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The study aims to identify the role of local government and its transformation in response to
the COVID-19. It also shows how local governments extended the scope of accountability and
transparency to strengthen democracy. The study followed the social survey method and
collected data online through Google Docs form. The data were analyzed through descriptive
statistics to generate expected results and test the hypothesis by the Spearman correlation
coefficient. The study found local governments were positive during COVID-19 to provide
services and offered more public engagement in policy formulation, thus more democratic.
The health sector has shown the highest priority, with food and environmental services.

Inefficient management capacity of leaders and apathy in public engagement hamper resource
mobilization at the local level. During COVID-19, ICT intervention and innovation for digital
transformation in local governance increased accountability and transparency through easy
and effective participation of mass people to strengthen local democracy to respond effectively

against COVID-19.

1. INTRODUCTION

COVID-19 pandemics seized society's spotlights, economy,
and governance at local, regional, and global levels
irrespective of geographic and political boundaries. It
menaced social and economic life, which together generates
numerous hazards and jeopardized everyday life. The COVID-
19 new pandemic challenged traditional methods of policy-
making and has forced to generate new forms of governance.
However, the nation-state system is being transformed
significantly by transnational challenges and forces over time.
The current COVID-19 pandemic made the global economy
and trade slow down while the ill effects are realized and
perceived at a regional and local level. The governments are
always keen to monitor the threats and challenges to combat
and overcome adversity to secure and accelerate citizens'
services. The challenge like COVID-19 pushes the
government to shock and feel paralyzed for a while to get back
sambit and run again to serve and secure the mass people. So
it is necessary to transform the challenges into opportunities
through triggering reform and innovations in governance. At
the same time, local governments all over the world are
fronting enormous challenges to respond against the evil effect
of COVID-19. It also put pressure on local governance against
COVID-19 to harmonize instant responses and designing the
recuperation policies. It is globally proven that the policies
arrayed in Iran, Italy, France, South Korea, France, China, and
United States worked to slow down the transmission rate. This
COVID-19 pandemic has had manifold and extraordinary
characteristics that revealed numerous crises that have unique
constraints. That is why the central and local government's
policies and strategies require harmonization more correctly
where the society is heterogeneous and vulnerable groups are
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fragile. The local government of Bangladesh has a lack of
financial and legal freedom that throws those into a
vulnerability cycle during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Considering the fiscal and managerial arrangements in
managing COVID-19 requires local government at COVID-
19 emergency response coordination epicenter because of
brimming uncertainties and to pursue various strategies for
managing the crisis [1-3]. These strategies may be classified
by the following broad categories- bouncing back and
bouncing forward strategies, where the latter underlines self-
sufficiency, entrepreneurship, and innovations through
transformation and redefining service delivery and core
activities with improving the existing services and supplying
news services [4-6]. Moreover, it can help to mark and
consolidate emotional ties by binding the community to foster
a greater sense of facing a threat during a crisis [7]. The
epidemic outbreak in Bangladesh uncovered the vulnerability
of the health and healthcare system [8] and financial scarcity
for public health management like other developing countries
due to their uneven society, underdeveloped healthcare system,
and prevalent poverty [9]. Besides, recent studies on the covid
crisis response have emphasized the role of local government
in managing the crisis and promoting the response plan [10].
However, there exists a gap between psychological research
and local government practice and service delivery [11]. The
local government can play a pivotal role in this crisis to bridge
these gaps based on the practical needs for immediate
responses around the country. Various governmental policies,
including lockdown, made public life more complex and
increased the uncertainties in their daily lives [12]. The limited
facilities for surveillance and control for citizens during the
lockdown regarding the spread of Covid depend on
institutional compliance and voluntary information. In
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addition, this pandemic also put pressure on the institutional
trust in local governance [13]. At the same time, it is
contingent on the economic development at the locality and
societal mandate, which needs revisit in this crisis to respond
better and more innovative. The central government of
Bangladesh has imposed various tools and techniques to
efficiently manage the situations and financial threats than any
other country in South Asia. Besides, it focuses on building on
the anticipatory capacities of local government; however,
there is a lack of research on the micro organizational level on
their structure, capacity, and process to respond to a crisis. In
contrast, studies on anticipatory capacity building recognize it
as an enhanced enabling tool for identifying the vulnerabilities
of any shocks before they arise [14-17]. Scholars also argued
that distinct perception and institutional understanding would
determine how and to what extent policy measures will be
taken to respond to the crisis [18, 19]. The local government
in Bangladesh itself still freaky based on its location and level
in responding to any crisis, which needs to reexamine during
the COVID-19 when it is willing to transform the governance
pattern and service delivery. Keep in mind the issues
mentioned above and the consequences of COVID-19 at local
governance; the study focuses on what conditions and
mechanism triggered the transformation of local government
and how this alteration promotes the democratic culture in
local governance.

The study aims to discover and classify the role and
innovations of local government in responding to the COVID-
19 pandemic at the local level that can produce better services
for the mass people at an increasing rate of their participation
to strengthening local democracy during a crisis. Using
primary data gathered by a recent study, the author suggests
an intervention of ICT to transform the governance for
innovation in governance to increase the participation and
accountability to strengthen the local democracy at the local
government level. It is widely known that the crisis of COVID-
19 highlighted in many ways where institutions and
stakeholders are stepping up with innovations and supporting
each other for sustainable changes. Thus the present study
made an example focusing on the conditions that warrant local
government transformation. It is also anticipated that the
alteration in the administrative culture of service delivery will
increase the scope of public engagement in the local authority
that ultimately contributes to a more accountable and
transparent local government to strengthen local democracy.

