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Abstract

In the Nigerian context, the basic philosophy surrounding the existence of local government, among others,
encompasses the need to foster the existence of democratic self-government. This was aptly captured by the
1976 Guidelines for Local Government Reforms. Since 1976, successive Nigerian Constitutions have been
amplifying the democratic imperatives of local government and this informed the series of reforms that have been
carried out with a view to making local government a veritable tool for democracy. While democratic practices at
the local level cannot be adequately discussed in isolation, the institution of local government in Nigeria is
considered to be a failure manifesting, as it were, in the continuous search for a viable and result-oriented local
government system. This study posits that while local government ought to be the springboard for democratic
practices at the State and Federal levels as dominant theoretical standpoints make us to believe, the politics of
local-central relations has continued to weaken the capacity of local government. In discussing this, the rest of the
study is divided into five sections. The first section gives preliminary notes on the theoretical linkage between local
government and democracy while the second section is an overview of the development of local government in
Nigeria. The third section focuses on local government and democracy in Nigeria within the context of local-central
politics relations and the fourth segment briefly examines local government in Nigeria in the Fourth Republic. The

conclusion then follows.
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INTRODUCTION

Local Government is a government at local level
exercised through representative councils
established by law to exercise specific power within
defined areas. In recent years, one of the most
articulated goals of decentralization is anchored on the
fact that the more governmental authority is devolved
to local bodies the better informed government will be
about specifics of local circumstances, the more
accountable government will be because of its
vulnerability to citizens' pressure as policies and
actions will be tailored towards local needs and
preferences. It is against the backdrop of these virtues
of decentralisation that the institutions of local
governance have come to be recognized as veritable
instruments in meeting the political, administrative
and socio-economic needs of modern complex
society.

Since 1976, successive Nigerian Constitutions have
been amplifying the democratic imperatives of local
government and this informed the series of reforms
that have been carried out with a view to making local
government a veritable tool for democracy. While
democratic practices at the local level cannot be
adequately discussed in isolation, the institution of
local government in Nigeria is considered to be a
failure manifesting, as it were, in the continuous search
for a viable and result-oriented local government
system.
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This study relies solely on the secondary data using
documentary sources and posits that while local
government ought to be the springboard for
democratic practices at the State and Federal levels as
dominant theoretical standpoints make us to believe,
the politics of local-central relations has continued to
weaken the capacity of local government. In discussing
this, the rest of the study is divided into five sections.
The first section gives preliminary notes on the
theoretical linkage between local government and
democracy while the second section is an overview of
the development of local government in Nigeria. The
third section focuses on local government and
democracy in Nigeria within the context of local-
central politics relations and the fourth segment briefly
examines local government in Nigeria in the Fourth
Republic. The conclusion then follows.

CONCEPTUALIZING
GOVERNMENT AND
CONSOLIDATION

Local Government

In examining the relationship between local
government and democratic consolidation in Nigeria,
it is necessary also to examine some of the
theoretical strands on the linkage between local
government and democracy. The concept of Local
Government has been used in different ways.
However, definitions given by the United Nations

LOCAL
DEMOCRATIC



Office for Public Administration and the 1976
Guidelines for Local Government Reforms in
Nigeria are adopted in this study. According to the
United Nations Office for Public Administration,

Local government is a sub-division of a nation or
(in a federal system) state, which is constituted by
law and has substantial control of local affairs,
including the powers to impose taxes or exact labour
for prescribed purposes. The governing body of such
an entity-is elected or otherwise locally selected.

The above definition does not differ significantly
from the United Nations' view about what constitute
local government. It conceptualizes it to mean:
Government at a local level exercised through
representative council, established by law to
exercise specific powers within defined areas.
These powers should give the council substantial
control over local affairs as well as the provision of
services and to determine and implement project of
state and federal governments in their areas and
ensure through devolution of functions to these
councils and through active participation of the
people and their traditional institutions, that local
initiatives and response to needs and conditions
are maximized.

From the above therefore, one can deduce that, Local
Government is expected to be managed by elected
local representatives who perform functions that are
actually local in nature, which in turn requires the
responses to the yearnings and aspirations of the
local people.

Democratic Consolidation

Diamond (1999) sees democratic consolidation as the
process of achieving broad and deep legitimation
such that all significant political actors believe that
popular rule is better for their society than any other
realistic alternative they can imagine. It also connects
the act of reducing the probability of the breakdown
of the system to the point where democracy can be
said that it will persist. Some scholars view it as
regime maintenance and about regarding the key
political institutions as the only legitimate framework
for political contestation and adherence to the
democratic rules of the game. It manifest under
enhanced economic  development, developed
democratic culture, stable party system, suffice to
assert that this cannot be attained in Nigeria until
stability is attained. This therefore shows that though
under democratic regime, Nigeria is striving for
consolidation.

