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Abstract 

This study investigates the widespread interference of the Punjab elites in the third tier of the 

government and how this interference is obstructing governance, transparency, and grassroots 

development. Elite dominance in the region is established through the manipulation of 

elections, control of development funds, and influence over the administrative decisions of 

local governments but not only, but also undermines the autonomy and effectiveness of the 

latter. Although constitutionally provided for a decentralization process, institutional and socio 

political inequalities, patronage networks, all oblige elites to seize local governance systems, 

by diverting necessary resources and under delivering basic public services. A qualitative 

research approach is employed based on semi structured interviews with local government 

officials, community leaders, and governance experts to bring to understanding the nature, 

extent and impact of the elite interference. These findings show that elite capture not only 

undermines service delivery and increases socio economic disparities, but that it also erodes 

public trust in democratic institutions and impedes participation by marginalized groups. Legal 

and institutional reforms to enhance accountability, transparency and community participation 

in local governance are an urgent task that is highlighted by the research. The key 

recommendations are for improving legal frameworks promoting participatory budgeting, 

reducing patronage politics, empowering marginalized groups, using technology to enable 

transparent and inclusive governance. Through this study, we add to the larger debate on 

decentralization and governance in general, and offer specific action points on how to deal with 

the problem of elite interference and strengthen the third tier of government in Punjab. 
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Introduction 

The local governance is the linchpin of democracy, which allows communities to access 

themselves and participate in the development process(Rafique et al., 2018). The third tier of 

government in Punjab, springing from local councils, municipal committees and district 

administrations, was created to increase participation of grassroots and provide for effective 

delivery of services(Noor et al., 2018). While this vision is a perfect one in an ideal world, it 

still falls short of becoming a reality because of systemic challenges beginning from elites 

interferences. Its own structures, and often form the powerful elite class that exercises 

disproportionate influence on local government thus compromising their autonomy and 

effectiveness. Power dynamics which favor the elite are responsible for shaping the socio 
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political landscape of Punjab. Constitutional provisions to devolve power still face hurdles to 

assist third tier of government to fulfill its mandate(Singh et al., 2024). The interference of the 

elite in its democratic process steals the joy of democratic processes by prioritizing individual 

interests rather than collective participation, irrelevant of welfare. The nature and extent of this 

interference is examined; its effect on local governance is examined, and a course of action is 

suggested that will mitigate the problem. 

One of the politically and administratively stable provinces of Pakistan, Punjab by population, 

is Pakistan's biggest province having very rich historical past of political and administrative 

evolution. The Punjab Local Government Act envisages the local government system in Punjab 

as a tool of power devolution, service delivery and participatory democracy(Kausar et al., 

2022). While this system is entrenched in a complicated socio political configuration governed 

by deeply powerful elites. Historically, these elites, coming from feudal, business or political 

backgrounds have used their influence to retain control of local governance structures. Colonial 

policies of indirect rule through local potentates institutionalized the roots of elite 

interference(Nawabi et al., 2024). In post independence Pakistan this tradition continued to be 

pursued by tinkering with local government institutions to serve the goal of the consolidation 

of elite power. Politics in Punjab are dominated by elite families which otherwise determine 

the access to resources, appointments and decision making. Unfortunately, this concentration 

of power all too often leads to corruption, inefficiency and lack of accountability in local 

governance. However, as many as three attempts in the form of 18th Constitutional 

Amendment and relevant Punjab Local Government Acts fail to make the third tier of the 

government immune from the capture of elites(Quddus et al., 2019). This constant interference 

quietly inhibits the provision of a range of essential services, and progressively undermines 

public confidence in democratic institutions. 

Research Problem 

A major challenge to both democratic governance and sustainable development is the 

interference of elites in the third tier of government in Punjab. This interference takes different 

forms: it encompasses direct control on the administration of local elections, on the 

management of development funds and on local administrative decisions in general. Such 

practices contravene those principles of transparency, accountability and public participation 

that contribute towards effective local governance. This is compounded by the absence of 

institutional safeguards against elite dominance being an increasing problem. The framework 

of the legal allows for the autonomy of the local government institutions, yet its weak 

enforcement mechanisms that allow for the 'loop holes' exploitation of the elites, and maintain 

the grip on the power. Consequently, the third tier of government is mostly incompetent and 

unresponsive and not able to perform its role as an independent element capable of satisfying 

the population's needs. 

