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Notions and associated practices of political
decentralization have gained prominence in lieu
of the Huntingtonian Third Wave of
Democratization. In Africa, many countries
have experimented with decentralization and
recorded mixed results. However, the assumed
advantages of decentralization, such as political
participation, accountability, and development,
are stifled by important challenges, including
partisanship, misappropriation, and the lack of
resources, which negatively affect grassroots
participation. In a case study of the Ahafo-Ano
Southeast District-Ghana, this article presents
long-standing and emerging empirical evidence
on  crucial  challenges to  grassroots
participation in decentralization. Through
surveys and semi-structured interviews, we
found that the mode and frequency of
engagements at the local assembly promote old
and new hindrances to citizen participation,
namely unidirectional communication channels
and political interference, which impede
meaningful participation. It was also found that
partisan influence in local government setups
leads to elite capture of political participation
at the local level, weakening meaningful
participation. This contributes to the literature
on decentralization and local governance in
Ghana, where such hindrances are not offered

significant  empirical  analysis, especially
concerning emerging dynamics.
Keywords: Decentralization, Grassroots

Participation, Local Government,
District Assemblies, Ghana

*
Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology, Ghana. Email: aminudramani@gmail.com

TKwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology, Ghana

{Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology, Ghana

SKwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology, Ghana

55



https://doi.org/10.46404/panjogov.v6i1.6188

Aminu Dramani et al., Emerging Dynamics in Long-Standing Challenges in Local...
Introduction

The transfer of authority and responsibility (decentralization) from central entity to regional or
local regional levels has become a prominent paradigm of governance in many countries,
particularly the global South (Smoke, 2020). Decentralization has become the buzzword for
political administration and socioeconomic development, with the broad objectives to provide
better public services through improved public administration and governance, leadership,
accountability, and transparency. Consequently, decentralization is now universally praised as a
crucial element of global good governance and economic advancement (Smoke, 2015a). The
potential benefits of decentralization can range from improving service delivery to enhancing
citizen participation and ensuring accountability (OECD, 2019). Furthermore, decentralization
can promote economic development by fostering local entrepreneurship and innovation (UN-

Habitat, 2022).

The concept of decentralization is, however, not without challenges. Some scholars have raised
important concerns that often characterize decentralized governance. A key broad critique is that
in most decentralized systems, grassroots citizens are hardly involved in local governance as
their views usually have a marginal influence on development interventions at the local level.
Besides, this batch of scholars is also concerned about the challenges of efficiency, equity, and
other context-specific hindrances to decentralized development interventions (Bardhan, 2002;
Blair, 2000; Ribot, 1999). If not adequately coordinated, decentralized governance can lead to
fragmentation and duplication of efforts (Rodriguez-Pose & Gill, 2020). Lack of capacity at the
local level can hamper the effectiveness of decentralized governance. Besides, it can exacerbate

inequalities if not accompanied by appropriate redistributive mechanisms (Swaminathan, 2019).

Ghana and other African countries have experimented with decentralized governance practices
for decades. Such decentralized initiatives have opened up possibilities for greater citizens’
participation, improved service delivery, and more tailored policy solutions to address specific
regional needs (Mohammed, 2016b). However, the decentralization process in Ghana and
across Africa is mainly widespread but not deep, as it faces several challenges. Weak
institutional capacity at the local level, limited financial resources, and political interference from
the central government hinder effective decentralization in these contexts (Mohammed, 2016a).

Moreover, ethnic and regional divisions may exacerbate inequalities and complicate decision-
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making processes, posing further obstacles to successful decentralization efforts (Asante &
Debrah, 2019). Despite these challenges, decentralization remains essential for empowering local
communities, promoting inclusive governance, and fostering sustainable development in Ghana

and the broader African context (African Union’s Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want).

This article contributes to the discourses on contextualizing the understanding and practice of
decentralization to address the one-size-fits-all model in analyzing the challenges of bottom-up
governance (see Falleti, 2021). The article employs a case study design involving the Ahafo-Ano
South District of the Ashanti region of Ghana to examine the apparent limited positive impact of
decentralization, especially in terms of participation. The Ahafo-Ano South district is one of the
forty-three districts in the Ashanti region, carved out of the former Ahafo-Ano district, one of the
oldest creations of the local government system in Ghana. The district, among the newly created
ones, would provide a deeper understanding of how decentralization policies are implemented
and their impact at the local level in Ghana. Moreover, the district provides an opportunity to
analyze the interplay between decentralization and the area's unique socioeconomic and political
dynamics since it is ranked 243 out of 261 districts across the country, according to the UNICEF
District League Table report of 2021. Besides academic nuance, this study also has practical
implications for policymakers on effective decentralized governance and strategies for local

development.

In particular, the focus is on understanding why, despite the awareness and closeness of local
government units in these areas, grassroots citizens have limited participation and minimal
impact in local governance programs. This leads us to pay particular attention to the channels
and nature of communication, bureaucracies, and other context-determined factors that hinder
effective participation and input of citizens at the local level of decision-making and
development. As the data reveals, the mode and frequency of engagement recreate old and
expose new challenges in three factors: unidirectional communication channels, poor
accountability, and political interference. While these challenges are partly reflected in the
literature (Ayee, J. R. A., & Ninsin, K. A. (2015), Amanor, K. S. (2009), the context of this study
introduces two new dimensions: (i) an empirical, nuanced contribution from the district and (ii)
an added knowledge which concerns the challenge with new technologies and participation in

local governance, as will be seen. The article demonstrates an empirical case of how the
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language of participation is rather both hijacked and instrumentalized by influential local actors
and suffers ineffectiveness due to citizens’ passive attitude to be fully involved, as well as the
emerging challenge of new technologies in traditional settings of communication and

participation.