1.1 Local Government of Bangladesh: Policies, Acts and
the Legal Framework

The local government of Bangladesh had a great history
connected with the British colonial and Pakistan rule. As the
local colonial government focused only on the two main
aspects of governance, which were revenue collection and
maintaining law order situation over the regime but the current
local government is not like that which has been changed in
manner and structure as well over the time. The citizen was the
center of the governance in both periods until the government's
motive and desire changed from police to welfare, which
demands a list of terms and responsibilities from both sides.
The local government of Bangladesh has seen a number of
reorganizations and reforms from its structure and functions;
still, the main issues were always outside of the purview of
those reforms and reorganization (Table 1). Considering all
these limitations and the intervention of ICT in local
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governance, helping and promoting the participation in service
delivery faster and smoothly than earlier though it is not free
from challenges like inclusion [20] and urge for consistency
for better output [21]. The importance of the local government
of Bangladesh has been prioritized in several policy
documents for improving the service delivery at a local level.
The policies deliver provisions for improvement of the local
government machinery to develop their roles to facilitate and
designing the required and favorable atmosphere for the
necessary services for mass people and multiply the
opportunities for the people at their jurisdiction. While these
policies emphasized the local government to become more
accountable and responsive, it may expand the scope for mass
people to access the government's local services and
opportunities, focusing on their participation [22]. This is
crucial for the critical situation like the COVID-19 pandemic
when the country is trying to transforming the local
governance.

Extensive studies on local government reform of
Bangladesh found that to fulfill the requirements and desires
of ruling elites, the local government changed over time [23,
24]. It follows the change of national political regime- as an
election overthrew the government, a new government formed,
and new policy adapted for the local government [25]. These
changes only focus on the local government's narrower issues
to control the local bodies by the central government [26],
resulting in fewer opportunities for local government bodies to
bring services and fulfill the responsibilities for the mass
people. However, reform and reorganization efforts failed to
focus on those issues but maintain control over the local bodies.

Studies on decentralization found that the country failed to
form decentralized governance and promote accountability at
the local level. In contrast, dozens of developed and
developing countries declared the decentralized reform at their
governance for increasing efficiency and responsiveness
towards the people [27, 28]. However, recent local
government acts and partisan elections at the local level helps
to reduce those challenges as they broaden the scope for both
the political party and mass people to control the local bodies
legally. The primary interest of the ruling party's
decentralization is to strengthen their power at the grass-root
level and support political education for effective democracy
[29-32]. As a result, it is becoming fertile land for leadership
development training [24], while the leaders are the driver of
alteration in local governance [33]. Whereas previous long-
terms plans (i.e., 5-year plans) and policies traced local
government as vital for strategic and unit of development for
governance improvement. Bearing in mind the constitutional
guarantee and political economy of the government,
decentralized forms of local government are crucial for
improving local service delivery to mitigate the regional
conflict and fulfill the demands of the community. It also
addresses and adapts the technological changes to meet the
present and future challenges for smart and timely service
delivery of the emerging challenges [26].

The global debate on good governance in the late 1980s put
an impetus on novel approaches to managing public sectors by
highlighting the sensitivity of community demands and
accountability in local governance even by the donor agencies
during their support for reform in the developing world [34] as
twin outcome of good governance [35]. It also emphasizes the
transfer of power from the central to the local political unit and
relocates the decision making center into sub-national and
local government levels [36, 37].



Transnational scholarship from research on local
government also enticed an extensive assumption that
decentralization is a route to bring accountability in regional
governance and navigate the government more closely to the
mass people to strengthen democracy [38]. It is found from the
experimental research in these areas that three Fs (i.e.,
functions, finance, functionaries) are vital for decentralization
to activate and make effective [39]. However, in Bangladesh's
case, these are always rigorously imbalanced at the local
government level of Bangladesh.

The constitution of Bangladesh guided the establishment of
local government bodies by article 59 that offers "(i) Local
government in every administrative unit of the Republic shall
be entrusted to bodies, composed of persons elected in
accordance with law; (ii) it provides the broad functions of
local government as: 'administrative and other functions of
public officers; the maintenance of public order; the
preparation and implementations of plans relating to public
service and economic development.' Article 60 provides
powers for local governments to impose taxes for local
purposes, to prepare their budgets, and to maintain funds'.
While the fundamental principles of the state policy declared
by the constitution Bangladesh in article no 11 that provides
'the Republic shall be a democracy...in which effective
participation by the people through their elected
representatives in administration at all levels shall be ensured'

[40].
1.2 Research objectives

The general objective of the study is to identify the role of
the COVID-19 pandemic in strengthening local democracy
through the intervention of ICT at the local government level
by increasing transparency and accountability. The specific
objectives are;

1. To identify the factors that trigger and lead ICT
intervention and digital transformation during
COVID-19 at the local government of Bangladesh.

2. To explore the changing role due to innovation and
transformation at local governance to build
accountability and transparency to strengthen local
democracy.

1.3 Research hypothesis

1. The intervention of ICT in local governance during
COVID-19 has significance in the transformation
of governance of Bangladesh.