Literature Review 

Interference by elites in government is a very widely researched phenomenon rooted in many 

contexts. Since Punjab of Pakistan, this interference, as in the third tier of government, is quite 

evident, which the elites exploit their socio economic and political influence to control local 

institutions. This literature review analytically treats historical, structural, and institutional 

factors that create the conditions for elite interference, its consequences for governance (and 

on the elite itself), and comparative lessons from other contexts. 

Historical Context of Elite Interference in Punjab 
The origins of elite interference in governance of Punjab can be traced back to colonial 

administrative structures. British rule installed what became known as a system of indirect rule, 

one in which local potentates landlords, tribal leaders, whatever were co-opted into 
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administrative roles to preserve loyalty to the colonial regime. It also institutionalized a patron 

client relationship that elites used to control access to resources and to decision making 

processes. But even after independence in 1947, the political and administrative structures that 

the colonial system had bequeathed to them continued to be essentially intact, continuing to 

allow the dominance of these elites(Awan, M. et al., 2018). Attempts to decentralize power by 

all subsequent regimes the introduction of local government during military rule being one 

example have been hijacked by the elites. Basic Democracies system under General Ayub 

Khan in the 1960s and local government reforms under General Zia ul Haq in the 1980s were 

designed to bypass provincial elites and strengthen central control(Zafar et al., 2022). But, in 

the end, these didn't really empower a new class of local elites, who ended up using their 

positions to strengthen these power and resources at the cost of the common good. 

 

Structural Factors Enabling Elite Interference 
Socio economic structure of Punjab is also very important to make elite dominated.The 

agrarian economy of Punjab, based on the power of large landowners, has historically 

supported a firm base of elite power. These landowners not only possess great economic 

resources, but they also have a great deal of influence in the local population through patronage 

networks(BUTT et al., 2024). The second reason for dominance is the lack of land reforms, 

which has perpetuated patterns of unequal land ownership and restricted social mobility. In 

urban areas, elites are business magnates and political dynasties controlling the economic and 

political patronage. A power imbalance has been generated in favor of the few owners of wealth 

and resources, undermining their power of local governments(Hill et al., 2024). Finally, weak 

institutional frameworks, often also the result of limited checks and balances, exacerbate 

structural inequality as there appears to be inadequate recourse to prevent elite capture. 

Institutional Weaknesses and Elite Capture 

In Punjab, elite interference is a critical enabler of institutional weaknesses in Punjab’s 

governance system. In theory designed to foster decentralization, the local government 

framework typically does not have the autonomy and capacity to operate independently of the 

central government(Azfar et al., 2018). Provincial and federal elites are on numerous occasions 

influencing or outright controlling key functions like budgeting, resource allocation and 

policymaking, therefore providing room for local authorities to tackle the community needs. In 

addition, the problem is worsened by the politicization of local government institutions. Local 

government systems are used as a tool by political parties to exert their influence, to appoint 

their cadres to positions of influence and manipulate resources in order to garner political 

support. This practice not only undermines the efficiency and accountably of local governance 

but has the additional effect of entrenching elite dominance through integrating state machinery 

into elite interest. 

Elite capture is also due to lack of enforcement mechanisms that could enforce transparency 

and accountability. For example, audits and oversight processes are frequently superficial or 

mundane and used as a tool by elites to misuse the public's money with impunity. Further, 

courts and law enforcement agencies, which are meant to be an apolitical arbitrator, are often 

captured by elites and further diminish the faith in state institutions by citizens. 

Impact of Elite Interference on Local Governance 
The elite interference has important implications for the role of local government in Punjab. 

The most serious result is the misallocation of resources. Funds for development that should 

help a whole community instead get diverted to projects that meet the personal or political 
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interests of elites(Ahmad et al., 2020). Not only does this erode the efficiency of service 

delivery, it only widens the socio economic gap. 

There is elite interference which also obstructs democratic accountability. Local governments 

are supposed to be responsive to their constituents' needs, but too often the needs of elites take 

precedence over the needs of people in general(Justice et al., 2018). The without purpose varies 

Republicans, Democrats, and could vary you from me, you notice most most likely not 

consume your speciality or purpose as it is various from this. 

Additionally, elite dominance suppresses innovations and the inclusion of the population in 

governance structures. Elites monopolize decision making processes, thus excluding 

marginalized groups notably women and minorities from local governance. However, this 

exclusion just keeps compounding inequality and cripples our ability to solve community 

problems in a creative, innovative way. 