The rest of the article is structured as follows: The first section presents the theoretical
background of decentralization through the prism of democratic participation. In the second
section, the research methodology is presented, followed by the data on the challenges of
participation in local governance in the Ahafo-Ano Southeast district. The conclusion reiterates
the predominant view of decentralization as a means to enhance local participation, yet deep-
seated and emerging dilemmas weaken the practical possibility of boosting grassroots

participation through decentralization in Ghana.
A Brief Scholarly Background on Decentralization

Decentralization is broadly rooted within the Participatory Governance Theory (PGT). The
participatory theory emphasizes the importance of the active involvement of citizens in decision-
making processes, particularly at the local level, to ensure democratic governance and
development. The theory claims that an inclusive and collaborative decision-making process that
actively involves all members, including actively involved citizens, stakeholders, and
marginalized groups, leads to more democratic, equitable, and effective governance (Fisher,
2012). Participatory theory is highly appropriate for the study of local governance because it
aligns with the principles of democracy, inclusivity, and effectiveness. However, its success
depends on addressing practical challenges such as ensuring equitable participation, providing
adequate resources, and fostering genuine engagement. It can transform local governance into a

more responsive, accountable, and people-centered system when implemented effectively.

In addition, empowering individuals and communities to participate in policy formulation,
implementation, and evaluation helps governance become more transparent, accountable,
adaptive, and responsive to citizens' needs. This indicates that ordinary citizens are expected to
participate by involving themselves in organizations/groups representing their political interests.
Thus, the local governance system of Ghana incorporates institutions, mechanisms, and
processes through which citizens and their groups can articulate their interests at the local level

(Jengre & Kpnpuo, 2019). Evidently, citizens have shared their discontent with government
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services, indicating their noninvolvement in decision-making. The participatory governance
theory and local governance embrace inclusiveness, indicating the need for open participation in
the decision-making process, planning, and budgeting. The goal is to have a responsive and
accountable governance system. The inclusivity of citizens in decision-making will promote
consensus building and generate trust and satisfaction with service delivery on public needs.
Although scholars such as Quick and Bryson (2016) point to the fundamental challenges in
participation as ensuring that various interests are engaged in the process, including those
normally excluded from decision-making by institutionalized inequities, resistance from
entrenched power structures, and the risk of tokenistic participation, the theory provides an
opportunity to foster greater inclusivity and accountability as it builds a more resilient and

responsive institution.

As indicated, decentralization emerged from the notion of participatory governance. It refers to
the transfer of responsibility for planning, management, resource mobilization, and allocation
from the central government and its agencies to subsidiary units and sections of a state or
territory (Rondinelli, 1981). This is reflected in the ceding of power and authority to subordinate
units or levels of government, semi-autonomous public authorities or area-wide cooperation,
regional or functional authorities, or non-governmental private or voluntary organizations to
manage resources by planning and ensuring effective allocation at the lower levels of
government. According to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD), decentralization is a method to reform the public sector, which improves public service
efficiency, ensures accountability and transparency, reduces corruption, increases political
participation, and fosters policy innovation (OECD, 2019). The definitions point to
decentralization as a system allowing subnational governance targeted at efficiency,

participation, and sustained economic growth.

Decentralized governance is portrayed in a variety of ways and dimensions. According to
Olatona and Olomola (2015), there are three main types of decentralization. The first is
deconcentration, which entails assigning duties to local authorities under the tight supervision of
the central government. It is the redistribution of administrative functions or decision-making
authority from a central government to regional or local offices while maintaining overall control

and accountability at the central level. It aims to improve efficiency and responsiveness by
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bringing governance closer to the people without transferring full autonomy to local entities. It is
viewed as the weakest form of decentralization (Olatona & Olomola, 2015), as local offices often
lack real decision-making power, as ultimate authority remains with the central government and
can create additional layers of bureaucracy, leading to delays and inefficiencies. The second is
delegation, which involves giving decision-making and administration powers to
institutions/agencies with some autonomy, like public corporations. It is the process of assigning
authority and responsibility to another person (typically a subordinate) to carry out specific tasks
or make decisions. It is a key management skill that allows leaders to focus on higher-level
responsibilities while empowering others to handle operational tasks. Poor communication
during delegation can lead to misunderstandings, errors, or misaligned expectations. Devolution
is the third and final type, and it is the strongest because it involves the transfer of political and
administrative authority from the highest to the lowest levels of government. In a devolved
system, sub-states and local governments have the power to choose their own leaders, generate
their own money, and decide how to allocate their investments (Olatona & Olomola, 2015).
Similarly, the World Bank indicates that decentralization can take various forms. While political
decentralization involves transferring decision-making power to elected local governments,
administrative decentralization focuses on delegating authority to lower levels of the
bureaucracy, fiscal decentralization entails transferring financial resources and responsibilities to
local governments, and market decentralization involves promoting private sector participation
in service delivery (World Bank, 2021). Ultimately, providing effective and efficient local
service delivery for human development is the primary goal of decentralization, irrespective of
the motivations for it or the decentralization mechanism used (devolution, delegation, or

deconcentration) (Tshukudu, 2014).

Broadly speaking, administrative, political, and fiscal decentralization are the three main aspects
of every decentralized system. Fiscal decentralization is the devolution of financial resources and
revenue-generating authority, whereas administrative decentralization involves the transfer of
civil servants and public activities to a lower level, and political decentralization denotes the
devolution of decision-making authority (Muriu, 2012; Pastory, 2014). As Wagana et al. (2017)
point out, political decentralization depends on whether sub-national governments are subject to
direct elections and hence participate in political governance. Political decentralization is

frequently seen in current discourse and practice as the sole genuine method of decentralizing
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governance, carrying advantages like local democracy, involvement in local matters, and

grassroots accountability (Wagana et al., 2017).