The above therefore shows that democratic virtues
inherent in local government brings about democracy
and serve as bases for political participation as well as
political education. In essence, the practice of local
governance  positively  enhances  democratic
consolidation. Local government is considered as
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bedrock of democracy and as best suited to understand
the problems and needs of the people. It is within the
context of this analytical category that we examine the
relationship  between local government and
democracy in Nigeria.

A Brief History of the Development of Local
Government in Nigeria

The institutions of local government in Nigeria have
undergone series of changes and, according to Alex
(2003), four different phases can be identified in the
analysis of local government in Nigeria. These are;
the Colonial era, Local Government reforms in the
1950s, the military Coup of 1966 and the 1976 Local
Government Reforms. Essentially, the actual
democratization of Local government in Nigeria did
not start until the early 1950s in the former Western
and Eastern Regions. In the former Eastern Region,
the promulgation of the Local Government
Ordinance in 1950 sparked off a chain of events that
led to the direct election of about 80% of the
councilors by the electorate. A similar feat was
attained in the former Western Region in 1952 when
the Native Authority Ordinance came into effect
leading to the election of about 75% of the
councilors by the electorate. Development in the
then Northern Region was somewhat different. While
the reforms in the Eastern and Western Regions were
influenced by the liberal conception of popular
participation, the Northern Region was poised
towards the promotion of socio-economic devel-
opment and maintenance of law and order and not
necessarily driven by democratic impetus.

In the First Republic, however, the gains to the
reforms of the 1930s could not be sustained due to
overt control of the Native Authorities by the
Regional Governments. Also the incidence of
corruption among Councilors, the proliferation of
Native Authorities and inadequate trained manpower
truncated the democratization project. The collapse of
democratic institutions as a consequence of the
January 1966 military coup led to the dissolution of
all democratic institutions including the Native
Authorities. Thus, in the immediate post-civil war
years, no institutionalised local government system
was in place. The era can be well described as that
of -experimentation' as in the various States the
search for a viable local government system was very
much in vogue. For instance, in the Western State,
the Council-Manager system was adopted while in
the East Central, South Eastern and Mid-Western
States, emphasis was on development.”

Hence, the appellation "development administration” a
synonym for local government in the then East Central
and Mid-Western States. It should be noted that during
this period emphasis was on development and not
necessarily on democratic participation. It was in this
context that the 1976 nation-wide local government
reforms were carried out.



The 1976 nation-wide local government reform was
premised on the need to address the ugly past in
which State Governments were encroaching on the
jurisdiction of local government. Specifically, the
reforms were aimed at,

i. Providing  appropriate  services  and
development initiatives developing or delegating them
to local representative bodies;

ii. Fostering the exercise of democratic self-
government close to the local levels of our
society and to encourage initiatives and leadership
potentials;

iil. Mobilizing human and material resources
through the involvement of members of the public in
their development; and,

iv. Promoting a two-way channel
communication between communities and
governments.

The Guidelines for the 1976 Local Government
Reforms also stressed that the function which such
local governments should perform are those:

i. Which require detailed local knowledge for
effective performance?

ii. In which success depends on community
participation; and,

iii. Which are of personal nature, requiring
provision to where the individuals affected live and
in which significant use of discretion, understanding
of the individual is needed?

of
local

The 1976 reforms over the years have become the
point of reference in terms of a unified system of
local government with functional responsibilities and
ever since series of other reforms have been carried
out, all designed to enhance the effectiveness of the
institutions.

In examining the linkage between local government
and democracy, however, it is necessary to set
parameters since democracy is a wide concept. Three
democratic elements considered in this study are the
method of recruiting the leaders i.e. methods of
constituting the Local Councils, the level of
participation of the citizens and degree of
responsiveness of the Councils to the citizens.

On composition, the 1976 Guidelines on Local

Government  Reforms  explicitly  views local
government as:
Government of local level exercised through

representative council established by law to exercise
specific powers within defined area. These powers
shall give the council substantial control over local
affairs as well as staff and institutional and financial
powers to initiate and direct provision of services
and to determine and implement projects so as to
complement the activities of the state and federal
governments in their areas and to ensure, through
devolution of functions to these councils and through
the active participation of the people and their
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traditional institutions that local initiatives and

response to local needs are maximized.