2. ICT-enabled transformation of governance during
COVID-19 has significance in strengthening local
democracy in Bangladesh.

Table 1. Policies, acts and commissions related local government of Bangladesh

Policies, Acts, and Commissions on Local
Government

Main Focus and Objectives

Remarks

National Rural Development Policy 2001
and 1st Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper-I
2005

Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper-I1, 2008

1993, 1997, 1998 and 2008
Commission, Committee for Reform and
Reorganization of Local Government

Union Parishad Acts 2009 replaced the
Union Parishad Ordinance 1983

Union Parishad Act 2010

-Consider local government as a facilitator
-Involvement in microcredit delivery
-non-farm activities at the rural level

-Primary healthcare service

Connectivity construction and utilization
-Non-structural disaster mitigation

-Awareness building for non-communicable
diseases

-Public service quality and implementation of
good governance

-Developing mechanism

-Innovative services

-expand opportunities for local people

-More accountable and responsive

-Training for local bodies

-Empowerment by authority and resources
-Regular village meeting with local people

-Strengthening the role of local governments
-Structure and functions of local governments

-Community citizen
participation

-Accountability and Transparency
-Participatory planning

access to information

-Extending local authority through separate
committees

Innovative features

-Word shavas committee

-Citizen charter

-Use of technology for good governance

-New post creation

-Deployed staffs

-Right to information

engagement  and

-Few are partially achieved while the main
focus was not emphasized later on to
building responsive local governance

-No significant attempt has taken to
operationalize
-No such implementations of the
recommendations of these reforms or
reorganizations

-Increase the rights of local government
Reduce the control of the central
government

Information about the expenditure
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1.4 Conceptual framework

The response towards a crisis has always been challenging
at any level of the government. However, local government is
considered an essential part of crisis management, like the
COVID-19 pandemic. The local government involvement in
mobilizing the resources and connecting people to ensure
participation is crucial to get expected output from the
investment of crisis budget. The crisis of COVID-19 has
played and spread differently, and their magnitudes varied all
over the world as well as the policies yields diverse impact in
different societies based on their imposed restrictions and
policy mechanisms. That's why the involvement of local
government is again reemphasized to manage the current
epidemic crisis of COVID-19. The conceptual model
examined the effect of COVID-19 responses in the light of
ICT intervention to transform the governance through
innovation and the increasing rate of participation of mass
people for accountability and transparency at the local
government of Bangladesh to strengthen local democracy
(Figure 1).

Participation &
Accountability
Transformation
of Governance ]
Local Strengthening
Government A Local
Response Democracy
during Covid-
19 Innovations in
Governance
Figure 1. Conceptual framework
This conceptual model shows how to transform

conventional governance into an accountable and transparent
one that creates more space for popular participation to
strengthen local democracy. It also shows how the crisis
forced the innovation and transformation of governance and
produce a culture that reinforces democratic norms at local
governance. The model developed from the reviewed
literature and using the key elements (variables) of the local
government's innovation and transformation to strengthen
democracy during a crisis like COVID-19. Furthermore, it
helped prepare the survey questionnaire to collect data to
achieve the objectives and test the hypothesis.

2. METHODOLOGY

The study was constructed on a survey of local government
responses to the COVID-19 crisis and supplemented by
analyzing archival data covering managerial, financial, and
service delivery at the local government level. The empirical
part is based on the analysis of quantitative data from an
original online survey conducted in Bangladesh in December
2020, using Google form. The questionnaire was tap into the
managerial functions and financial actions of local
government, service delivery before and during the COVID-
19 pandemic, efforts and willingness on an engaging
community in policy formulation and implementations,
responding to the COVID-19, new service and policy
instruments during the pandemic, and innovations in service
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delivery and public involvement in governance during
COVID-19. These can contribute to automation and digital
reform in governance to enhance transparency and
accountability to strengthening democracy at the local level.
We also put questionnaires related to the socio-demographic
aspects of the respondents as well.

The study was conducted while local governments were
facing tremendous challenges globally in responding to the
evil effect of COVID-19. Policy and planning to recovery
from and responding to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
needs coordination immediately due to territorial
heterogeneity. The regional and local people are vulnerable in
the context of Bangladesh due to several socio-economic and
institutional factors that hit can hit harder in this pandemic.
Local government typically requires community involvement
to function, but their aim is often to attain coordination rather
than achieve choice-making consensus per se. A local
government body represents an authorized promise to deliver
services and execute specific tasks with the local community.
Thus participation in decision-making in local governance
becomes a cornerstone and central debate in the local
government of Bangladesh. This COVID-19 pandemic again
urged for such collaboration in managing and overcoming the
challenges in local governance.