Decentralization is universally praised as a crucial element of good governance and economic
advancement across the globe (Smoke, 2015a). Over the past twenty-five years, at least seventy-
five nations have tried to decentralize power to lower levels of government (Shen & Zou, 2015).
Decentralization is crucial for developing countries to address issues of growing inequality and
poor governance, which are mainly consequences of power concentration (Ekpo, 2007). The
major debates about the rationale of decentralization are particularly linked to the theoretical

view of democratic participation.

As the central stance of decentralization, participation denotes ‘taking part’, ‘involvement’,
‘consultation’, and ‘empowerment’, giving citizens a significant role in government (Blair,
2000). According to Devas and Grant (2003), participation involves people exercising influence
and control over choices that impact them. This indicates that participation deals with people's
active involvement in decision-making and activities within their jurisdiction that ensure
development (Holum, 2022). Extracted from Arnold S. Kaufman’s ‘participatory politics’
democratic participation has often been the most substantial theoretical basis for decentralization
(see Stoyan & Niedzwiecki 2018; Hyden, 2017), as also defended by many great thinkers,
including John Dewey, Wright Mills, Alexis de Tocqueville, Mikhail Bakunin, Stuart Mills, and
Robert Dahl (Houdret & Harnisch, 2019; Hilmer, 2010). Most advocates draw close similarity
and intricate relations between decentralization and democracy because participatory democratic
theory envisions maximum citizen participation in governance, particularly in sections of society
other than those with access to political power. According to the World Bank reports from 2001
and 2004, decentralization gives local people a voice and creates an environment conducive to
participation. This is in synch with Manor (2011) and Azfar et al. (1999) that decentralization

improves participation.

The literature thus establishes a positive relationship between decentralization and economic
development through improved service delivery and bottom-up participation. The rapid
economic growth in countries such as China, Nepal, and Chile has been largely attributed to
decentralization (Balunywaet al., 2014). Similarly, the consistent economic development in the

US and most European countries is credited to the decentralization of revenue performance,
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which brings government services closer to the people through structures such as federal systems
and local councils (Clegg & Greg, 2010). The government system across the 50 states in the US
is very decentralized, with approximately 85,000 municipal governments. Both federal/state and
decentralized government bodies are autonomous, with the power to levy taxes, and they
frequently enjoy high-level autonomy. As a global trend, there are also approximately 15,000
local governments in Africa, 26,000 in Asia, and over 17,000 local administrations in Latin
America (Rosenbaum, 2013, p. 12). Rosenbaum (2013) thus asserts that decentralization is the

current trend in global governance.

In the last two decades, most African countries have witnessed significant progress in
decentralization to address inefficiencies in the public sector (Amusa & Mabugu, 2016). Some of
the key examples of fast-decentralizing states in Africa include Ghana, South Africa, Botswana,
Kenya, Mozambique, Ethiopia, Mali, Nigeria, Tanzania, Burkina Faso, and Uganda (Riedl &
Dickovick, 2010). The central governments have launched or intensified procedures in these
polities to delegate control, authority, responsibility, and resources to regional and local levels.
The empirical literature suggests that decentralization has boosted economic development in
Africa, enabling policy transition to solve local problems (Hope, 2000), fostering inter-territorial
comparisons and competitiveness (Mackinnon, 2015), creating autonomous and -efficient
administration away from the central government (Julius, 2021), and enhancing quality service

delivery (Saavedra, 2009; Sujarwoto, 2017).

However, other empirical studies have discovered mixed, mostly disappointing results about the
link between decentralization and participation. Evidence is partly seen in the work of Devas and
Grant (2003), which discovers no clear evidence of a link between decentralization and citizen
participation and improved economic development in Uganda. In Ghana, Mohammed (2016a)
observes a weak link between decentralization and participation, which suggests that the link
between decentralization and effective local-level participation has received less research
attention. Thus, while decentralization has received massive support for effective, people-
centered development, critical challenges may limit the practical potential of effective
decentralization and vary based on context and related factors. Nonetheless, the discourses of
decentralization only keep growing in various dimensions with increasing nuance and

complexity, especially in the African context.
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Decentralization and Participation in Ghana

The governance of local communities has a long history in Ghana, dating back to periods even
before European colonialism on the Gold Coast. Communities and societies had their own
systems of governance, which involved the chiefs as leaders with the support of their elders.
However, the arrival of the Europeans created a local government system through the Indirect
Rule, where the chiefs represented the interest of the British Government at the local level
(Ahwoi, 2010). Dzakaklo et al. (2023) examined the failures of decentralization in promoting
popular participation at the local level. The article highlights issues such as limited citizen
engagement, inadequate resources for local governments, and the influence of traditional
authorities. The period between 1957 and 1987 witnessed some reforms within Ghana’s local
government system, which is seen as the foundation upon which the current local government
thrives. At independence, Ghana’s constitution divided the country into five administrative
regions, which were headed by the regional house of chiefs. Following this, further
administrative regions were added in 1961 and 1971. However, in 1974, a new local government
system was created, which was a four-tier structure that distinguished the central government
from the local government. The new system created 58 districts and 273 Municipal, regional,
area, and urban councils. This reorganized the process of development within the country. In
spite of the new structure, it was observed that it excluded traditional rulers, hence its moderation
in 1980, which created space to reintroduce the chiefs and redefined the membership of the local
government unit as the government amended the 1971 Act 359. The amendments were the last
major reform done on the local government system. The present local government system takes
its root from the Provisional National Defense Council (PNDC), which introduced
decentralization in November 1988. The new system established a new local government system
based on PNDC Law 207, which was passed in 1988. The new reform re-demarcated the country
and served as the framework of the new decentralized system under Law 207, which was

inculcated into the Fourth Republican Constitution to promote grassroots involvement (Alam &

Koranteng, 2015; Ayee, 1996).