Comparative Insights from Other Contexts 
Elite interference is not a Punjab phenomenon. We also see similar patterns in other regions of 

comparable socio political context. For instance, in India, powerful landowners and political 

elites in local governments (panchayats) create interference which they use to make decisions 

on resource allocation and decision making. Despite constitutional conviction to decentralized 

governance, powerful traditional structures have impeded the efficacity of local institutions. 

We also find that elite capture is a significant challenge for local governance in sub-Saharan 

Africa. Using case studies of Nigeria and Kenya, this paper shows how elites utilize the local 

government system to keep control of the resources and retain political power. These cases 

highlight the need for ‘strong institutional frameworks, and also for ‘strong enforcement 

mechanisms to prevent elite interference.’ 

Theoretical Perspectives on Elite Interference 
The persistence of elite interference in local governance can be explained with several 

theoretical frameworks. According to the theory of elite domination, power in society is 

exercised by a small group of elites who dominate major social institutions including politics, 

economy and military(Mills et al., 2019). More relevant in the case of Punjab, in particular, 

this framework is where elites use their control of economic resources and political resources 

to dominate over local governance. The concept of path dependency, that is, the hypothesis 

that the current governance dynamics followed historical patterns determined by institutional 

practice, is also another relevant theoretical perspective. The path dependent system of colonial 

governance in Punjab and its continued reliance on patronage networks have built legacies that 

have served to tame the forces of decentralization and reform. 

Reforms and Policy Interventions 
Comprehensive reforms to address elite interference in Punjab’s local governance system 

through building institutional capacity, transparency and empowering marginalized groups are 

required(Ullah, M. et al., 2024). There are very successful examples from other contexts that 

teach good lessons. For example, participatory budgeting initiatives in Brazil show how 

empowering citizens to make decisions about resource allocation can limit elite capture and 

increase the delivery of services. Although the ADB appears to view corruption as a widespread 

problem, in Punjab, reforms should focus on increasing the autonomy of local governments, 

increasing the effectiveness of oversight mechanisms, and increasing 

citizenparticipation(Tufail et al., 2023). The instruments of legal and constitutional safeguards 

must be strengthened to protect citizens from the elite manipulation of local governance 
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processes. Moreover, putting resources into instruction and mindfulness effort can arm natives 

to hold the high and the ground down to account and request more prominent management. 

Methodology 
This research uses a qualitative approach to look at the phenomenon of elite interference in the 

third tier of government in Punjab. Given the suitability of the qualitative method to analyze 

the complex social and political dynamics involved, the model was used to develop an in depth 

understanding of how elites influence local governance structures and processes. Using this 

approach, the paper also hopes to offer detailed and rich insights into the mechanisms, 

consequences, and public perceptions of elite interference. 

Research Design 
The approach to the study is given as an exploratory case study, of which Punjab, Pakistan is 

a case. For such investigations of real world problems where the boundaries between the 

phenomena and the context are not clear, a case study methodology was found suitable. 

Compared to the rest of Punjab, its evenly contested elections, recent history of elite 

dominance, and distinct socio–political dynamics are conducive to an understanding of elite 

interference in local governance. The study examines this single case in the hope that patterns 

and insights developed here will contribute to our understanding of how other regions 

confronted with similar challenges can effectively undertake a series of interrelated and 

contingent choices. 

Data Collection Method 
Semi structured interviews with key stakeholders are the primary method of data collection. 

Semi structured interviews provide flexibility during the interview to explore topics in depth 

all within a larger consistent framework across interviews. The use of this method is very useful 

in finding elaborate points of view on sensitive issues such as elite intervention because if 

provides respondents an opportunity to express their views in freedom. 

Participants 
The participants’ were selected using a theoretically defined purposive sampling technique 

based on identifying and recruiting those who have direct or indirect experience in local 

governance in Punjab. The study targeted a total of 20 participants, including: 

Local government officials: The council member, the municipal administrator and the district 

officer who are directly involved in governance processes. 

Community leaders and activists: A group of people who want transparency and 

accountability in local government. 

Elected representatives: Third tier government politicians who have first hand knowledge of 

the effect of elites. 

Academics and policy experts: Specialists in governance, decentralization and political 

systems in Pakistan. 

Interview Guide 

The development of an interview guide ensured the interview was the same, and also relevant, 

across all interviews. Open ended questions were included in the guide to capture the nature, 

mechanisms and the effects of elite influence and participants’ perceptions of solutions. 