Due to the current situation and time constraints, the author
chose an easy and convenient sample that mainly focused on
the graduate students of different faculties of Bangladesh
Agricultural University who are from various parts of
Bangladesh. The total population size of the university is about
6500 at different study levels. We sent the link to the survey
questionnaire to about 500 people through email and social
media, i.e., Facebook messenger and WhatsApp, while we
received 162 responses from respondents, equaling a response
rate of about 32 percent, which is similar to 12.3 percent of the
proportion of the population at 95 percent confidence level and
5 percent margin of error. Thus the sample size is
representative of the study. The respondents were from every
level of local government, i.e., union Parishad, municipality,
and city corporations. Interestingly the respondents were from
almost around Bangladesh. Though the study has a limitation
of the intuitions of the citizen, especially young and middle
age, we sent a few survey questionnaires to the older person
deliberately to check the data's variability and authenticity to
analyze the responses of the youth. We were interested in the
behavioral numeric reactions of the people from urban,
suburban, and rural areas to make the data nuanced and
authentic. It also helps us compare the institutional support and
services to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic at different
local government levels.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1 Demographic profile of the respondents

The demographic profile of the respondents comprises their
gender, age, education, area of living, employment, religion,
and employment of their family head. These pieces of
information are considered crucial while it influences to
determine the functional role of the persons. The demographic
data reveals that the ratio of the respondents between males
and females is 1.6:1. Based on this, about forty percent of the
respondents are female. The majority of the respondents are
male; however, we sent the survey questionnaire to maintain



an equal ratio and percentage. Because the development of any
society equally depends on both males' and females'
contribution and demands equal participation. The majority of
respondents (80%) are aged below thirty, and only 6.8 percent
are more than 35 years old. It indicates that the young
generation is more conversant and used to online and the usage
of internet in their daily activities and more willing to
participate in the study on local governance. It also represents
their awareness and increases the availability and access to
information among the young generation, crucial for local and
national democracy. Education plays a dynamic role for a
person as well as for society during their transformation. The
study shows that more than ninety percent of respondents have
completed their graduation, whereas only eight percent have
passed higher secondary school (Figure 2).

Though the education rate is high among the respondents,
we find only 33.30 percent are employed, which specifies the
country's unemployment problem among university graduates.

More than fifty percent of responses come from the urban area,
while only twenty-seven percent from rural areas and the rest
are from suburban areas. This stipulates urban people are more
active online and more conscious about their socio-political
life. Among all of them, 37 percent live in the city corporation
area, and 25.30 percent live in the municipality, and 37.70
percent are union level. Bangladesh a Muslim majority
country; about ninety percent of the total population of the
country is Muslim. In this study, 92 percent of respondents are
Muslim, and only 7.40 percent are Hindu.

Furthermore, relating to the respondents' family head's
occupation is important as it has significant consequences in
the socialization process. The survey data shows that 42
percent of family heads are government service holders. About
15.40 percent are in the private sector, and 14.8 are involved
in farming, while 16 percent are in business and 11.70 percent
are in other professions (Table 2).

Table 2. Demographic data of the respondent

Male Female Total
Gender 62.70 (100) 38.30 (62) 100
0-24 25-30 31-34 35<
Age 56.2 (91) 23.5(38) 13.6 (22) 6.8 (11) 100
Post-graduate Graduate Higher Secondary
Education Level 45.06 (73) 46.92(76) 8.02 (13) 100
Rural Sub-urban Urban
Living area of respondents 27.20 (44) 21.60 (35) 51.20 (83) 100
City Corporation Municipality Union
Living Local Govt. unit 37 (60) 25.30 (41) 37.70 (61) 100
Hindu Muslim Others
Religion of respondents 7.40 (12) 92.00 (149) 0.60 (1) 100
Employed Not employed
Employment status 33.30 (54) 66.70 (108) 100
Occupation of the family head ~ Government service Private Service ~ Farming  Business Others 11.7
42 (68) 15.40 (25) 14.8 (24) 16 (26) (19) 100

Source: Online Survey Data

Gender based education level of the respondents

£3
=R Post Graduate
2 § % Higher secondary
5 - Graduate
0 50 100 150 200
Number of respondents
Female =Male

Figure 2. Education level of the respondents

Table 3. Gender-based education of the respondents

Education Level
Graduate Higher secondaryPost Graduate
Female33 (20.37%) 11 (6.8%) 18 (11.11%) 62 (38.27%)
Male 43 (26.54%) 2(1.23%)  55(33.95%) 100 (61.73%)
Total 76 (46.91%) 13 (8.02%) 73 (45.06%) 162 (100%)

Total

The literacy rate of the respondents is awe-inspiring.
Simultaneously, the study finds the majority part (71%) of the
women participants are graduate and post-graduate degree
holders. In contrast, 98 percent of male participants are
graduate and post-graduate degree holders (Table 3).
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3.2 Citizen participation in local decision-making process
before and after COVID-19 outbreak

People's participation is imperative for democracy at all
levels of governance. Governance, development, and
managing any crisis also demand popular participation for
well-designed, effective, and practical policy formulation for
a productive and sustainable outcome. The constitution of
Bangladesh ensured the participation of mass people in every
unit of governance, where the local government unit has given
special emphasis on different policy documents for
strengthening local democracy for equitable and sustainable
development. The study found people are not generally
involved in their policy and priority settings at the local
government level before the COVID-19 outbreak; however, it
is a legal aspect of local governance that is not followed evenly
in different local government units. More than eighty percent
of the respondents believe that the citizens are not engaged in
their priority settings, and 17.90% believe they are engaged
(Table 4). On the other hand, 34% of respondents consider that
they are involved in local governance's budget-making process,
while 66% are not (Table 4). This is crucial for both the local
government and their inhabitants as the resources are always
scarce. During a crisis like COVID-19, it becomes more
sensitive to prioritize the local people, which will help manage
and distribute more equitably among the stakeholders when
their participation will set up the priority.



