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1. Acknowledgments  

I would like to thank the Institute for Democratic Governance and the Delegation of 

the European Union to Ghana for their invitation, and for giving me the opportunity to 

deliver this speech in such a prestigious institution. 

I hope I can contribute to your works and raise the awareness of the public opinion 

on the reform of local governance in Ghana, which I deem is seminal for the future of 

democracy in your Country. 

 

2. The growth and consolidation of democratic culture in Ghana 

In my perspective, the proposed plan of reform of local governance would represent 

a major improvement in the quality of democracy in Ghana. 

The current system of local governance in Ghana was consistent with the framework 

and the necessities existing at the moment in which it was designed: your system of local 

governance managed to develop self-government without triggering political conflicts at 

the local level. The constitutional and legislative regulation of the local government – i.e., 

the prohibition of multi-party competition in local politics imposed by art. 55(3) of the 

Constitution, as well as the Presidential appointment of a percentage of the Council and 

Chief Executive of the Department (art. 242-243 of the Constitution) – have fulfilled the 

goal of spreading democratic culture in a way which was compatible with the state-building 

process and the necessity of preserving the quality and the efficiency of the administration, 

in addition to reducing corruption and maladministration. 

However, after many years since the adoption of the Constitution, we now observe 

how democratic culture has grown and been consolidated in Ghana. Ghana’s political 

parties, which today represent stable and reliable pillars of democracy, are ready to take part 

in local elections in an official way, developing the target set in art. 35 of your Constitution.  

 

3. The benefits of improving democratic competition at the local level 

In contemporary constitutional democracies, a well-structured local government with 

relevant and effective powers and a comprehensive democratic life represents an essential 

standard of liberal democracy.  
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The American tradition of local government and Federalism – which until WW2 was 

a peculiar system of government in that Nation, in an environment of strongly centralized 

national states – has now established itself as the best standard of constitutional 

democracy, pushing many countries to establish and strengthen their own local 

governments.  

Indeed, the existence of a well-structured system of local government presents many 

advantages. For example, it (i) enhances the methods of checks and balances by 

creating a dissemination of centers of power; (ii) creates arenas where political issues can 

be debated by the local communities; (iii) raises the level of accountability of the 

administrators, which is requested to match the demands of the citizens and to be 

transparent before the public opinion; (iv) allows the customization of public services to 

the demands of the citizens; (v) spreads innovative experiences and programs that can be 

reproduced at a more general level if successful; and (vi) fosters economic growth. 

 

4. The European Trend Toward Local Self-Government 

In European social and political thought and history, the principle of subsidiarity 

(i.e., the idea that public functions should be performed at the level of government which is 

closest to the community involved) has played a fundamental role, shaping a tradition of 

local governance in many countries.  

The European Charter of Local Self-Government, adopted in 1985 within the 

framework of the Council of Europe, affirms in its preamble that «the local authorities are 

one of the main foundations of any democratic regime; […] the right to participate in the 

conduct of public affairs is one of the democratic principles that are shared by all member 

States of the Council of Europe; […] it is at local level that this right can be most directly 

exercised; […] the existence of local authorities with real responsibilities can provide an 

administration which is both effective and close to the citizen». 

In the last decades, a vast majority of the European Countries have adopted 

major constitutional reforms aimed at enhancing their systems of local governance. 

It is worth mentioning the devolution process which was triggered in the United Kingdom 

with the passage of the Scotland Act (1998), because of the traditionally centralized pattern 

of the British Government. Additionally, France – the other European Country with the 

most centralized system of government – passed a constitutional reform in 2003 for the 

development of decentralization. Italy and Spain are countries with strong regionalism, 

derived directly from their Constitutions, which is now even stronger in Italy after the 

constitutional reform of 2001. Germany, Austria and Belgium, are federal States within 

Europe.  

In the vast majority of these countries, decentralization involves legislative functions 

beyond the traditional administrative ones, although only at the regional, not at a local 

level. Moreover, there is a certain degree of fiscal autonomy within the framework of 

national rules and in respect of national solidarity between the regions. 
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For our purpose, it is important to underline that, whatever functions they are 

entitled to carry out, the political institutions of local entities are almost always 

elected on the base of democratic elections open to political parties competing with 

one another. 

