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ABSTRACT

Local government authorities are set up by legal instrument on the basis of
tradition homogenous areas or ethnic groups. In Nigeria today, it isan important
integral part of federalism, which should not be undermined. It must be accorded
a position of relevance in the democratic dispensation. This paper therefore
intends to bring into focus the evolution of local government administration in
Nigeria, the various reforms that local government system had passed through
and the current position of thelocal government systemin the present democratic
setting. However, the effects of undermine and misplacement of priority by the
local government under the present dispensation will also be examined.
Suggestions are made on how to remedy the flaws and poor performance of the
local government system in this present democratic dispensation; the undue
interferences of the state gover nment on thelocal gover nment democr atic process
and financial matters must be stopped; local government system must be
recognized as the third tier of government in Nigeria federation, therefore they
should be made to enjoying the autonomy; while the operators of this system
must not loose focus on the constitutional expectations of the system.
Keywords: Local Government Administration, Flaws and Reforms.

INTRODUCTION
Thecurrent attention onlocal government administrationin Nigeriaisaresult of sengtive
positionit occupiesin grassroot development, and dso asatool for nationd integrationin
adiverseand multi- ethnic country like Nigeria. Thisgovernmental systemisnot newin
Nigeriasociety, asitisold asthe country itself. It started with traditional institution and
passed through series of reformsand transformationsduring thecolonia imperidismand
the period of self- government. One notabl e thing about thissystem of administration ever
sinceindependenceisthat the societal consciousnessabout itismostly aroused during
democratic dispensation. Thereason for thisisnot far-fetched. The grassroot people
havelong list expectationsdueto its closeness. They are of the opinion that through this
government they can easily regp thedividend of democracy. However, it hasbeen observed
that most of the expectations of the grassroot people from most of the existing local
government administration during democratic government seemto beinmirage. Itisagangt
this background that this paper traces most of the flaws and reformsin an effort at
democratizing loca government administrationin Nigeriaand proffersprobable solutions.
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Agagu (2001) defined local government asagovernment at thegrassroot level of
administration meant for meeting peculiar grassroot needsof the people. InNigeriathere
isonefedera government with jurisdiction over larger peoplewith different traditional
background and beliefs, but thelowest unit of administration whoselawsand regulations
bound on the peopleinthegeographical areasistheloca government. Appadorai ascited
inAladegbolaand Owolabi (2005) definedloca government asa” government by popularly
€l ected bodi es charged with administration and executive dutiesin mattersconcerning the
inhabitantsof aparticular place”.

TheFederal Republic of NigeriaGuideinefor Loca government reform (1976)
definedloca government asagovernment at thelocal level exercised through representetive
councilsestablished by lawsto exercise pecific powerswithin defined aress. These powers
should givethecouncil subgtantia control over locd affairsaswell asthestaff andingtitutiona
andfinancia powerstoinitiate and direct the provision of servicesand to determineand
implement projectsso asto complement theactivitiesof the State and Federal Government
intheir areas. It also ensuresthe active participation of the people and their traditional
institution. Adamolekun (1986) Opined that local government are usually established to
achievethreebroad objectives. Theseare; politicd participation, efficient serviceddivery
and resource mobilization. Price (1999) posited that every citizen of astate hasalocal
loyalty aswell asnationa one. The central government cannot possibly attend to every
issue. If ittriedto, it thereforeattemptsto makeuseof itscitizens locd |loyatiesby delegating
local administrative bodies which may be of varioustypes such as: alocally elected
representative body and atraditionally recognized authority. A local representativewith
clearly defined powers of the central government; Local government thereforeisnot
sovereign; it'ssubordinateto thestateand federd authorities. Not withstanding, it possesses
some considerableamount of responsi bility and discretionary powersover avariety of
functionsor services.

Evolution of local government administration in Nigeria

Thehistoricd origin of local government administrationin Nigeriacould betraced to the
traditional political system among ethnic groupsthat formed kingdoms and empires.
Nwankwo (1990) opinesthat local governmentin Nigeriatraditional political syslemwas
through theinstrumentalities of traditional authorities i.e. the Emirs, Obis, Obis, Chiefs,
Age Groupsand Village Councils. Among thethree- major ethnic groupsin Nigeriaprior
to colonialism, thelocal government administration wasbased on ethic nationaitiesand
culture uniqueto each areawhiletheformsof government ranging from highly centraized
to highly decentralized, autocratic to democratic, monarchical to republicans, empireto
city sate (Agagu, 2001). Theinception of colonid rulein Nigeriabrought about thesystem
of Nativeauthority for local government administration. Gboyega (1987) describesthis
sysemaspoalitica adminigtrationthroughtheagency of indigenousingtitution. Thiscomprises
four elements, which are: the Resident, the Native treasury, the Native authority and the
Native court. Hence, colonial rule marked the beginning of the devel opment of local
government that gavetraditiona ruler facelift under thesystem of administration knownas
indirect rule (Gboyega, 1987).
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Thesystemwaspracticed first inthe Northern part of Nigeriaand later introduced
to the Southern part, which compriseswest and East. In the East, warrant chiefswere
appointed to perform thefunctionsof tradition rulersasin the Northern and Western part
of the country. Thissituation brought about opposition. In order to worsen the situation
therewasthreat of imposition of taxation by the warrant chiefs on the people, which
resulted to Abawomenrriot of 1929. Agagu (2001) pointed out theflawsin thissystem of
administration during therule. These included; discrimination against educated elites,
divergencein the power and non-flexible nature of the council revenue baseto ensure
laudableventures. It wasthisthat brought about variousreformsthat took placethereafter.