The study also found that the highest level (14.1%) of
participation of mass people in setting local priority from the
union level while the lowest rate of participation from the city
corporation (9.26%) of local government unit (Table 5) based
on the responses of the participants. The study also reveals the
rate of invitation from the local government body, which is
very low and less than twenty percent altogether and below ten
percent in every unit of local government (Table 5). This
finding is directly contradictory with the constitutional
framework of local governance, which failed to connect their
people in their governing process.

Though the local government unit is unwilling to invite their
stakeholders in their governing process, the COVID-19
pandemic creates an environment to change their attitudes in
the local governance landscape country-wide. The local body
has become more willing to consult with their citizen on public
policy settings during the crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic,
as the respondents reported.

The research finds that 56.80 percent of respondents said
the local government body is willing to consult with them to
set the local priorities during the COVID-19 pandemic. In
comparison, 30.20 percent of respondents find them neutral
during this crisis (Table 4). The local government's service
delivery is critical for local people, especially during a crisis
like COVID-19. In Bangladesh, the response of the local
government body towards their citizen in the COVID-19
pandemic was positive. As the author found in this study,
59.30 percent of the participants accept as accurate that their
attitudes were positive in service delivery in this COVID-19
period, whereas 11.70 percent do not assume that the local
body was positive (Table 4, and Figure 3).

Though the infection rate of the COVID-19 virus wasn't too
high, and it was just 26 percent of respondents were infected
by the Covid-19 virus, where the rate is comparatively higher
in the city area while the lowest is in the rural area (Figure 4).

It was interesting in this study the majority of the people
(82.10%) said the local government didn't involve their local
people in setting a budget, but during the pandemic, they were
positive (56.80%) to discuss with the people on public policy
settings where only 13 percent observed as negative (Table 4).

In the case of service delivery at the local level, 59.30 percent
observed that their attitudes were positive during the COVID-
19 pandemic. In comparison, only 11.70 percent were detected
as negative in providing local services (Table 4). These local
government attitudes help them introduce a new mode of
service delivery, which is decisive in managing crisis and
hastening their basic services for the community. The study
finds the majority (80.90%) of the participants are happy and
optimistic about the new services of local government during
the pandemic crisis (Table 4).

Local Government Response to Service Delivery
During Covid-19

Union

Total FEE———
|
Municipality

I

City Corporation

Local Govt. Level

o

50 100 150 200

Number of respondents

M Positive Negative Neutral

Figure 3. Local government response in service delivery
during COVID-19 pandemic

Total EE——
Union
Pourasova (municipality) s
City Corporation —mmm

Local Govt. level

0 50 100 150 200

Number of respondents

mNo mYes

Figure 4. Infection of COVID-19 in the different local
government unit

Table 4. Citizen Engagement before COVID-19 and changing attitudes after the pandemic

Frequency Percentage

.. o . S Yes 29 17.90

Civic engagement activities in setting council priorities before COVID-19 No 133 8210

. . . Yes 55 34.00

People involved in any budget making to some form of vote No 107 66.00

Positive 92 56.80

The attitudes of the council to consult with the public on policy settings during COVID-19 Negative 21 13.00
Neutral 49 30.20

Positive 96 59.30

The attitudes of local government on service delivery during COVID-19 Negative 19 11.70

Neutral 47 29.00

Positive 131 80.90

The response of the mass people when the local government start a new model of service delivery ~ Negative 13 8.00
Neutral 18 11.10

Table S. Citizen participation in local governance based on their governance level

People involved in setting a primary budget at their local

Invited to participate in setting the priority of the local

Goverﬁﬁf:r{t Unit government to some form of vote government before COVID-19
Yes No Total Yes No Total
City Corporation 15 (9.26%) 45 (27.78%) 60 (37.04%) 13 (8.02%) 47 (29.01%) 60 (37.03%)

Municipality 16 (9.88%) 25 (15.43%) 41 (25.31%) 4 (2.47%) 37 (22.84%) 41 (25.31%)
Union 24 (14.81%) 37 (22.84%) 61 (37.65%) 12 (7.41%) 49 (30.25%) 61 (37.66%)
Total 55 (33.95%) 107 (66.05%) 162 (100%) 29 (17.90) 133 (82.10%) 162 (100%)

Source: Online Survey December 2020



3.3 Transparency and Accountability of the Local
Government

Transparency and accountability are the rudimentary
cornerstones of democracy and good governance. Leaders
around the world are challenged over time for transparency
and accountability for their actions. Transparency and
accountability also contribute to the responsiveness of local
government. COVID-19 pandemic works as a frontrunner in
local governance to combat the current challenges and create
an opportunity for engaging local people to increase the
democratic culture at the local level through new modes of
governance. The emergency of the COVID-19 pandemic
forced the government to become more and more connected
with the local people. The democratic culture of a polity has to
confront both of the citizens who are aware and are not aware
of their activities. At the same time, it is the responsibility of
the local government to make the information public.

