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To promote government that is responsive to the needs and aspirations of all people, 
central authorities should perform only those tasks which cannot be performed 
effectively at a more intermediate or local level. Strategy guidance notes have been 
produced by DESA/DPIDG.

Multi-Level Governance

Fiscal Federalism and Decentralization

Strengthening Urban Governance

Municipal Finance and Local 
Finance

Enhancement of Local Capacity 
for Prevention, Adaptation and 
Mitigation of External Shocks



Multi-Level Governance 

- Multi-level governance is about how responsibilities, 

resources and decision-making are shared and coordinated 

across levels of government. 

- It reflects the reality that many policy challenges cut across 

levels and cannot be addressed effectively by one level 

alone. 

- The focus is on practical coordination and coherence 

between levels, so that policies are implemented in ways 

that respond to local conditions and are aligned across 

levels of government.
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Strengthening Urban Governance

- Strengthening urban governance focuses on how towns 

and cities are governed and how responsibilities are 

exercised at the local level. It highlights the importance 

of clear roles, adequate capacity and effective 

coordination across levels of government to manage 

growth, plan development and deliver services. 

- The emphasis is on practical governance arrangements 

that improve planning, financing and implementation so 

that urban areas can respond effectively to complex 

and evolving challenges.

- Requires strategic foresight and long-term vision to 

anticipate and proactively respond to risks like 

pandemics or climate change.



Fiscal Federalism and Decentralization 

- Fiscal federalism and decentralization concerns how 

revenues and expenditures are shared across levels 

of government so that responsibilities are matched 

with adequate resources. 

- A central element is the design of intergovernmental 

fiscal transfers, including unconditional transfers that 

provide general funding to support local priorities and 

conditional transfers that are earmarked for specific 

functions or policy objectives. 

- The focus is on balancing these instruments through 

clear rules and predictable arrangements so that 

subnational governments can plan, deliver services 

and coordinate effectively with other levels of 

government.



Case Study: South Africa

- South Africa’s constitution establishes national, provincial, and 

local governments as distinct yet interdependent spheres, each 

with own revenue-raising powers. 

- National revenue is distributed through a formula blending 

unconditional transfers, safeguarding a minimum level of service 

country-wide, with targeted grants to meet service delivery goals. 

- Large metros used this to fund most of their budgets from property 

rates, utility tariffs, and development levies. 

- Smaller and rural municipalities deal with outdated property 

valuations and limited tax bases, leaving them reliant on 

unconditional transfers for operating costs. 

- Ongoing reforms are needed to maintain equality between regions. 

Balancing Revenue Across Regions



Municipal Finance and Local Finance

- Beyond intergovernmental transfers, municipalities and local 

authorities need to be able to raise and manage their own funding. 

Local governments mobilize, manage and allocate financial 

resources to deliver public services, develop infrastructure and 

support sustainable development. 

- This includes own source revenues, such as property taxes, fees 

and charges, access to borrowing from development or commercial 

banks, and effective asset management. Infrastructure asset 

management is often underdeveloped, even though local 

government asset portfolios can represent a significant share of 

local public wealth. 

- Strengthening these systems helps ensure that public spending is 
better linked to service delivery outcomes.



Case Study: Morocco 

- Morocco’s Municipal Equipment Fund (FEC), created in 1959, is a public bank 

dedicated to financing investment projects and development programmes for 

local authorities, their groups, and public institutions. With more than six 

decades of experience, the FEC has become the preferred financial and 

technical partner of local governments, offering tailored credit solutions and 

technical assistance.

- The Bank supports territorial development in two ways: 

- Financing: providing loans under advantageous conditions to fund 

equipment, infrastructure, and service projects (with a 20% local 

authority contribution). 

- Support: offering expertise in project planning, management, and 

integration of environmental and social considerations. 

- Through these interventions, the FEC contributes to reducing territorial 

disparities, strengthening regional resilience, and supporting Morocco’s 

sustainable development objectives. 

