interface dialogues and 
meetings did not only act as platforms for deliberations and brainstorming but also made the different 
stakeholders mutually appreciative of each other. As they interacted on issues of urban governance, social 
accountability, standards of basic services etc. they started to understand the problems and 

challenges faced by each of them. 

Nevertheless, bringing stakeholders together in direct interface with each other was a huge task in itself. 
Initially the biggest challenge was to convince and persuade elected representatives and municipal 
authorities to participate in these meetings as they felt apprehensive and feared confrontation by the 
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citizens. Citizens on the other hand felt either uncomfortable/threatened to raise issues directly to 
concerned officials, or simply had given up as they had lost hope in the system. Therefore in order to create 
a healthy environment of interface among the demand and supply side, a number of sensitisation and 
o r i e n t a t i o n  p r o g r a m m e s  h a d  t o  b e  c o n d u c t e d  t o  b r i n g  t h e m  t o g e t h e r.  

The use of various accountability tools with the citizens and the municipal authorities, and their regular 
interaction with each other brought about some very significant changes in both the countries. It also 
opened up opportunities for this unique partnership to flourish and paved the way for a more participatory 
system of municipal governance. Some of the broad results of these processes can be explained as follows.

• Enhanced capacities of citizens 

When citizens were mobilised around issues that affect their daily lives like access to drinking water and 
sanitation as well as their right to participate in the governance of such critical issues, they were able to raise 
a collective voice and bring positive changes. The capacities of citizens to organise and form groups, 
collectively identify gaps in service delivery through community monitoring and further raising demands for 
improving these services had enormously enhanced during the course of the project. Through door to door 
meetings, mobilisation campaigns, trainings and capacity building programmes, engaging citizens in the 
use of tools like the CRC and community monitoring etc., citizens got an opportunity to get deeper insights 
into their contextual realities and thereby participate more constructively with the authorities. Participating 
in data collection process during the CRC gave citizens a chance to practice their learning and apply the 
skills which they had acquired through various trainings. 

When their perceptions about municipal services were supported by factual data collected by them through 
CRCs and community monitoring, they faced the authorities with more conviction and ownership. Their 
arguments to improve service delivery became much sharper and their capacities to negotiate and 
dialogue with elected representatives and officials also enhanced considerably.

The case of the NCs in Rajshahi who got together under the facilitation of PRIP Trust to monitor municipal 
services around mutually agreed and identified indicators bring forth the potential strength of local 
communities to hold governments to account. In an unprecedented case, members of one NC demanded 
from the councillor of their respective ward to shift the current location of the garbage dumping site to 
another location. As the garbage from that area was being collected and dumped in front of a public school 
it was creating serious health and hygiene problems for the students as well as the nearby residents. After 
the NC members raised this demand and followed-up on it, they were able to successfully influence the 
councillor to shift the site from its current location to a new one. 

In Takhmao, the enhanced capacities of citizens were reflected in the manner they started interacting with 
the municipal authorities in the interface meetings and dialogues. Again this was the result of continuous 
capacity building exercises and trainings that were conducted with the citizens. As citizens came together in 
community meetings and formed a shared understanding and awareness about their rights/entitlements, 
they gained greater confidence to stand up and raise issues in meetings with the authorities. 

• Enhanced capacities of municipal authorities

The Rajshahi City Corporation in Bangladesh and the Takhmao Municipality in Cambodia were supported 
under the project to adopt and implement three social accountability tools namely citizen charters, public 

2.3 Significant outcomes
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grievance redressal systems and information disclosures to help them enhance their functioning and 
become more accountable to the citizens. In light of the same, a series of steps were followed to first 
sensitise the officials and elected representatives on the need of these mechanisms and gradually building 
their capacities to help them adopt the same. 

It was observed that the understanding of municipal authorities enhanced significantly as they became 
aware of concepts of social accountability and good governance. Through regular trainings and meetings 
they were not only informed about these tools, but also supported in implementing them. As both these 
municipalities gradually started to adopt these tools, they became more capable to cater to the 
requirements of the citizens and effectively respond to their needs. Thus the capacities of these 
municipalities can be said to have strengthened in two ways; 

- first, through their improved understanding and knowledge of social accountability tools; and

- second, through their enhanced skills in adopting these tools and making themselves more 
accountable to the citizens;

In the two identified wards of Rajshahi City Corporation, two complaint boxes each and complaint registers 
were introduced so that citizens could conveniently lodge their complaints to the nearest possible municipal 
ward office.With the introduction of this new ward-level system of grievance redressal, more and more 
citizens started lodging their complaints formally, as compared to the informal, verbal mode of complaining 
that they resorted to in the past. In Takhmao on the other hand the SAFC formed to take forward the task of 
initialising these accountability tools, was successful in bringing together officials from different 
departments and delegating responsibilities for complaint redressal in a systematic manner. The formation 
of this committee also indicates the willingness of municipal officials to coordinate among themselves as 
well as with the elected representatives for creating an improved system of municipal governance. 