The participation of national political parties to local elections presents several 

advantages for the quality of democratic life. For example, national political parties can: (i) 

feed local politics with issues, programs and plans debated at the national level, thus 

strengthening national cohesion; (ii) draw inspirations and suggestions from the local 

communities, channeling local demands into the national arena, which can be implemented 

into the agendas of the political parties, thus reinforcing the relationship between local 

communities and political establishments, which is crucial in safeguarding democracy. 

Moreover, a direct election of Executive and Legislative branches at the local level (iii) 

helps raising administrative skills of the political establishment, creating a class of 

politicians with skills in local government, who are able to become protagonists in the 

challenging tasks of administration at the central level.  

 

5. The Italian system of regional and local government 

In this European framework, Italy represents a useful case of comparison for your 

analysis.  

Italy is a country with a structured system of local government, which encompasses 

(i) Regions; (ii) Provinces; and (iii) Municipalities/Metropolitan Cities. Such a 

framework was settled by the 1948 Constitution and represented the main institutional 

innovation brought on by the 

Republican Constitution, as compared 

to the previous monarchical 

constitutional structure in which the 

centralization of powers was the norm.  

The 20 Regions have their own 

legislative and administrative functions, 

as well as a certain degree of fiscal 

autonomy.  

There are relevant imbalances in 

terms of economy, urbanization, local 

culture, between regions in the North, 

Center and South of Italy. For example, 

there are 10 million citizens in 

Lombardia, while the population is only 

125.000 in the Region of Valle d’Aosta. 

Similarly, the GDP per head is 42.000 
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Euro in Trentino Alto-Adige, compared to 17.000 Euro in Sicily. 

The 82 provinces and 

8,000 municipalities own a 

wide set of administrative 

functions and a very limited 

fiscal autonomy.  

There are relevant 

imbalances among the main 

cities and the Provinces without 

conurbations: For instance, the 

Province of Rome has more 

than 4 million citizens, while the 

population is only 57.000 in the 

Province of Ogliastra  (Sardinia). 

The current regulatory 

framework for the organization 

and the functions of local 

entities is the outcome of a set 

of reforms adopted in the 

1990s, and mainly collected in a 

Local Government Consolidated 

Act: the Legislative Decree n. 

267/2000. Among other 

innovations, the reforms of the 

’90s introduced the direct election of the Chief Executives at Provincial and Municipal 

level, which before that date were elected by the Councils. 

In recent years, a legislative reform (Act n. 56/2014) was adopted, which aims at 

rationalizing this multilevel system through a reduction of the functions of the provinces, 

and transferring their administrative functions to regions and municipalities, as well as 

abolishing elections at the provincial level. The main purpose of the reform was to reduce 

the number of politicians at the local level and to accumulate savings for the public 

finances. After this reform, the main functions still remaining to the provinces are public 

transport and schools. 

The outcome of this reform is now being debated among the political parties and in 

the court of public opinion. In 2016, a comprehensive constitutional reform, with the 

objective, among others, to complete this reform through the abolishment of the Provinces 

from the text of the Constitution, was rejected by a vast majority of the citizens (60%). 

Following the outcome of the referendum, many have proposed returning to the previous 

system, due to the necessary role performed by the provincial level in providing social 

services that require a consistent action in a more comprehensive context than the 
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municipalities. It is slowly becoming clear day after day how small economic savings 

obtained through the abolishment of the salaries of the politicians can result in significant 

losses for the whole community in terms of quality of the public services.  

 

6. The potential difficulties of improving democratic competition in local 

governments 

The European experience clearly shows how the reform of local governments which 

Ghana is now debating is consistent with a general trend in western democracies and 

follows patterns common to contemporary constitutional democracies.  

We cannot hide that such a crucial enhancement of democratic participation and 

political competition also brings about some difficulties, that must be taken into 

consideration. 