The decentralization policy in Ghana seeks to transfer power, resources, and responsibilities
from the central government to local authorities, including Metropolitan, Municipal, and District

Assemblies (MMDAs). Ghana's decentralization framework is enshrined in the 1992
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Constitution and the Local Governance Act (Act 936) of 2016. The framework establishes
MMDAs as the primary institutions responsible for local governance, with mandates to plan,
implement, and monitor development projects at the grassroots level (Ayee & Ninsin, 2015). The
system also includes structures such as Unit Committees and Area Councils, which are designed
to facilitate community participation in governance. The aim of decentralization in Ghana is to
bring governance closer to the local people by empowering local authorities and communities to
take ownership of their development processes (Ayee, 2008). For instance, Ayee and Ninsin
(2015) indicated that the District Assemblies Common Fund (DACF) has enabled MMDAs to

undertake development projects that address local priorities.

Additionally, the involvement of traditional authorities in local governance has strengthened
community ownership of development initiatives (Amanor, 2009). These achievements
demonstrate the potential of decentralization to promote inclusive governance and sustainable
development. Thus, participation is a critical component of decentralization, as it ensures that
local communities have a voice in decision-making processes. In Ghana, participation is
facilitated through mechanisms such as town hall meetings, community durbars, and the election
of assembly members. These platforms provide opportunities for citizens to engage with local
authorities, express their needs, and contribute to the formulation of development plans (Bob-
Milliar, 2012; Be-ere, 2022). If well-resourced, decentralization in Ghana has the potential to
transform local governance by promoting participation and inclusive development. However,
studies have shown that participation in Ghana's local governance system is often limited by
factors such as low literacy levels, lack of awareness, and unidirectional communication
channels (Ninsin, 2010). Research has, for instance, shown that a lack of financial resources and
technical expertise at the local level has constrained the ability of MMDAs to implement
participatory development plans (Howlett, 2011). O’Flynn & Wanna (2008) identify the lack of
trust in citizens' participation, while Kumar (2002) is concerned about limited collaboration in
communication and information sharing, transparency and accountability processes, and a lack
of sustained conflict resolution and management. Besides, the issue of non-proportional
representation of groups at Ghana's grassroots governance level has also been raised (Alumu &
Hassan, 2019). An important gap here is that while the issue of limited participation is observed,
little empirical discussion is being undertaken, especially concerning some of the least developed

districts in Ghana, where participation is crucially required for sustained development within the
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logic of decentralization. This is critical because the success of decentralization largely depends

on the extent to which local communities are actively involved in decision-making processes.
Research Design and Methodology

This article forms part of a broader project that aims to analyze the state of decentralization in
deprived districts in Ghana using the case study of the Ahafo-Ano Southeast district of the
Ashanti region, Ghana. The Ahafo-Ano Southeast district was carved out of the Ahafo-Ano
North district, which has existed since the start of decentralization in Ghana. The Ahafo-Ano-
South East District was selected because it was one of the poorly ranked in 2021, 243 out of 261
districts, in terms of the overall performance of all districts in Ghana from the areas of
governance, health, education, information and communication technology, and water and
sanitation, by NDPC and UNICEF (2021). The district is situated in the North-Western part of
the Ashanti region, about 42 km away from Kumasi, with geographical coordination of a
longitude of -1.87 and a latitude of 6.88. Its land size covers 520.4 km2, representing 2.2% of the
surface area of the region, which is 24,370.5 km2. Demographically, according to the 2021
Population and Housing Census, the district has a population of 63,468 people, with 32,071
(50.5%) men and 31,397 (49.5%) women. Predominantly, the district is agrarian, as farmers
engage in subsistence farming. The agricultural sector employs about 76% of the Land Forces,
and it is estimated that 75% of the income of the people in the district comes from agriculture as
they are engaged in food and cash crop cultivation such as rice, maize, tomatoes, plantain, cocoa,

citrus, palm fruit, etc.

This study adopts the mixed-methods approach to data collection and analysis. The mixed
methods offer a powerful approach to studying decentralization in a less literate society. The
mixed-method approach is particularly suited to studying local governance in developing
countries because it addresses the complexity, context-specificity, and power dynamics inherent
in these settings. By combining the strengths of quantitative and qualitative methods, researchers
can capture both the breadth and depth of governance challenges and generate comprehensive,
actionable insights essential for improving governance and development outcomes. The
approach helps to generate rich, nuanced data to contribute important scholarly nuance, inform
policy decisions, and improve the effectiveness of decentralization initiatives. This approach also

allows for a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the complex dynamics at play.
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While the quantitative methods (through surveys) help to measure the extent of participation, the
qualitative methods (including interviews) help explore in-depth perspectives and lived
experiences behind participation or non-participation, the quality of participation, and the diverse
experiences of different groups. Besides, the qualitative methods provide rich contextual
information about the socio-cultural, political, and economic factors that influence local
participation in decentralization. This is crucial in Ghana, where diverse local contexts can
significantly shape how decentralization policies are implemented and experienced. The findings
from a mixed methods study can provide valuable insights for policymakers and practitioners
seeking to improve local participation in decentralization in Ghana. The combination of
quantitative and qualitative evidence can lead to more robust and contextually relevant
recommendations. In short, while the qualitative methods, such as interviews and case studies,
would offer insights into the lived experiences, cultural norms, and power dynamics that
influence local governance, the quantitative aspects, such as surveys and statistical analysis,

provide generalizable data on governance indicators like service delivery, or public participation.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with key stakeholders, including local government
officials, traditional leaders, community members, and civil society representatives. The study
was based on a one-on-one interview with 12 district functionaries and a 370-questionnaires
administered to both the assembly functionaries and the ordinary grassroots citizens. The sample
for the quantitative data was based on the random sampling method. A list of households from
the Ghana Statistical Service was derived to form the sample frame for selecting communities
and households in the district. Guided by saturation, the qualitative sample consisted of 12
respondents purposively selected from the district assemblies and ordinary citizens with
knowledge of decentralization in Ghana and the functions of the district assembly as the liaison
between the district and the citizens. Thematic analysis was used to identify recurring themes
and patterns from interviews and document reviews. Questionnaire responses were coded using
SPSS and presented through descriptive statistics, while qualitative interviews were analyzed
through manual thematic coding and content analysis. Policy documents, local government
records, and historical data were reviewed to identify institutional and structural barriers to
participation. The chosen research design and methodology would provide a robust framework
for studying the complexities of local governance participation in Ghana, offering actionable

insights for policymakers, practitioners, and communities.
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Old and Emerging Challenges to Local Governance Participation