Similarly, the citizen charters and information disclosures adopted by these municipalities further helped 
them to strengthen and streamline their systems and procedures for disseminating crucial information 
regarding services and standards and made them more efficient and capable to handle citizens' queries. 

• Increased transparency and accountability

With the citizens using tools like the CRCs and monitoring basic services on their own to further raise 
demands in interface meetings, remarkable changes could be seen in both the countries. Among the other 
positive changes, the most significant one was increased transparency and accountability on the part of 
municipal authorities. This was also the result of constant dialogues and meetings with the municipal 
authorities and their sensitisation towards the adoption of tools like the citizen charter, information 
disclosure and public grievance redressal system, which enabled them to function in a transparent and 
accountable manner.  Thus it can be said that a strategic combination of these tools on the demand and the 
supply side helped in reaching a stage where they complemented each other in creating transparent and 
accountable systems. The following points indicate towards this trend: 

There are enough examples in both the countries that  reflect  the state's responsiveness towards the 
citizens has increased. As mentioned earlier the formation of the SAFC in Takhmao municipality, the shifting 

- Increased responsiveness towards citizens' needs 
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of the garbage disposal site in Rajshahi etc. are clear examples, which show that the municipal authorities 
have started taking stock of issues raised by citizens. 

Improvement in the delivery of basic services based on the demands of the citizen is another factor that 
points out towards a more accountable system of municipal governance. In Takhmao, improvements in 
services could be seen when the car of Takhmao cleaning company entered some part of Pattachi 
village(SangkatPrekHou) and Kampong Samnanh village(Sangkat Kampong Samnah) for collecting 
garbage, which was not happening before.In another example, the Phnom Penh Water Supply Authority 
installed a pipe line connection from DaemAmpil market to Prek Rang village (Sangkat Kampong 
Samnanh) on the demands of the citizens. In Rajshahi, on the other hand, the number of sweepers in one of 
intervening wards was increased as the citizens demanded that garbage was not being picked up regularly 

from their area. 

Increased accountability and transparency of the 
authorities could be seen when they cooperated 
with the CSOs in adopting new systems of 
accountability. In Bangladesh, the Rajshahi City 
Corporation accepted the points suggested by 
citizens and PRIP Trust in the draft citizen charter 
that existed in the municipality. In two wards, 
complaint boxes and registers have also been 
introduced. Information disclosure boards were 
put up in strategic locations which displayed crucial 
information regarding the municipal authorities. A 
detailed information disclosure document on 
'garbage collection' was also prepared by the 
municipality. 

In Cambodia, the Takhmao municipality came out 
with a citizens' charter on 'water supply and 
sanitation services', which was widely disseminated 
during the campaigns and other community 
meetings. The SAFC formed created a system of 
grievance redressal which aimed to address the 
complaints and queries of citizens in the most 
effective manner by delegating responsibilities to 
various department heads. An information 
disclosure document on 'water supply' was also 

prepared which gave the citizens a complete picture of the water supply services. 

• Improved citizen-state (municipalities) relationship 

One of the main objectives of the project was to strengthen citizen-state relationship through the use of 
social accountability tools in a participatory manner and to a great extent the project was successful in 

- Improved service delivery

- Adoption of social accountability mechanisms  
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achieving the same. With the use of tools like CRCs and community monitoring, citizens were equipped to 
not only quantify and analytically assess service gaps, but also regularly monitor services in a collective 
manner. The municipal authorities on the other hand, could also share critical information through the 
citizen charters and information disclosures as well as respond to the citizens' needs through the newly 
established grievance redressal systems. Add to this, the interface dialogues created a conducive 
environment where citizens could raise their demands and share related challenges and difficulties with the 
municipal authorities. For the authorities, these meetings acted as a platform to directly address the 
demands of citizens and also share with them their systems and procedures, challenges and limitations. 