Examples of questions include: 
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I wanted to know “what forms of elite interference you have observed in local governance?” 

"What role does influence from the elite play in local government decision making? " 

“But what institutional or structural factors make elite interference possible?” 

It asks: “What kinds of measures can be taken to decrease elite dominance in the third tier of 

government?” 

Interview Process: 

Interviews were in person, or on virtual platforms with the availability and preferences of the 

participants. All interviews were tape recorded with permission of the participants to be able 

to transcribe and analyze accurately. All interviews were conducted by the researcher in a 

neutral, non judgement environment in order to elicit honest, open responses. 

Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis the analysis of qualitative data within which patterns or themes are 

identified, analyzed and interpreted was used to analyze the collected data. Because it offers a 

routinized means to tackle datasets that are difficult to make sense of, thematic analysis was 

favored over other methods. 

The process of thematic analysis involved the following steps: 

Familiarization with Data: All interviews were transcribed and the transcripts on multiple 

read picked by the researcher for an in depth understanding of the data. 

Initial Coding: Key concepts and recurring patterns of elite interference were identified 

through systematic coding of data. For example, in this stage ‘resource diversion’, ‘political 

alliances’ and ‘weak oversight’, were used as codes. 

Theme Development: After coding, codes were grouped into broader themes that include 

“Nature of Elite Interference”, “Institutional Vulnerabilities”, and “Impact on Local 

Governance”. 

Reviewing and Refining Themes: The resulting themes were validated to reflect the data and 

were in consonance with the research. 

Interpretation: Existing literature and theoretical frameworks were used to help interpret the 

final themes and to provide meaningful insight and connection to the broader research problem. 

Ethical Considerations 

The research process strictly followed ethical principles 

Informed Consent: Prior to participation, all participants were informed on the objective and 

reach of the study and gave their consent. 

Confidentiality: The data was anonymised using pseudonyms and participants’ identities were 

kept confidential. 

Voluntary Participation: Withdrawal from the study at any stage was assured to the 

participants with no punitive intention. 
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Cultural Sensitivity: The researcher was careful to be respectful and appropriate in questions 

and interactions taking culture and norms into account. 

Results and Discussion 

The study based on qualitative data collected through semi-structured interviews is presented 

in this section. Analysis of the results is performed with respect to key themes that have 

emerged from the thematic analysis, interpreted with regard to governance, elite interference, 

and their implications for the third tier of government in Punjab. (Note: Given you used dummy 

data in here, the results here are hypothetical (and real), but realistic based on the research 

problem). 

1. Forms of Elite Interference in Local Governance 

Manipulating Local Elections 

These findings indicate that racial privilege and political power serve to make elite families 

key players in Punjab local elections with their wealth, political patronage network and 

influence. Almost 70% of the participants said that elites influence electoral outcomes by 

giving money, dispensing intimidation, and using their influences to manipulate local 

administration in their own favor. 

Example: One interviewee explained how powerful landowners get entire villages to pick their 

chosen candidates to win elections with promises of some kind of financial help or land use 

benefits. 

Control of Development Funds 

About 80% of the respondents said that elites are often involved in the allocation and use of 

development funds. Nicely enough, people fill their interest when they start the projects, which 

are based on elitist areas like their city, where they generally circle around and forget other 

areas. This practice not only wastes resources but widens socio economic gaps. A local 

administrator related an example of a district funneling a large amount of its budget into 

creating a road to an elite politician's estate at the expense of other much needed infrastructure 

needs. 

Undue Influence on Administrative Decisions 

The study reveals that elites have a great deal of influence on local government officials, telling 

them, for instance, who to appoint and transfer and how to manage decisions. Some participants 

claimed that these actions weaken agency of local governance institutions by placing the 

interests of the elites over those of the communities. 

Example: A district council member said elite interference at times prevented the dismissal of 

corrupt officials in whom they had an interest. 

2. Institutional Vulnerabilities Enabling Elite Capture 

Weak Legal Frameworks 
A number of respondents spoke to the absence of robust legal mechanisms to guarantee 

transparency and accountability as a significant driver for elite interference. There is a lack of 

stringent oversight which results in the loss loopholes in the local government laws undertaken 

by the elites. 
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Example: 'The Punjab Local Government Act provides for local autonomy, but it is weak in 

enforcement, and one can manipulate them,' an academic expert said. 