Thus local governments are expected to be
managed by elected local leaders who are very
much familiar with the locality. This is aptly reflected
in the pattern of administration that emerged at the
local government level immediately after the 1976
reforms. Consequent upon the main elements of the
reforms, various States in the Federation resorted to
the use of election in the composition of the newly-
created councils. In the December 28, 1976 nation-
wide local government elections, nine States of the
Federation opted for direct elections while ten States
adopted indirect election of their Councillors. Though
the election of the Chairman was somehow
different, the practice then was for the Council to
elect three of their members and present them in
order of preference for the Governor who was
expected to approve one of the names recommended.
The composition of Local government council
through demaocratic election could not be sustained in
the Second Republic, as most States of the Federation
did not conduct fresh elections following the expiration
of the tenure of council elected in 1977. Rather, they
appointed Caretaker or Management Committees to
run the affairs of the local government. This practice
continued between 1984 and 1987 and it was not until
1987 that attempt was made to revisit election at the
local government level. The first election which took
place on December 14.1987 on a no-part basis,
though pronounced-crisis free, was characterized by
high degree of malpractices that made a mockery of
democracy leading to the cancellation of election in 3
12 Wards. This was followed by the December 8, 1990
elections conducted under the platform of the two so-
called grassroots political parties created by the
Federal Military Government: the Social Democratic
Party (SDP) and the National Republican Convention
(NRC) The phenomenon of elite capture was visible
in these elections as national leaders of the political
parties embarked on a nation-wide campaign for the
election of Councillors. Those that were eventually
elected were the -errand boys or representatives of
the political barons who sponsored and put them in
power rather than representatives of the electorate.

Participation is a central element of democracy though
it does not essentially mean direct involvement in policy
making. It is achieved through proper representation.
According to Onido Onujabe, participation involves two
stages. The first stage is when citizens elect leaders to
represent their interests and the second stage starts
when leaders consult with the electorates so that policies
could reflect their views and preferences. There is no
doubt that participation of the people in the affairs of
the local government could not be adjudged as
meaningful. The reason for this is obvious.
Participation in the affairs of the local government in
Nigeria has essentially been determined and influenced



by the pattern of local-central politics which has been
characterized by elite capture. In the immediate years
following the nation-wide reforms, participation was
essentially low as many of those that emerged as
leaders then were unopposed. When democratic
elections were revisited during the Babangida transi-
tion-to- civil rule programme, participation was equally
low as the open voting system adopted as a panacea
to electoral malpractices resulted in a general low
turn-out of voters. What the foregoing depicts is that
in terms of participation in form of election, it has
essentially been a top-bottom phenomenon.

The political leaders at the State and Federal levels
have been hijacking politics at the local government
level. This has been manifesting in the pattern of
policies which have no direct bearing on the needs of
the populace. For instance, one disturbing data
shows that in spite of the fact that about 80% of the
country's population depends on agriculture, most local
governments have no agricultural development
programmes as most expenditure is on urban
headquarters infrastructures and recurrent costs.

Another dimension to the analysis of the linkage
between local government and democracy in Nigeria
is the degree of responsiveness of elected leaders to
the citizens. If institutional responsiveness is seen as
mainly concerned with the achievements of
congruence between community preferences and
public policies, in the Nigerian context, there is little
evidence to show that policies at the local
government over the years are designed and tailored
towards the needs of the people. This is
understandable, as most of the elected local
government officials were imposed; hence, they have
no moral obligations to the community. It is not even
a surprise that the electorate in some local
government areas do not know their elected leaders
neither are such leaders themselves familiar with the
locality. The non-involvement of the local people in the
running of the local councils has shifted the task of
policy formulation to actors that are not the actual
representatives of the locality. Apart from the lack of
accountability of the leaders to the citizens resulting
from this, the elite capture has fostered corrupt
practices at the local government level.