By law, the local government is mandated to engage citizens to clearly ascertain their needs,
which helps find the appropriate development approaches in each locality. Ghana's 1992
Constitution establishes a unitary state with a decentralized system of governance. It mandates
the creation of local government structures to promote grassroots participation and development.
The constitution provides for Regional Coordinating Councils (RCCs), Metropolitan, Municipal,
and District Assemblies (MMDAs), and Unit Committees as key decentralized entities. The
Local Governance Act 939 specifies various methods for the local government to interact with
citizens in Ghana. The assembly members, as the direct representatives of the local people within
the assembly, are charged with the responsibility of keeping the people well informed about
decisions and actions taken by the assembly in addressing their needs. The assembly members
are, by law, instructed to use various means to collate and present the views of the citizens to the
assembly. These mechanisms also help relay decisions to the people regarding actions taken in
response to their demands. This allows people to participate in decision-making processes that
address their needs. Members of the assembly's performance in terms of keeping the local people
informed through various mechanisms was measured using various means that reached the

people and relayed information for both sides.

The data suggests that decentralization has provided a promising platform for citizens’
participation in governance, as broadly captured in the literature. As Jengre & Kpnpuo (2019)
rightly indicated, the local governance system of Ghana incorporates institutions, mechanisms,
and processes through which citizens and their groups can articulate their interests at the local
level. In Ahafo-Ano Southeast, this study found that Ghana's decentralization system created the
structure for local participation in governance. However, as Quick and Bryson (2016) reflected,
there are real challenges in the empirical manifestation of citizens’ participation in the local
governance processes in the area. These hindrances to meaningful local governance participation
are seen through the mode and frequency of engagements at the local assembly, which promotes
old and new hindrances to citizen participation. It will be seen that the mode and frequency of
participation are hampered by unidirectional communication channels, which breeds poor

accountability and political interference, which impedes representation and accountability.
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Before delving into the challenges of participation, it is important to understand the various
strategies for engagement and communication at the district assembly, especially in the context
of this study. Like most other districts in Ghana, the channels of engagement and participation in
the decentralized levels take various forms, such as town hall meetings and related fora, print
media, online and mass media, or social media and websites, among others. Through these

channels, citizens are informed about issues in their communities, as represented in the following

figure.
The Medium of Communication
120.0
100.0
.
5B
A B
0.0 47 65 11 0.0 e S
TownHall Public Radio Forum Notice Print Media  Online Social Website
Meetings  Address Board Pannel Media
System

B Strongly Agree  H Agree Not Sure M Disagree M Strongly Disagree

Source: Field Worksheet, 2022

The table above shows that various platforms provide potential opportunities for the local
government structure to address pressing needs ranging from infrastructure to human resource
development. The local assembly engagements are done within the broader framework of the
Ministry of Local Government and Rural Development (MLGRD) in accordance with Section 18
of the Local Government Act of 1992 (Act 462), which usually covers four kinds of meetings,
including the inaugural meeting, the ordinary meeting (standing order 1), requested meetings
(standing order 2.1 and 4), and special meetings (standing order 4c). We see from the table that
town hall, public address system, radio, and open forums provide the most patronized spaces for
locals’ participation in policy and development in the Ahafo-Ano Southeast district, where
survey participants ‘strongly agreed’ about their existence and utility in serving as great
platforms for grassroots decision-making. Yet, it is interesting to note that contrary to the
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growing penetration of digital space and e-governance, survey respondents rated online
platforms such as social media and websites as the least promoted or patronized platforms for
engaging citizens in the district. For instance, when participants were asked about the medium of
communication that was common to them as a means of communication within the assembly,
31.1% indicated that the most common medium of communication used was the town hall
meetings. This has implications for the broader concern of participation and the challenge of
embracing technology and modern practices in grassroots political processes, especially in the

era of post-pandemic proliferation of virtual engagements and e-governance.

As the data suggests, the potential of these channels to enhance meaningful communication and
participation in local governance is immensely hampered through limited participation, resulting
into what the Participatory Theory referred to as the tokenistic participation, largely caused by
the unidirectional mode of communication and political interference in the local governance

processes, as one interviewee indicated:

[...] citizens' participation contribution is very low... The zeal that initially drives
citizens to participate is no more there. Even within my community, there exists a
lack of concern about government decisions and policies and even maintenance of
old infrastructure. So, you see, the local people's contributions are generally not

there (Interview, Ex Presiding Member, Adugyama, September 2022).

The analysis shows that while there are laid down rules and regulations to ensure participation,
certain factors act as impediments to the processes and procedures, and this has not yielded the
increased participation level of the citizens in the decisions that the idea of decentralized has
promised. The level of grassroots participation was tested on a range of indicators, including the
medium of communication between the functionaries and the local people, the frequency of
meetings held by the assembly itself and also with the citizens, bureaucratic responsiveness,
policies and programs of genuine interest to the people, and the relations between the

functionaries and the citizens.