What are the possible concerns and the potential dangers related to the adoption of a 

direct election of the Assemblies and Chief Executives at the district level? Two potentially 

dangerous situations can be identified: (i) the growth of conflicts between central and local 

governments and administrative inefficiency, on one hand; and (ii) the development of 

institutional instability at the local level, on the other. 

I will try to demonstrate that these worries and potential dangers can be efficiently 

tackled and managed with institutional arrangements and appropriate legislative measures. 

With this aim, in my opinion the Italian experience is a useful case of comparison 

and offers profitable answers and solutions to these worries. 

 

7. Tackling the difficulties: How to promote administrative efficiency in local 

government and the respect of national interest? 

The potential conflict between democracy at the local level and the performance of 

public administration, as well as the potential dangers for national interests, is a typical 

concern raised against the development of local governments in nation states. 

Experience shows that these risks can be consistently minimized through the 

adoption of constitutional and legislative arrangements that allow a central clearance over 

administrative activity and the behavior of political authorities at the local level. 

In the Italian system, this goal is pursued with several methods: 

- The legislation establishes a permanent body – the Conference of State, 

Regions and Local Entities – which gathers the Ministry of Local 

Affairs of the National Cabinet and other prominent Ministers, along 

with the Chief Executives of the Regions and representatives of the 

Provinces and the Municipalities. This body performs tasks of 

coordination of public policies and administrative functions which 

require cooperation among the different levels. The agreements reached 

by the Conference represent the guideline of administrative activities, 

and are often taken into consideration in the judicial review of the 
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administration. As of now, handling this Conference is the main task of 

our Ministry of Local Affairs. 

- Furthermore, in the daily routine, a fundamental role of coordination is 

played by the “Prefect”. This is a district magistrate appointed by the 

Cabinet and representative of the central government at the provincial 

level, who cooperates with elected authorities (the mayors of the 

municipalities and the chief executives of the province), especially when 

issues concerning public order are on the table. 

- The Italian Constitution has now formally provided a substitutive 

power that the Cabinet can adopt for the whole function, or specific 

acts, respectively, for a limited time, in case of necessity. To quote the 

Italian Constitution directly:  

 

«The Government can act for bodies of the regions, metropolitan 

cities, provinces and municipalities if the latter fails to comply with 

international rules and treaties or EU legislation, or in the case of 

grave danger for public safety and security, or whenever such action 

is necessary to preserve legal or economic unity and in particular to 

guarantee the basic level of benefits relating to civil and social 

entitlements, regardless of the geographic borders of local 

authorities» (art. 120 I.C.). 

 

- The Court of Accountants is an independent jurisdiction, with a well-

settled tradition in the Italian State, along with a constitutional ground, 

whose task consists in assessing the legitimacy and the economic 

effectiveness of public administration at every level. Among these 

functions, the Court of Accountants also carries out managerial control 

over the activity of the territorial entities as a whole, which involves the 

assessment of individual responsibilities of administrators and political 

authorities. It is worth to mention that this does not exclude other 

powers, both preliminary and subsequent to the adoption of the acts, 

such as (i) the control by the audit committee and (ii) the judicial review 

of all the acts of the local government. 

- With special attention to the necessity to prevent and fight administrative 

corruption at the local level, a recent reform established the National 

Anti-Corruption Authority, which holds a specific task in strengthening 

the transparency of public administration and assessing public 

procurement. In the history of the Italian Republic, administrative and 

political corruption has developed both at national and local levels. The 

reform of local governance adopted in the 1990s, which I mentioned 
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previously, contributed to a reduction of this evil. Indeed, the direct 

election of the Chief Executives at Regional, District and Municipal 

levels improved transparency and accountability of local authorities. The 

institution of the Anti-Corruption Authority is now helping in spreading 

best practices among the local administrations, as well as pushing these 

administrations to promote the competencies of staff through focused 

training on anticorruption methodologies. 

- Finally, the Cabinet of the National Government has the power to 

remove the Mayors and/or the Chief Executives of the Provinces 

and to dissolve the Councils for: (i) breaches of the Constitution; (ii) 

serious and persistent violations of the law; (iii) serious grounds of public 

order; (iv) proven infiltrations by organized crime; and/or (v) if the 

political bodies do not comply with the duty to approve the annual 

budgetary plan. In such a case, the Cabinet appoints a provisional 

commissioner, who performs the tasks of the replaced authorities until 

new elections take place. 