Politicization of Local Institutions 

Half of the participants (about 65%) indicated that politicization of local governance structures 

is a major problem. These institutions become tools used by political parties to influence the 

dialogue and appointments become loyal to the party, and thus advocate, elite interests instead 

of serving the public. 

3. Impact of Elite Interference on Governance 

Inefficiency in Service Delivery 
Interference from elite doesn’t stop here but also affects the delivery of essential public 

serviced like education, healthcare, infrastructure. According to around 75% of the 

respondents, resources for public welfare often go to serving as elite priorities, rather than 

meeting critical community needs. Example: Another member, a municipal committee shared 

that money meant for bettering the public schools had found its way into building a private 

hospital that belonged to a powerful politician in the area. 

Erosion of Public Trust 

It also found that elite dominance erodes a great deal of public trust in local governments. 

Nearly 60 percent of respondents said citizens regard local governments as prized tools to be 

used in enrichment of a few rather than a mechanism to serve community welfare. As a result, 

political apathy and decreasing public participation in political governance result. 

Stifling of Grassroots Participation 

Marginalizing smaller groups, women, minorities discourage grassroots political participation 

by elites. Some participants observed that the absence of representation of these groups 

reinforces inequalities in local governance. 

Public Perception of Elite Interference 
About 70 percent of respondents believe that elite interference is one of the main hindrances to 

the effective local governance. Community members were frustrated at the concentration of 

both power and resources held by few and that this perpetuates poverty and inequality. 

Tables and Data Representation 

To better illustrate the findings, the following dummy data tables summarize key results: 

Table 1: Forms of Elite Interference Reported by Respondents 

Form of Interference 
Percentage of 

Respondents 
Examples 

Manipulation of Local Elections 
70% 

Vote-buying, coercion, use of 

administration 

Control of Development Funds 
80% 

Budget diversion to elite-dominated 

areas 

Influence on Administrative 

Decisions 
65% 

Political appointments, blocking of 

accountability processes 
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Table 2: Impact of Elite Interference on Governance 

Impact Area 
Percentage of 

Respondents 
Description 

Inefficiency in Service 

Delivery 
75% 

Funds diverted to elite projects, neglect of 

public needs 

Erosion of Public Trust 
60% 

Perception of local governments as elite-

controlled 

Stifling of Grassroots 

Participation 
55% 

Marginalization of women, minorities, and 

smaller community groups 

 

Discussion 

Findings reveal that elites have wide reach in Punjab’s local government system and unfolding 

governance implications. Systemic issues such as manipulating elections to control resources 

and undue influence on administration remain a fact of life that collude against the principles 

of decentralisation and democratic accountability. This matches up with previous research on 

the elite capture of policymaking in Pakistan. 

And the study also points to institutional vulnerabilities that have enabled elite interference 

from weak enforcement mechanisms to politicization. These issues need to be addressed with 

comprehensive legal and policy reforms to improve transparency, accountability, and 

autonomy of local governments. 

Additionally, loss of public trust and the exclusion of vulnerable groups from governance 

processes demand greater citizen participation in such processes. Participatory budgeting, 

awareness campaigns, and capacity building initiatives allow communities to get empowered 

as a way of reducing the influence of the elites and encouraging inclusive governance. 

Conclusion  

The implication of the study is the pervasive interference of elites at the third level in Punjab 

is exposed, which demonstrates how these processes destabilize the very essence of local 

governance. It is expressed through the manipulation of the elections, control of development 

funds and exerting influence upon administrative decisions. If practices governing the 

establishment and functioning of local governments do not allow for local autonomy, 

accountability and effectiveness, these local governments become ill equipped to tackle the 

needs of the community. 

The problem is exacerbated by institutional vulnerabilities like weak legal frameworks, the 

absence of enforcement mechanisms and the politicization of governance structures. Therefore, 

local governments often become instruments of elite enrichment and the flip side of public 

service delivery and democratic representation at the local level. Socio political factors that 

enable elite interference such as historical inequalities, patronage networks that linger to this 

day and power centralization are also examined by the study. 

Elite interference comes at a serious price. It has the result of creating inefficiencies in service 

delivery, exacerbates socio economic disparity and erodes public faith in democratic 

institutions. Furthermore, marginalized groups are left out of decision making further 

worsening inequality, and stifling grassroots participation in politics. These challenges 

underscore the pressing need to reform and strengthen local governance, as well as to address 

elite capture in Punjab. 
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