These interface dialogues thus, helped in bridging the gap between the citizens and the municipal 
authorities, where important issues were deliberated and solutions were arrived at in a collective manner. 
This interaction between the two sides (demand and supply), which was almost absent before, created a 
much required space for negotiations, dialogues and sharing of ideas, which also in many ways 
transformed the way citizens thought about the municipalities and vice-versa. The culture of silence and the 
disjoint between the demand and supply side started to blur by the end of the two-year intervention.
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Conclusion
Section 3

3.1 Lessons learnt and ways forward

Social accountability practices and the implementation of specific tools bring with themselves a gamut of 
experiences, both, encouraging as well as challenging, thus providing a set of crucial lessons for the future. 
This stands especially true when such interventions are implemented across countries that have distinct 
socio-cultural and political settings like India, Bangladesh and Cambodia. These lessons help us to 
understand what needs to be kept in mind while planning or replicating similar initiatives in other areas so 
that the envisaged results could be achieved. Some of these lessons can be elaborated as follows.

• Selection and use of social accountability approaches and tools 

Accountability and transparency of the state institutions can be exacted through myriad ways and across the 
globe a number of CSOs and governments are trying to experiment innovative mechanisms to reach this 
end. Horizontal, vertical and diagonal accountability approaches are being used strategically along with a 
variety of tools and techniques. However, what is important in light of this reality is the strategic selection of 
the most appropriate approach and tools of social accountability in a given context i.e. what kind of 
approach needs to be adopted in a particular situation, would it be appropriate to work with the citizens, 
authorities, or both? What specific tools among an array of tools could be used that best suit the local 
realities and needs i.e. whether to use report cards or score cards, or rather not use specific formal tools but 
resort to traditional means of exacting accountability like dialogues, protests, rallies etc.? 

This is an important step that helps in determining the future plan of action and also the subsequent 
strategies that need to be adopted, and thus it should be taken at the onset of the intervention.The selection 
of approaches and tools depends upon a number of factors which are determined by the socio-economic 
and political settings of a given location i.e. the level of citizen engagement and mobilisation, the existence 
of community groups or CBOs, the availability of spaces for participation, the nature of citizen-state 
relationship, legal/constitutional provisions for ensuring accountability and transparency etc. All these 
factors help in creating an understanding of the local context and further determining the course of action, 
therefore it is very important to study them before planning an intervention. 

In addition to this, many a times the same approach or tool needs to be altered or contextualised in order to 
fit into a particular local context. For example, while conducting the CRCs in the cities of Rajshahi and 
Takhmao, the local ground realities had to be kept in mind while developing the survey questionnaire so 
that the most appropriate questions are asked to which the citizens could also relate and provide responses. 
Therefore, though the same kind of information was sought through the CRCs, the survey instrument was 
framed in a different manner. Another example of this variation could be seen while dialoguing with the 
municipal authorities with regard to the adoption of information disclosures. In Bangladesh, while the Right 
to Information Act (2009) has been passed, which mandates state institutions to pro-actively disclose 
crucial information, no similar constitutional or legal provision ensuring freedom of information is in place 
in Cambodia. This altered the process of negotiating with the authorities to adopt and implement 
information disclosures.  

Thus an important learning is to be open and flexible in the implementation of social accountability tools 
and approaches as a universal strategy cannot be applicable to all the contexts. There should be scope for 
innovation and blending of these tools and approaches so that the best suited model could be developed as 
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per the need of a particular context. 

• Mobilisation and capacity building 

Raising issues of accountability and transparency of the state institutions is a tough task more so if it is done 
by citizens and civil society. Many a times such initiatives also take an unfavourable turn if they are not 
facilitated properly as they deal with sensitive issues like questioning the authorities' responsiveness, roles 
and responsibilities, which have a tendency of getting confrontational. Thus it is very important to 
acknowledge the sensitivity of the local context and intervene accordingly. To take processes of social 
accountability forward, in a positive way, it is critical to build a collective consciousness around the issues of 
accountability and governance. This stands true not only with the citizens but also with the state institutions.

Citizens need to be mobilised and collectivised around issues that affect their daily lives, issues which can 
bring them together so that they have a collective voice to raise these issues. The CSOs have a huge role to 
play here, in channelizing the energies of citizens to constructively organise and negotiate with the 
authorities. On the other hand, similar interventions also need to be done to sensitise authorities so that 
they respond to the citizens' needs with a positive attitude. 

Both citizens and authorities need to be capacitated and trained to raise accountability issues and 
effectively deal with them. Capacity building programmes should be conducted separately with the 
demand and the supply side institutions on different aspects of accountability, its significance in the delivery 
of effective governance and also the tools and technicalities of accountability. For example, under this 
project, intensive trainings were conducted with the citizen groups and identified citizen leaders on the tools 
like CRCs and community monitoring. With the municipal authorities, these trainings were related to the 
need of accountability and transparency, effective delivery of services, tools like the citizen charter, 
information disclosure and public grievance redressal system. Only when citizens and authorities were 
capacitated and trained on these aspects of accountability, it was found that they were able to successfully 
work together and bring change.   