The Challenges of Local Government in
Nigeria’s Fourth Republic

Democracy at the local government level has not
changed dramatically during the Fourth Republic.
The continued use of Caretaker Committees by
various States following the expiration of the tenure
of elected councils was actually a replication of the
experience of the Second Republic. Though there
were series of controversies between the Federal
and the States' Governments, the existence of non-
democratic institutions at the local government level
for such a longtime aptly raises fundamental questions
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on local government as a tool for extending the
frontiers of democracy. Regrettably, most of the
salient issues that have militated against the
enthronement of democracy at the local government
level in Nigeria did not form the central terms of
reference of the Technical Committee on the Review
of Local Government Councils in Nigeria set up by
the Obasanjo Administration. Specifically, the
committee was expected to:

1. Examine the problem of inefficiency and
high cost of government with a view to reducing
costs and waste at the three tiers of government

2. Review the performance of local
governments within the last four years and consider the
desirability or otherwise of retaining local

governments as the third tier of government and in
that regard to consider, among other options, the
adoption of a modified version of the pre- 1 976 local'
government system of government;

3. Examine high cost of electioneering
campaign in the country and consider, among other
options, the desirability of whether political parties,
rather than individual office seekers, should canvass
for votes in elections; and

4, Consider any matters which, in the opinion
of the Committee, are germane to the goal of efficient
governance in Nigeria.

Indeed, the very fact that the terms of reference did
not include overt interest on ways of addressing the
master-servant relationship between local government
and other higher levels of government shows that the
politics of central Local relations are still being
reinforced.

Exactly, what explains the failure of local
government as the spring board for democracy in
Nigeria? An explanation cannot be given easily
without recourse to the analysis of the failure of
democracy at the other levels of government. The
Central-Local Politics Relations in Nigeria have
undermined democratic practices at the grassroots
level in the following areas:

Constitutional Framework

The first explanation can be found in the
constitutional framework, which tends to subsume local
government under the state government, hence, limiting
the relative autonomy  needed by the councils for
effective operations. Successive Nigerian constitutions
since 1979 have given recognition for the existence of
local government under the constitution, but have
equally placed the existence of the local government at
the mercy of the state government. During the
Babangida administration, efforts were made to enhance
the autonomy of local government through various
reforms embarked upon to remove the paternalistic
control on local government by the state and federal
governments. These reforms included the scrapping of
the ministry of cola government, the abolition of the



local government service commission (although it was
later resuscitated), the increase in the allocation of
funds to local government from the 'Federation
Account and the" direct receipt of such allocation
from the 'Federation Account." The reforms also
included the introduction of the presidential system
which was designed to hasten democratic culture,
create a conducive atmosphere for meaningful
political participation, streamline the practices at the
local government level with what obtains at the higher
tiers of government and to facilitate the internalization
of the principles and practices of the presidential
system as the local government level is bound to serve
as a significant breeding ground for leadership at the
higher tiers of governments. These reforms,
notwithstanding, local government in Nigeria is still
subsumed under the control of the other tiers of
government.

Far from being an autonomous tier of government,
local government is still a residual item which
existence, structure, finance as well as functions are
determined by the State Government. The status of
local government within the context of the Nigerian
federal arrangement as entrenched in successive
Nigerian Constitutions dues nut situate local
government in a position to exercise democratic
functions. Using the Constitution as a unit of analysis,
Section 7(1) states that:

The system of local government by democratically
elected local government councils is hereby under
this Constitution guaranteed, and accordingly the
government of every state shall subject to section 8
of this Constitution ensure their existence under a
law which provides for the establishment, structure,
composition finance and functions of such councils.

The Constitution also stipulates further that the
process of creating new local government is only
complete when the National Assembly accepts or
amends the Schedule containing the names and
headquarters of local governments. These provisions
have essentially been the source of controversy
between some States and the Federal Government,
leading to the decision of the federal government to
withhold statutory allocations of local governments to
the Lagos state Government which purported to
create additional local government.

The 1999 Constitution in the Fourth Schedule
devolves a wide range of activities to the local
government. Section 7(5) of the 1999 Constitution
states that: The functions to be conferred by law
upon local government councils shall include those set
out in the fourth schedule of the Constitution. These
functions which transcend virtually all facets of life
nonetheless can only be performed by the local
government if the State House of Assembly so con-
fers such functions on them. This provision negates
the very essence of devolving such functions to the
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local government in the first instance given the fact
that such could only be performed if the State House
of Assembly permits the councils to do so. The
implication of this is that in spite of the constitutional
provision for the functions of local government as a
tier of government, master-servant-local-central
relations are still visible. !t puts the existence and
functions of a local government at the whims and
caprices of the power that be at higher levels of
government.