In a democracy, many members are not familiar with the
suitable means of their contribution and always are not in a
position to influence the leaders to become accountable for
their activities. The study reveals that the people are not given
adequate information from the government side in their
locality about the performances of the local government body.
More than fifty (51.90%) percent of the participants claim that
they didn't get any information from their local government
authority (Table 6). Even in this COVID-19 pandemic, they
are not informed about the council's meetings on priority
settings. However, 34.60 percent of respondents argue that
they are engaged in designing new policy settings for the local
government. In addition, 35.20 percent of the partakers believe
their choices are reflected in the policies, while 45.10 percent
said maybe their desires are fulfilled by the new policies, and
only 19.20 reject them (Table 6). To fulfill the demands of the
community requires effective and sustainable use of local
resources during this COVID-19 pandemic. More than fifty
percent (54.30%) of the contributors agreed that the local
government policy and budget directed local authority wide to
manage the crisis and ensure the sustainable and equitable

3.4 Priority Services at Local Government during COVID-
19 Pandemic

Bangladesh is one of the emerging economies of the world
in the 21st century and maintains steady economic growth in
the last decade. The COVID-19 pandemic force to down kneed
every economy of the world for the emergency needs during
the crisis. As the national government has to bridge-up and
minimize the several laps and gaps to mediate the emergency
support in this COVID-19 crisis, the local government has
chosen and given the best priority for coordinating the
available supports and opportunities for the community. This
pandemic redefined the role and responsibilities of the local
government and the national government and forced them to
transform traditional governance. The present study finds that
the majority (59%) of the participants in this study considers
the health sector should be given the highest priority during
this COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 5). However, health is
related to several interlinked issues, which also be given
priority by the local leaders and their bodies.

PRIORITY SERVICE AREA IN COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Youth
Street . .
cleanin al,N:P'chers services Education
£ 6% 2% 59

recycling
4%

Health
59%

Figure 5. Priority service area during COVID-19 (best one

development for the community (Table 6). sector)
Table 6. Accountability at the local government level
Frequency  Percentage
Yes 56 34.60
Local people are engaged in designing new policy of local government level No 58 35.80
Don’t know 48 29.60
The local government provide adequate information of their activities before KI%S ;31471 5288
COVID-19 Don’t know 31 19.10
Yes 57 35.20
Your choices reflected on policy settings during COVID-19 No 32 19.80
May be 73 45.10
Yes 47 29.00
Local government inform you before council meeting during COVID-19 No 92 56.80
Don’t know 23 14.20
Neighborhood
Local authority wide gg éigg
Geographic level of local government policy and budget directed during COVID-19 Local strategic 23 1 4'20
partnership 26 16.00

Others

Source: Online survey data

Access to rights and information with basic healthcare
facilities and human rights issues underlines the notion of
citizenship during this crisis. The local government can also
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help reduce the community's knowledge gap about the severity
of diseases like COVID-19. The government wants to
establish a democratic culture at every level of governance



through the direct participation of the mass people. This
participation will help to establish a more effective and
practical democratic approach in policy settings for priority-
based budget allocation for their community. It will also
reduce the gap between the government and the governed and
increase the chances for future funding through an appropriate
manner of taxation and contribution.

The study finds that the health sector should be given the
highest priority along with environmental service and ensure
food availability during the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 7).
Besides, the authority also provides educational and youth
services and street cleaning services as it is crucial during the
COVID-19 pandemic to reduce the augmentation and spread
of the virus (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Priority service area during COVID-19 (Best- 3
Sectors), Source: Online Survey Data (N=162)
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Figure 7. Service areas where funding directed during
COVID-19 pandemic (best-3 sectors)

It pronounces that the local community people are aware of
the COVID-19 virus and its effects, which is related to the
cleanness of the environment and maintaining the personal
hygiene issues for the betterment of the greater society, with
an adequate supply of food where the participants in this study
rightly pointed (Figure 6).

The COVID-19 put pressure on the existing healthcare
system because it has created severe vulnerabilities among the
mass people irrespective of class, age, and geographic
boundaries. The governments at the local, regional, and
national are forced to concentrate on public health. The leaders
and their governments are morally and ethically bound to
allocate their budget for combating the present crisis of
COVID-19. The study also finds that most of their local budget
is directed towards the health, environmental, and food sector
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 7).
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3.5 Challenges of local government

The local government body has an inherent problem of
terms and responsibilities with funding for managing local
affairs from its genesis. The historical background of the local
government of Bangladesh passed several stages of altering its
structure and functionaries, but still, it has the basic problems
that prevailed from its birth. The institutionalizing process of
local government for good governance was yet not established,
while the democratic government passed more than 30 years
after the independence. It is the fundamental condition of the
constitution for establishing democracy and democratic norms
at every level of governance in Bangladesh.

Problem in mobilizing and utilizing local resources

Don't Know
25%

HYes

H No

Don't Know

Figure 8. Problems in mobilizing and utilizing local
resources

During this COVID-19 crisis, it has been again exposed that
public participation is fundamental to institutionalizing local
governance and establish democracy at the grass-root level.
However, modern technology and ICT intervention in
governance have made an opportunity to transform the
governance through innovation and connect more people in
governing structure for accountability and transparency for
strengthening local democracy.
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Figure 9. Influencing factors of local government services

The study reveals that there is a problem in mobilizing and
utilizing the local resources at the local government level of
Bangladesh. More than fifty percent (56%) of the respondents
agreed that the local government of Bangladesh is currently
facing a problem with their local resources to mobilize it and
utilize for their community that can yield benefit for them
(Figure 8). Though several factors are responsible for these
problems, the study finds ineffective management of the
resources as the leading one, as per the response of the
partakers (45.1%). Besides peoples' participation and



consciousness of local representatives (35.8% and 34.6%,
respectively) are also found as responsible factors for
mismanagement and misuse of local resources to good
governance and democratic stability at the local government
level in Bangladesh (Figure 9). On the other hand, 19% believe
that the legal framework is also impeding the mobilization and
utilization of local resources (Figure 9).