• Community led and owned processes

In order for social accountability initiatives to be fruitful, meaningful and sustainable, it is extremely 
important to ensure that they are rooted in the communities and owned by citizens. In all the interventions 
of demanding accountability PRIA and partners strived to bring the marginalised urban communities at the 
forefront and conduct processes through them. While conducting the CRCs, the participation of citizens was 
ensured in the designing of survey instrument, collection of data as well as sharing of the report card 
findings. In addition to this, the community monitoring exercises were conducted by the NCs, who were 
formally trained on the same. 

As citizens gathered data collectively on their own, they started to develop a shared understanding about 
their local realities and how the way they affected them. This led to a greater mobilisation among the 
citizens and enhanced participation in monitoring activities. The positive aspects of a community led 
process of monitoring and accountability could also be seen during the interface meetings, when citizens 
confidently raise issues and tried to negotiate with the authorities. 

Thus, for such processes of interface and dialogue to sustain on a longer term, the participation and 
ownership of local communities is extremely important. This not only helps them to get empowered but also 
creates a greater sense of belonging towards their community. However, for this to happen, the 
communities need to be mobilised, organised and guided regularly. Through the use of participatory 
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methodologies, their knowledge and experiences need to be built upon and strengthened further 
mobilising them in different ways. 

• Engaging and networking with multiple stakeholders

Another important learning from PRIA and partners' experiences on social accountability reinforces that 
holding service providers to account is a multi-dimensional process, which requires the participation and 
collaboration of various stakeholders. It is only when the efforts of all the different actors are in sync with 
each other that change can happen. Thus, an important step at the onset of the intervention is to identify all 
relevant stakeholders so that they could be engaged since the very beginning. Apart from associating with 
the different actors separately, it is also very important to bring them together and facilitate a healthy 
process of interaction among them. 

A number of multi-stakeholders dialogues and interface meetings were conducted by PRIP Trust and SILAKA 
in Rajshahi and Takhmao respectively where different actors were invited to participate. These included 
citizens, media, elected representatives, municipal officials, other service providing agencies (private and 
state created) as well as CSOs and their networks. It was observed that when all these stakeholders came 
together, they could not only share their experiences, but also built collective knowledge and co-designed 
need-based solutions for their most pressing needs. Therefore, engaging with multiple stakeholders and 
further linking them with each other is a crucial step that strengthens processes of social accountability. The 
intermediary CSOs have a catalyst role to play here, as most of these actors are generally at odds and have 
limited experiences of working together.  

• Systematising/ building on existing resources and information

The most common and often stated challenge in dealing with governance institutions is the lack of 
resources, which range from human and financial, to infrastructural resources. This becomes more true and 
apt for local governance institutions, which have been struggling across Asia to function as per the 
mandates provided to them. The potential role and significance of local governance institutions in ensuring 
democratic governance have been acknowledged, globally. The constitutions of many democracies 
recognise the roles of these institutions and have made provisions for devolution of power and authority to 
enable them functioning effectively. However, there are serious loopholes in this process of devolution and 
decentralisation that has adversely affected their performance. Lack of resources with these institutions at 
the local level is thus a direct offshoot of the gaps in decentralisation. 

Many CSOs and practitioners working with the local governance institutions face this challenge, which 
becomes more controversial and complex when it comes to raising accountability issues. PRIA and its 
partners also faced similar challenges in Bangladesh and Cambodia, however, they were dealt with in a 
strategic manner. While working with the municipalities it was realised that though they have limited 
information and resources at the local level, but if linked with other concerned stakeholders, they could 
collectively cope up with this challenge. For example, while engaging with authorities for preparing the 
citizen charter and information disclosures, it was realised that required information is scattered in various 
departments (even within the same department) and what needs is a systematic consolidation of this 
information at one place. Here the authorities have to be supported in systematising this information 
according to the agreed frameworks. This also needs to be followed-up on regular basis as the authorities 
might not take it as a priority issue.

The formation of the SAFC formed in Takhmao municipality is another example that shows how existing 
human capital and resources were put together for ensuring effective governance. This SAFC as mentioned 
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before had a combined membership of officials from the various departments in the municipality as well as 
elected representatives of the two wards, where the project was being implemented. The idea was to bring 
them together so that they come out of their silos and start working in a collective manner in a most cost-
effective way. This committee after a series of meetings and establishing a common understanding 
amongst themselves was able to introduce the citizen charter as well as a grievance redressal system in the 
Takhmao municipality. 

Thus, it can be said that though there are structural and systemic challenges with regard to the functioning 
of most governance institutions, which need to be addressed at higher level (sub-national or national), but 
at the local level, these can be handled by collectively designing some most suitable alternative solutions.
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