 

Notwithstanding the harshness of Italian political debate, all of these powers which 

conduct central overview over local political authorities have not been used by political 

leaders as a retaliation among political parties. On the contrary, in the last decades, the 

dialogue among Executive leaders at the central and local levels has worked in an efficient 

way, despite and beyond their political affiliations, fostering a dialogue that, in the national 

arena, looks more conflictive. The danger of a permanent condition of “sabotage” between 

local and central authorities belonging to different parties does not represent an actual 

threat, according on our experience. 

 

8. Tackling the difficulties: how to curb institutional instability at the local 

level? 

Institutional instability is a traditional feature of Italian politics at both the national 

and at the local levels, mainly because of our multi-party system, which reproduces itself at 

the local level, with the same protagonists of the political competition at the national level. 

At the local level, the legislative reforms adopted in the 1990s efficiently tackled 

this problem, allowing Italy to achieve institutional stability that makes our system of local 

governance more effective and stable than the national government.  

For elections of the political institutions at the local level – i.e., Councils and Chief 

Executive of the Municipalities and of the Provinces (before the reform of 2014) – we use 

a system as follows:  

- Direct election of Chief Executive, in a double round election where s/he must 

obtain the majority (50% + 1) of the votes. 
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- Proportional representation for the election of the Council, in order to allow all 

political parties with a minimum popular consensus to be represented in the 

Council. 

- “Majority award” in terms of seats in the Council for the coalition linked to the 

Chief Executive elected: thanks to this “award”, the Chief Executive obtains the 

support of the majority of the Council. 

- The Chief Executive can be removed by the Council with a majority vote. This is a 

possibility that has seldom been used. 

- Moreover, some of the most recent electoral laws promote the protection and 

representation of political minorities with innovative methods. Two examples of 

this are the reservation of a minimum percentage of seats in the Council for 

opposition political parties, and the promotion of gender representation, imposing 

to the parties a balanced presence of both genders in the list of candidates. All of 

these goals can be pursued within the framework of proportional representation. 

 

In the case that the current proposed reform is passed, a challenging task of 

legislative reform will be necessary, in order to adapt the current legislative regulation of 

the local government to the new reality of a free, multiparty, democratic participation.  

In my perspective, it will be necessary:  

a) to introduce a collective body with the function of coordination among central 

government and local governments; 

b) to shape a system of substitutive power to be adopted by the central government in 

specific cases provided by the law;  

c) to reshape the system of recruitment of civil servant at the District level, in order to 

reduce the amount of administrative staff appointed directly by the Chief 

Executive, and establish the principle of meritocracy in their recruitment. 

d) to reform the electoral legislation for the District, adopting a system modeled on 

the Italian one, namely: i) direct election of Chief Executive; ii) proportional 

representation for the election of the District Council in order to support political 

inclusiveness of minorities; iii) a majority award in terms of seats, in order to grant 

political stability and the necessary support to the activity of the Executive; and iv) 

a system for granting equal representation of genders in the District Councils. A 

pure plurality (first past the post) system, like the one you are adopting at this time 

based on your Constitution, is consistent with the kind of political competition in 

which only two political parties exist, but is not convenient in territories where local 

minorities, not normally represented by the main political parties, exist, as it may 

happen in some of your Districts. I am aware that a tradition of plurality system 

exists in Ghana, however, the local governments have features that are not 

overlapping with those of the national level. 
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* * * 

 

In conclusion, the advantages of the proposed reform of local governance in Ghana 

are evident and confirm the opportunity to undertake this step of improvement. The 

Parliament has the possibility to take all of the necessary measures to tackle the potential 

difficulties arising from this reform. 

The development of the public functions of local entities, as well as the achievement 

of fully democratic life in local government, are major constitutional improvements for 

Ghana, in a direction shared by many democratic countries in the world, and consistent 

with the fundamental principles of your Constitution.  