3.6 Strengthening democracy at local government level

Democracy is the form of popular government and the
culture of practice in everyday life in all aspects of national
and local government. Governments are keen to establish and
promote good governance at all levels for democratic
cementation, while the former is the latter's catalyst. The
COVID-19 pandemic again put stress on the democratic
government while the leaders are struggling the manage the
crisis of pandemic and urging for more public participation in
policies to reduce the rate of infection and quick recovery from
an economic point of view. The global and national policies
are affecting and somehow restricted for everyday life while
local government body has been given the leading focus and
importance to face the challenge to combat the unavoidable
COVID-19 crisis. As social distancing is crucial and mass
gathering is restricted to minimize the spread of the virus of
COVID-19 with lockdown measures, digital transformation in
governance works as a tipping point to innovation. It bridge-
up the existing gap and offers to increase the accountability
and transparency in policy formulation and implementation,
thus, ultimately contribute to strengthening the democracy at
the local government level.

The evidence from the present study shows that the
COVID-19 pandemic offers the mass people an opportunity to
engage with the local government. This is a fundamental and
building block for democracy, whether at the national or
regional level of governance. More than seventy percent of the
respondent believe that the crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic
offers broader scope to engage with the local government in
policy processing and implementation of such policies for
their betterment. Among all respondents, 56.20 percent are
agreed, and 19.80 percent strongly agree, while only 1.90
percent strongly disagree with the statement (Table 7).

Table 7. ICT intervention and transformation in governance
during COVID-19 offered border scope to engage well with
the local governance

Option Frequency Percentage
Strongly agree 32 19.80
Agree 91 56.20
Neutral 24 14.80
Disagree 12 7.40
Strongly disagree 3 1.90
Total 162 100

Source: Online survey data December 2020

Table 8. Digitalization can improve participation and
accountability to strengthen democracy

Option FrequencyPercentage
Strongly agree 38 23.50
Agree 68 42.00
Neutral 26 16.00
Disagree 8 4.90
Strongly disagree 22 13.60
Total 162 100.0

Source: Online survey data, December 2020
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Table 8 shows that most respondents believe the connection
and correlation between digital transformation and
strengthening local democracy through the increasing rate of
transparency and accountability at the local government level.
Forty-two percent of the participants agreed with the statement,
and 23.50 percent are strongly agreed, while 4.90 percent have
disagreed and 13.60 strongly disagree (Table 8).

Test of Hypothesis One:

Ho: Intervention of ICT in local governance during COVID-
19 has no significance in the transformation of governance.

Hi: Intervention of ICT in governance during COVID-19
has significance in the transformation of governance.

Statistical Test of Spearman Correlation Coefficient (7y)

6 d?
n=l-——"5
n?(n—1)

Table 9. Hypothesis test 1

Data Data Rank Rank

H 2
Options 1 2 1 2 D d;
Strongly Agree 32 38 2 2 0 0
Agree 91 68 1 1 0 O
Neutral 24 26 3 3 0 0
Disagree 12 8 4 5 1 1
Strongly
Disagree 3 22 5 4 t1
Source: Adapted from tables 7 and 8. Yd?=2

Placed all the values into the above formula, we got the
value of 7 is = 0.88 where n=5 (Table 9).

< »

- >
-1 -5 0 +.5 +1
Strong negative weak negative No  weak positive Strong positive
Correlation correlation correlation correlation  correlation

Decision: The outcome of the Spearman Correlation
Coefficient (1;=0.88) indicates a strong positive correlation;
thus, the author hereby rejects the Ho and accepts the Hi,
which says that "intervention of ICT during COVID-19 has

significance in the transformation of governance of
Bangladesh."
Test of Hypothesis Two

HO: ICT-enabled transformation of governance during
COVID-19 has no significance in strengthening local
democracy.

HI: ICT-enabled transformation of governance during
COVID-19 has significance in strengthening local democracy.

Placed all the values into the above formula, we got the
value of ; is = 0.88 where n=5 (Table 10).

< >
-1 -5 0 +.5 +1
Strong negative weak negative No weak positive Strong positive
Correlation correlation  correlation correlation  correlation

Decision: The outcome of the Spearman Correlation
Coefficient (1,=0.88) indicates a strong positive correlation;
thus, the author hereby rejects the Ho and accepts the Hi,
which says that "ICT-enabled transformation of governance



during COVID-19 has significance in strengthening local
democracy in Bangladesh."