Low participation reflected throughout the communication channels used by the district
assembly. For instance, while only 13.5% claimed that the assembly does conduct meetings to
engage constituents and collate their views and concerns on policy and development, 35.1% of

the respondents had no knowledge of or ever participated in town hall meetings. Similarly, like
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the physical channels, the online platforms also faced the same challenge of low-level
participation. For instance, whiles 57.8% of the respondents had no knowledge about the
existence of online channels for engaging constituents, only 0.3% exhibited knowledge of the
existence of such platforms. Even though social media has gained massive penetration across
most settings in Ghana, the data revealed that citizens' participation was still low, with only 0.8%
aware that the assembly is active on social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and
WhatsApp. This limited social media usage suggests that the potential of new technologies

enhancing participation could be hampered.

The findings indicate that low-level participation in the local governance processes in the study
area is caused by the unidirectional nature of communication between the assembly and the
citizens and a lack of awareness of the assembly's existing communication channels, which
impede meaningful representation, participation, service delivery, and the accountability

promised under the idea of decentralization.

In terms of political interference, the study gathered that the local assembly governance
processes are often dominated by political parties' interests, especially the dominant National
Democratic Congress and New Patriotic Party. This study found that while Ghana's Local
Government Act (939. 8) mandates neutrality of assembly members in local-level development,
this remains a distant reality. Political interference in Ghana's local governance system poses
significant threats to effective participation, transparency, and accountability. It thus interferes
with the principles of decentralization and community engagement, which are critical for
sustainable development. This survey revealed that 72.2% of the respondents strongly agree with
the influence of political parties on the participation of citizens. Only 20% believes that
partisanship does not influence local government participation while 7.8% were unsure if
partisanship affects the level of participation in grassroots policy decisions. Such political
interference often undercuts the autonomy of local government structures, such as District
Assemblies, by centralizing decision-making power at the national level. This restricts the ability
of local communities to participate in governance and development processes. For instance, the
appointment of Metropolitan, Municipal, and District Chief Executives (MMDCEs) by the
central government often leads to loyalty to political parties rather than local communities (Ayee,

2013). It leads to prioritization of the interests of political elites or national agendas over the
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needs and aspirations of local communities. This marginalizes local voices and undermines the
principles of inclusivity and equity that are central to Participatory Theory. When local people
feel their input is ignored, they are less likely to participate in governance processes. This
weakens the representation of local interests and negatively affects community trust in
governance structures. Related to weak representation, political interference often introduces
partisan politics into local governance, marginalizing non-partisan or opposition-aligned
members of the same community. This exclusionary practice discourages broad-based
participation and creates a sense of alienation among citizens who do not align with the ruling
party. Bob-Milliar (2012) found that the politicization of local governance in Ghana has led to
the exclusion of certain groups, particularly women and marginalized communities, from
decision-making processes. Thus, political interference creates an environment of mistrust and
apathy among citizens, leading to limited civic engagement. When communities perceive that
their voices are not heard or that decisions are made based on political considerations, they are
less likely to participate in local governance processes such as town hall meetings, elections, and
community development initiatives (Ayee, 2013). This means that when political interference
leads to a perception that local participation has little impact on decision-making, citizens may
become apathetic or disillusioned. This disincentive for civic engagement contradicts the core
principles of Participatory Theory, which rely on citizens' active and meaningful involvement in

shaping their communities.

According to most of the respondents, especially the general citizenry, while the incumbent party
usually tries to propagate its interest by politicizing local government interventions, the
opposition parties, also intending to gain political points, oppose some important local
government developments from the incumbent party. Political interference is expected, given
that the actions of the local government are mostly influenced by the central government's ideas
and political parties rather than the people dictating the dynamics of development in the local
government setup. Partisanship is consolidated by the fact that the political heads of the local
government level, the District/Municipal/Metropolitan Chief Executives (MMDCESs), are by
constitution chosen by the president and, for that matter, the party in power. According to some
assembly respondents, this sets the tone of reactions and directions of cooperation among
members of the assembly and citizens from different parties or non-partisan actors. Some of the

key areas where partisanship affects the otherwise non-partisan setup at the assembly include the
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election of a Presiding Member (PM)" and the disbursement of the MP Common Fund.
Meanwhile, the Participatory Theory highlights the importance of social capital (including trust,
networks, and collaboration) in fostering effective local participation. Political interference can
disrupt these social ties by creating divisions within communities along political lines. This
polarization weakens collective action and reduces the willingness of citizens to engage in local
development initiatives. Below are the words of a respondent who agrees with the participatory

theory:

[...] Yes, there exists political division within the district assembly. All the
assembled members belong to one or the other political party. This becomes
more evident when voting for the presiding member. The members get
divided on party lines and even begin calling each other names. In fact, |
can say that this contributes to poor accountability in the assemblies

(Participant 12, 2022).
Another respondent added:

[...] We came here for another election to elect the PM. However, it is
unfortunate that the same results are observed after more than three rounds
of elections. Even before the commencement of the election, the district
coordinator met various party members of the assembly privately to help
smoothen the processes and elect a PM for the district. Where party-line
divisions exist in the assemblies, accountability becomes a serious

challenge (Participant 10, 2022).

The above responses agree with Amanor (2009), who opined that politicization of local
governance undermines accountability mechanisms in local governance. For example,
when MMDCEs are appointed based on political loyalty rather than merit, they may
prioritize the interests of the central government or ruling party over the needs of local
communities. This absence of accountability shrinks citizens' preparedness to participate in

governance processes, as they perceive their contributions as having little impact. This

“The Presiding Member is a member of a principal council that has been designated to carry out functions related to

chairing its meetings and proceedings at the district assembly.
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contradicts the tenets of Participatory Theory, which stresses the importance of
accountability in governance. However, political interference can weaken accountability
mechanisms by shielding local officials from scrutiny if they are aligned with powerful
political actors. This lack of accountability discourages citizens from engaging in

governance, as they perceive their efforts to hold leaders accountable as futile.