Territorial Development



Enhancement of Local Capacity for Prevention,

Adaptation and Mitigation of External Shocks

- Local governments are often the first to respond when disasters, 

economic crises or public health emergencies occur, and they 

need the capacity to act quickly and effectively. 

- This includes planning for risks, coordinating with other levels of 

government, using early warning systems, and maintaining basic 

service continuity during disruptions. 

- Strengthening local capacities helps communities prepare for, 

respond to and recover from shocks while ensuring that response 

efforts are coordinated, inclusive and informed by local 
conditions.



Establish a Strong Political and Legal Foundation→ 

Adopt clear political, legal and institutional frameworks that define roles, responsibilities, and 

financing arrangements across levels of government.

Institutionalize Coordination Mechanisms→ 

Promote structured coordination across government levels at vertical and horizontal levels, 

including through joint planning forums, intergovernmental committees, and shared data 

platforms to align policies and implementation.
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Strengthen Bottom-Up Accountability and Public Engagement → 

Enhance transparency and citizen engagement by institutionalizing participatory budgeting, 

public expenditure tracking, and community oversight of service delivery.
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Align Local Plans with National Development Strategies→ 

Align local plans with national development strategies through multi-sectoral planning 

frameworks, integrated infrastructure approaches, and climate-adjusted standards.



Design Predictable and Results-Based Transfers→

Implement rules-based transfer systems that are both predictable and transparent, combining 

unconditional grants that support local discretion with conditional transfers that advance national 

goals and promote equality and effectiveness.

Strengthen Local Revenue Mobilization→

Support subnational governments to broaden and manage their own-source revenues, especially 

property taxes, through legal reforms, digitization, and improved administration.
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Promote Data-Driven Local Decision-Making→

Invest in disaggregated, locally relevant data systems that enable evidence-based planning, track 

progress on the SDGs, and improve local service targeting.
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Enable Responsible Subnational Borrowing→

Facilitate access to credit for eligible local governments under clear, enforceable rules, and support 

long-term capital financing for infrastructure and service delivery.



Mainstream Disaster Risk Governance→ 

Embed risk prevention and resilience into local planning and budgeting, backed by legal mandates, 

sustainable financing, and coordination across sectors and government levels.

Effective Service Delivery at the Local Level→

Ensure that local governments have the authority, capacity, and resources needed to deliver public 

services that are effective, inclusive and accountable across all communities.
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Invest in Long-Term Capacity Development→ 

Build institutional, human, and technical capacities at the local level to support service delivery, 

transformational leadership, and new mindsets.
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Strengthen Local E-Government and Innovation→ 

Invest in digital infrastructure and innovation needed to leverage local e-government tools for 

effective service delivery.



• From these guidance notes, UN DESA developed a Handbook 

on Subsidiarity and a Self Assessment Tool.

• The tool is designed to prompt structured reflection rather than 

measurement against a universal benchmark. It encourages 

officials to look at existing frameworks, coordination 

mechanisms, implementation practices, and levels of 

stakeholder engagement. It identifies both strengths to build 

upon and gaps that may require attention.

• This tool is not about grading performance. Its purpose is to 

prompt the right questions that can help to show how 

effectively subsidiarity is being applied and to highlight areas 

where it can be strengthened.



How it works

• It combines multiple-choice questions, which indicate the presence or absence 

of specific policies, systems, or practices, with open-ended questions that allow 

for explanations and examples. The tool is practical and actionable. It can be 

completed by individual officials or in group settings, enabling dialogue across 

different levels of government. It may also be used as part of a broader capacity 

development programme or reform initiative.

A framework for dialogue and improvement

• Working through the building blocks gives officials a chance to build a shared 

understanding of where governance systems are strong and where they need 

reinforcement, while identifying practical steps to improve local systems. Using 

this tool promotes ongoing learning and helps ensure that subsidiarity delivers 

sustainable development for effective governance.