Finance

The second factor is in the area of finance. Apart
from the fact that the internally generated revenue of
most local government is low, the statutory allocation
from the 'Federation Account' is deeply sapped by the
State Government through series of expenditures
made on behalf of the local government. These,
according to Alex Ghoyega (1987) include, primary
school teachers' salaries, 15% for pension, 5% for the
upkeep of traditional rulers, 1% for training and 1%
for the Ministry/Bureau of Local Government. Other
expenditures made by other tiers of government on
behalf of local government include provisions for the
sustenance of federal institutions such as the Nigeria
Police, State Security Service, and Immigration,
National Agency for Drug Law Enforcement and
Administration (NDLEA), National Population
Commission, National Directorate for Employment
(NDE) etc.

Political Interference by other Agencies

The third important point is based on the existence of
certain State agencies, which undermine the autonomy
of the local governments. These agencies include
Local Government Service Commission, and the
Auditor General of Local Government who reports
directly to the House of Assembly. These agencies are
seen by the local government as interlopers that
interfere with their operations to the detriment of the
full exercise of their constitutional mandates.

Application of the Principles of Federal Character
Inadequate application of the principles of federalism
or federal system in Nigeria is a stumbling block to
the nation’s ongoing democratic enterprise. The
federal and state governments are very overbearing as
they control about 70% of the country’s resources
leaving local governments at their mercy. Where
regions, states or geographical zones have power to
control their resources and to have access to the
necessary funds for community development
programs, democracy strives. ‘In fact, it is only true
federalism that can guarantee fairness and justice in
the society. More importantly, it enables each locality
to progress according to the aspiration of the people.
A durable and enforceable people’s constitution is an
indispensable tool to make this feasible, as the
constitution protects the people and determines socio-
political activities in a society. As noted in the



philosophy of Aristotle “we can decide the identity of
a state only by examining the form (and contents) of
its constitution”. In Nigeria we lack the reality of
such a federal constitution and true federal state.

The Incumbency Factor

In political parlance, incumbency refers to holders of
political office who enjoy certain privileges (such as
wider media coverage and security) which are not
available to other contestants in the electoral contest.
These privileges create some electoral margin for the
incumbent running for re-election leading to
incumbency abuse factor. In Nigeria, this factor
promotes appointment of corrupt and or
compromised electoral officers, manipulation of the
electoral law and the constitution, manipulation of the
electoral tribunals to protest stolen mandates, use of
state security forces and apparatus to intimidate
opposition parties, denial of access to state owned
media houses etc to ensure they regain or elongate
their tenure against popular will (Jaja and Alumona,
2011:125).This is purely anti democratic practices.

The Politics of Godfatherism

Another  great impediment to  democratic
consolidation in Nigeria is the phenomenon of
godfatherism which has been dominating the political
scene of the country. It is a game where political
kingmakers and gladiators manipulate the political
system to enthrone their crowned political stewards.
Ogundiya (2010:237) asserts that Godfatherism is
both a symptom and a cause of the violence and
corruption that together permeates the political
process in Nigeria. Public officials who owe their
positions to the efforts of a political godfather incur a
debt that they are expected to repay without end
throughout their tenure in office. They control state
resources and policies not minding the corporate
existence of the state. In fact their activities help
frustrate the basic democratic values in society and
block the democratic process by obstructing selection
of good and qualified candidates for elective posts at
local government levels thereby making the rise of
true democracy a hard nut.

CONCLUSION
The purposes and motives for introducing
political/democratic ~ decentralization in  many

political systems are to devolve power to local
bodies with a view to enhancing political
participation. In Nigeria, the rationale for the
existence of local government is not at variance with
the general objectives of devolution. However, our
experience so far shows that political variables have
the capacity of influencing the outcomes of
decentralization (in form of devolution) since it
involves the distribution of power and resources
among different levels of government. The politics of
local-central relations in Nigeria aptly explains how
the intended goals of democratic devolution have
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been reshaped by the pattern of interaction between
the local bodies and other higher levels of
government, thus defeating the goal of democratic
local government.

In the Nigerian context, rather than local government
serving as the seedbed of democracy, it has essentially
been the institution subsumed under the control of
higher levels of government. Thus, the presumed virtues
of political decentralization do not apply in the Nigerian
situation given the pattern of local-central relations,
which has manifested in elite capture. Focal
government leadership over the years has been
influenced by central elite elected officials emerging
.under contestable conditions that undermine the
participation of the citizens. Since the 1976 reforms,
elections have been featuring though intermittently at
the local government level. Such cannot be regarded as
having the potential of promoting democracy at higher
levels of government. Participation can be in various
forms. It can be in form of involvement in decision
making directly or through elected representatives. It
can also be in form of mobilization, which can be
voluntary or coerced. In the Nigerian context,
participation has essentially been fostered by elite
from the State and Federal levels.
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