Other respondents opined that although one cannot take partisan politics completely out of
governance at any level, the excessive partisan participation at the Ahafo-Ano Southeast district
affects service delivery because intervention policies get stuck along partisan lines in ways that it
is mainly the assembly members of the incumbent party that are able to attract development
projects to their communities within the district. Political interference often leads to the unequal
distribution of resources, with development projects and funds being allocated based on political
considerations rather than community needs. This patronage system discourages active
participation from communities that feel marginalized or excluded from development
opportunities (Ninsin, 2010). For instance, communities that do not support the ruling party may
receive fewer resources, further entrenching political divisions. As if to agree with Nisin, a

participant captured it better in the following words:

Yes, the nature of politics within the district makes even service delivery a
political affair. Mostly, even service delivery is influenced by party politics.
Those ‘whose’ government is in power are the ones who are able to secure
projects and services for their communities for the success of their aligned

political party (Participant 8, 2022).

Apart from the challenge of broader distribution of resources and development, partisanship also
breeds silence and mediocrity from members of the party in government based at the local
assembly. That is, while opposition party members could sabotage local government
development through various forms of opposition, the respondents indicated that incumbent
party members also fail to hold the government representatives to account for fear of being
tagged as exhibiting anti-party behavior, which has consequences including being victimized or

expelled from the party. As one respondent stressed:

They are party sympathizers, so whenever there is something that is going to ruin

my government, I am not going to say anything bad about it. Also, even when
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opposition policies are good, I will not credit them so that they won't gain praise

but rather criticize them (Participant 6, 2022).

A respondent raised an important angle on the issue when he emphasized the role of traditional

leaders. He indicated that:

Traditional authorities, who play a significant role in local governance in Ghana,
are often sidelined due to political interference. The central government's

dominance in decision-making processes reduces the influence of traditional

leaders (Participant 9, 2022).

Meanwhile, Bob-Milliar (2012) has stated that traditional leaders are seen as key mediators
between local communities and government institutions. Therefore, marginalizing traditional
authorities undermines their ability to mobilize community participation and foster inclusive

governance.
As if to criticize the role of traditional leaders, a participant argued in the following words:

Mostly, traditional cultural norms emphasize hierarchical social structures,
where authority is concentrated in the hands of elders, leaders, or elites. This
can discourage ordinary citizens, especially women, youth, and marginalized
groups, from actively participating in governance, as they may feel their voices
are less valued or respected. This may result in a belief that societal outcomes
are predetermined or that individuals have little power to effect change. This
can lead to apathy and disengagement from governance processes (An

interview with a civil society representative, 2022).

Besides, the politicization of local-level governance unreasonably affects women and
marginalized groups, who are often excluded from decision-making processes due to ingrained
patriarchal and political structures. For example, women's participation in local governance is
often hindered by political patronage systems that favor male candidates (Tripp, 2010). This
exclusion limits the diversity of perspectives in governance and undermines inclusive

development.

Most of the respondents, therefore, agreed that partisan influence in local government setups
leads to elite capture of political participation at the local level, weakening meaningful
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participation and resource allocation, as partly reflected in the literature (see Cheema, 2007;

Crook & Severrison, 2001; Be-ere, 2022).

In addition to partisan interference, there is the challenge of unidirectional channels of
communication. Unidirectional communication undermines the principles of decentralization by
limiting grassroots participation, reducing accountability, marginalizing vulnerable groups, and
narrowing the nature of engagements in the assembly. Unidirectional communication, where
information flows only from authorities to citizens without feedback mechanisms, can have
several practical implications. Thus, the nature of communication between local authorities and
citizens plays a significant role in determining the success of decentralization efforts. It often
reflects a top-down approach, where local authorities dictate policies and decisions without
actively seeking input from grassroots communities. This can lead to a lack of ownership and
engagement among citizens. Grassroots participation becomes passive, as citizens are reduced to
mere recipients of information rather than active contributors to decision-making processes.
Policies and programs designed without grassroots input may not address local communities'
actual needs or priorities, leading to ineffective or irrelevant interventions. This is so because
when citizens feel excluded from decision-making, they may resist or undermine local
government initiatives, reducing the overall success of decentralization efforts. Again,
unidirectional communication often overlooks the voices of marginalized groups, such as
women, youth, and persons with disabilities, who may already face barriers to participation. The
lack of inclusive communication can exacerbate existing inequalities, as the needs of the most
vulnerable are not adequately represented in local governance. Finally, Grassroots communities
possess valuable local knowledge and insights that could enhance the effectiveness of policies
and programs. Unidirectional communication fails to leverage this potential. The absence of
effective channels of dialogue between local authorities and citizens stifles opportunities for

collaborative problem-solving and innovation.

A participant has this to say regarding how unidirectional communication disconnects citizens

from government:

Unidirectional communication creates a disconnect between governments and
citizens, stifling grassroots participation and perpetuating governance

challenges, particularly in our part of the globe. Why do I say so? I say so
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because when communication is one-way, citizens may not fully understand
policies, programs, or their rights due to insufficient explanation or context.
Without opportunities for clarification or dialogue, misinformation or apathy

can spread, leading to disengagement from governance (Participant 2, 2022).
Touching on the multicultural and linguistic aspects, a participant said the following:

Diverse cultures and languages exist in Ghana and, in fact, many African
countries. Unidirectional communication often fails to account for these
differences, leading to messages that are inaccessible or irrelevant to certain
groups. This exclusion limits the ability of grassroots communities to engage

meaningfully in governance (Participant 4, 2022).