Table 10. Hypothesis test 2

Options Datal Data2 Rank1l Raznk D d?
Strongly 38 32 2 2 0
Agree
Agree 68 91 1 1 0
Neutral 26 24 3 3 0 0
Disagree 8 12 5 4 -1 1
Strongly 22 3 4 5 1 1
Disagree
Source: Adapted from tables 8 and 7. Yd?=2

4. DISCUSSION

Bangladesh is passing a transitional period to become a
middle-income country from a developing country. It has
maintained sustained economic growth last few years and
doing very well among the emerging countries. The COVID-
19 pandemic slows down the world economy, while
Bangladesh is one of those countries that made a remarkable
example in GDP growth rate; however, many issues are there
as a developing country. While a new pandemic also attacks
this country, and hundreds of thousands of infections spread
nationwide that exposed and increased the vulnerabilities of
the healthcare system and for the rural and backward people.
With the increase of life expectancy healthcare system become
more costly while diseases like the COVID-19 pandemic
threaten the local and national leaders to pay attention to
national security. The societal and economical price of
managing an enduring crisis like COVID-19 put leaders and
the health sector under stress in several parts of the world. The
regional and local government has prioritized coordinating and
managing the epidemic, while it can also result in more
challenges and vulnerabilities if they failed to administer
effectively. The present study reveals that traditional local
government bodies are not well equipped in Bangladesh for
emergency support with adequate logistics. They are not
interested in involving the mass people in the governing
process in building trust [41]. This culture at the sub-national
level of governance in Bangladesh creates political apathy
among the local people. However, ICT nowadays minimizes
this gap and bridge-up between them by informing through the
intervention of ICT.

The health sector has given priority during this COIVD-19
pandemic, while food and environmental services have also
been prioritized. The educational sectors have shut down since

March 2020, and few had started online education later in 2020.

Education has significant contributions to building and
strengthening democracy at every level of governance,
irrespective of country and region [42]. It is also crucial for
building social justice in any society while education can
contribute robustly at the local level [43] and helps to create
an environment for training on political education and
leadership for strengthening democracy at the grass-root level
through the engineering of rules and institution [44]. The
success of democracy mostly depends on the significant
number of democratic-minded citizens to continue existing
[45]. The study found that the education level is high among
the participants at every local government level and indicates
their connection with the local government and the awareness
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level of mass people in local government activity. The
COVID-19 pandemic force changes the government and
citizens' attitudes to consider the governing structure as a
juncture of collaboration and coordination to respond to crises
and equip them for future crises. As a result, the COVID-19
pandemic helps to refine the existing local governance in
practice culture to transform the governance and started to
reflect the choices of mass people in policy outcomes. The
study also finds that there is still a problem in resource
mobilization and utilization for leaders' inefficiency and less
participation of community people while legal framework also
impeding the process. The trust and responsibilities between
the local body and community increased, as found in this study.
It also widens the openness of the local government, fetching
more transparency when communicating risk during a crisis
for citizen’s cooperation is vital for democracy [46, 47]. Public
awareness and providing food for vulnerable groups of people,
mobile health facilities, food for work, and emergency food
for ultra-poor from the government through local government
prove the national and sub-national government's
responsiveness. The rural local body regularly announces the
threats and challenges and informs them of available services
at their nearest service center for emergency health and food
services. Publishing gazettes and news in daily newspapers,
leaflets, posters in different places, and billboards also play a
significant role in managing the current crisis. The most
impressive finding of the study is that most people have faith-
digital transformation will help to intensify accountability and
transparency and build trust to strengthen local democracy for
a sustainable local governing system.

5. CONCLUSION

This paper tried to answer the calls- what conditions and
mechanisms triggered digital transformation and innovations
for local governance during COVID-19 and how they changed
their administrative culture and extended the scope of
participation to increase local governance's accountability and
transparency to strengthen local governance democracy.
Evidence from the studies on local government role and
effectiveness in epidemic crisis management like COVID-19
advocates that participation and partnership are indeed
fundamental for local government to manage the crisis
effectively and successfully, which has been proven by the
findings of this study also. The performance of local
government depends on the particular category of a local
government unit. At the same time, it can possibly ensure a
distinct substantial contribution for local health and other
related services during COVID-19 as the study found different
infections at a different level of local government and
responses. In this study, the author finds the drivers of local
government for transformation and innovation to
strengthening democracy are more abstract during the
pandemic. Besides depending on the ICT for transformation
and innovation, these drivers are the certification of notable
performances and the capacity to revitalize the local
government structure and intuitions derivative from the past
crisis. Furthermore, the author finds the local government
body more positive in engaging mass people and connecting
them with the governing system with positive attitudes on
service delivery. On average, it performed better during the
COVID-19 crisis. In short, the likelihood of compelling
performances of local government increases with the



perception of previous experiences during the pandemic, as the
author found. It is also revealed that local government
increases the latitude and widens the space for more public
engagement at governance to fabricate the norms of
democracy.

The results of this research suggest the possibilities for
further investigation because of the following reasons- i) the
potentials of the insightful and adaptive intervention of ICT
and transformation of governance should be empirically
verified for future sustainability; ii) the success of local
government body during the crisis depends on the information
distribution and the capacity to coordinate different divide
stakeholders, scrutinizing the conditions of connection and
collaboration is pivotal to the academic scholars- particularly
when both are fascinated in understanding exactly how the
crises are overcome governmentally; iii) provided that the
identical reasons for local governments innovations were the
capacity to involve mass people as the cornerstone for policy
settings and this is the high time to reexamine for translating
into digitalization in local governance. It will benefit from
refining further understanding of the crisis and their lessons
and storing for future and utilization in crisis response. The
intervention of ICT, innovations, and transformation of
governance increases the scope for broader participation while
understanding and sharing for collaboration, accountability,
and transparency for strengthening local democracy. This
interdependence and interconnectivity between local bodies
and citizens could reinforce and enable the local government
to respond to the contemporary COVID-19 crisis and expand
the organizational memory, which may help respond to any
unknown crisis that is yet to come.
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