Explaining why sometimes the district assemblies spend money to provide infrastructural

projects such as markets and yet abandoned by the citizens indicated that:

Policies designed without grassroots input are often hardly suitable to local
needs, leading to resistance or failure in implementation. When citizens are not
consulted, they are less likely to support or comply with government initiatives,

undermining governance outcomes (Participant 9, 2022)

This explains the low levels of participation associated with the various channels of
communication in the assembly. From the functionaries’ point of view, meetings are usually
organized, but not specifically to collate the views of the public but rather to inform them of
some decisions taken by a few members either linked to the highest political authority or with
some kind of influence. According to most of the assembly member participants, the low level
and skewed participation run through all the mechanisms of engagements, where party or elite
members are either present or whose views are being considered. This points to tokenism, with
grave implications for broad participation, accountability, and transparency within the district,

which was earlier observed in some parts of Ghana (see Ayee, 2013).

This means that while the long-standing partisan interferences hamper the functioning of the
local government system, emerging dynamics are intricately related to the old challenges. While
the assembly fails to utilize growing technology to increase participation, the citizens also

indicate their inability to acquire smartphones and/ or other electronic devices and internet
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bundles to participate in e-deliberations. This has a great implication for the growing digitization
of governance, especially in the post-pandemic era. It also suggests that Ghana’s digitization
drive has the potential to be impeded by existing partisan structures and also exclude the

meaningful participation of great numbers of the Ghanaian populace.
Conclusion

The article aimed to examine how political decentralization has contributed to citizen
participation in local governance in Ghana, focusing on the Ahafo-Ano Southeast district of the
Ashanti region. The study reveals that political interference and unidirectional communication
remain significant barriers to grassroots participation in local governance. Notwithstanding
efforts to promote decentralization and community involvement, these challenges persist,
undermining the effectiveness of participatory governance structures. Political interference often
skews decision-making processes in favor of partisan interests, marginalizing the voices of
ordinary citizens. Similarly, unidirectional communication, where information flows only from
local authorities to the community without adequate feedback mechanisms, limits the ability of
citizens to engage meaningfully in governance. These findings underscore the need for systemic
reforms to address these entrenched issues and foster inclusive, transparent, and participatory

local governance.

For decades, decentralization has gained enormous attention in the literature on political science
and development studies. Most of the debates establish a positive relationship between
decentralization and economic development, claiming that effective local governance guarantees
grassroots participation, accountability, and efficient service delivery. However, other related
bodies of literature have called attention to important challenges affecting the promise of
decentralization, some of which include non-representative participation, partisan interference,
and the lack of resources and influence to participate in local governance processes in some

settings.

In most of the related debates, participation has been the recurrent theme because it is linked to
emancipatory development and legitimate governance processes, through which citizens
determine the path for their development, aided by the structural and resource support of the
central government. This aligns decentralization with democratic participation. This article

engaged the literature on decentralization in Ghana and found that participation is also important
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in Ghana’s decentralized governance structure. However, the literature suggests that
decentralization in Ghana is hampered by partisan control of the processes of engagements and

distribution of resources at the local level.

Contributing nuance to the existing debates, this article provides three-tier empirical knowledge
of the challenges of participation in decentralization in Ghana through the case of the Ahafo-Ano
Southeast district. First, the study has established the proportions (in terms of percentages)
depicting the low-level participation across all the mechanisms of participation at the local
government level, which is lacking in previous studies. Second, the article has pointed out new
dimensions of the local challenge of partisanship in decentralization, helping to know how old
problems are reproduced. Third, the article has added a new voice to the issue of low-level
participation in Ghana’s decentralization in the contemporary governance era by drawing
attention to the limited use of technology to engage citizens and assembly staff. Broadly,
therefore, this study extends the conversation on the challenge of participation in local
governance by adding new dimensions to old problems and revealing important emerging

dynamics with implications for centralized governance in Ghana and the Third World.

The state needs to establish clear legal and policy frameworks to minimize political interference
in local governance. This could include stricter enforcement of anti-interference laws and the
creation of independent oversight bodies to monitor and address partisan influence in decision-
making processes. Empower local governance structures like District Assemblies to operate
autonomously and prioritize community interests over political agendas. Implement bidirectional
communication strategies that encourage active dialogue between local authorities and
community members. This could involve using digital platforms to facilitate real-time feedback
and engagement. Finally, train local government officials in effective communication and

community engagement techniques to ensure citizens feel heard and valued.

There is a need for stakeholders to make a conscious effort to improve information flow from
district assemblies to citizens and vice versa. As the data indicated, town hall meetings are still
very popular with the citizens. Frequent hall-meeting interactions would not only improve
awareness of the day-to-day activities of the local government but also serve as an important
loop for feedback. This way, the tokenism system, where decisions are only made to inform

citizens of what actions have been taken without their involvement, can be changed. Access to
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information will make local citizens active in accessing the district assemblies' activities to

ensure local development aimed at citizens' wants.

In short, the emerging dynamics in long-standing challenges in local governance participation in
Ghana's local governance system create significant barriers to participation by eroding local
autonomy, fostering exclusion, undermining accountability, and perpetuating resource inequality.
Addressing these challenges requires strengthening decentralization, promoting transparency,
and ensuring that local governance structures are inclusive and representative of all community
members. Specifically, it is critical to address the challenges posed by unidirectional
communication and enhance grassroots participation in decentralization by promoting Two-Way
Communication by establishing platforms for dialogue, such as participatory budgeting sessions,
where citizens can voice their opinions and contribute to decision-making. Furthermore,
feedback mechanisms should be strengthened by creating accessible channels for citizens to
provide feedback, report grievances, and hold local authorities accountable, such as hotlines and
suggestion boxes. Educate grassroots communities about their rights and responsibilities in local
governance, empowering them to participate actively in decision-making processes. Ensure that
inclusive communication strategies reach marginalized groups using culturally appropriate and

accessible methods.
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