Reforms on Local Government Administration in Nigeria

Following the Eastern region opposition against the local government system, many
innovativeactivitieswere carried out by the colonialists between 1931- 1950 to develop
thissystemto modern status. Sir Donald Cameron, the Governor General between 1931-
1934 introduced some reforms after observing thefailure of the Native authority inthe
South. According to Shut (1999) Native authority officialsweretrained theart of modern
adminigrationwhileeducated ditesweregiven opportunity to participateinloca government
through el ection. Between 1945- 1950in the South, most of Councilorsweree ected but
intheNorththey weretill the appointeesof the Emirs. Thisaction by the Southwasasa
result of educated ditesparticipationinthisgovernmenta system. In 1950, loca government
ordinancewas madein the Eastern region to redressthe Native administration system.

Theordinance provided roomfor experimenting on the new system of democratic
local government. Traditional rulerswereinvolved through nominationtofill some seats
whilethe council seatswereto befilled through el ectoral process. The period between
1950 and 1966 wasreferred to astheeraof modern Local government system (Aladegbola
& Owolabi; 2005). It marked aperiod of self- government. During thisperiod, Native
authority systemwasrejected firstly by the Eastern region and | ater followed by the West
and the North. Therewasintroduction of law for an el ected local government council in
the Easternregionin 1945 and in theWestern region in 1952, while defacto president of a
paramount chief wasabolished in 1958 (Shut; 1999).

Northern Nigeriareform on Native authority could not take placeuntil 1954. This
reform wasnot uniform throughout theregions. With the Military domination between
1966 and 1976, many transformationstook placeintheloca government administration.
Prior to 1976 local government administration under then regime of General Gowon,
Locd government wasan affair of thestatesand did not redlly exist asathirdtier government
(Nwachukwu;2004). Therewaslack of uniformity in the system throughout the country.
Themodel adopted and the detail of implementation differed from one stateto the other.
Hencethislack of uniformity created achaotic Situation at |local government adminisiration
unit. Another shortcoming of the system during this period wasthat each and every oneof
theseregions practiced such an administrative system they felt suitablefor their various
regions. In other words, therewasno unified system of local government administration.
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Muritala/Obasanjoloca government reform nationwidein 1976 hasbeen described
astheeraof consolidation of greater democracy at thelocal government level. Thisreform
attempted aremodification of thelocal government in order to bring uniformity and stability
and a so enhanced their communities (Aladegbola& Owolabi; 2005). Despitethestructura
reformsof 1976, power wasdtill hijacked from the peopletowhom it wasgiven. Thiswas
conducted on no- party basis. The election wasat the mercy of the state executive and
traditiona rulers. Nominated membersin many instances ended up being the chairman of
council. Most of the chairmen became appendages of the state government. Thisflawin
1976 reforms made civiliansregime between 1979- 1983 involved in dissolution and
cregtion of local government at their discretion. Thisperiod too witnessed nomgor reforms
expect for the crestion of moreloca government in variousstates. Themilitary regimeof
Buhari/ Idiagbon that followed only succeeded in merging some of these created |ocal
government.

The 1985 reform under Babangidaadministration marked the beginning of new
era. Thiswasthetimewhen local government started to play itsroleasthethird tier of
government (Nwachukwu; 2004). Election on aparty basiswas conducted for two duly
registered political parties i.e. Social Demoacratic Party (SDP) and National Republican
Convention (NRC). The presidential structural systemsi.e. thejudiciary, legidativeand
executive organswereintroduced into thel ocal government administration while Ministiry
of locd government wasabolished. Theloca government wasrel atively autonomous. This
wasnot fully achieved: state government did not stop encroaching on the affairs of the
council by compelling councilstoinvolveinjoint service ventureinwhich the council did
not benefit from (Nwachukwu; 2004).

TheAbacharegime on assumption of office on November 17, 1993 dismantled
the presidential system of thelocal government structuresthrough decree number 7 of
1997. Heplaced d| affairsof theloca government under the Federal military government.
Loca government creation wasvisibly politicized withitsnumber increased from 589 to
774 on October 1996 (Kunle; 2000). Abdulsalami regimethat followed in June 1998
conducted e ection successfully into the 774 |ocal governmentson multi- party basisto
replacethecareer civil servant assole- administrators. Presidentia structureand functions
of local government wasnot atered but the duration in office of the e ected memberswas
not fixed. Obasanjo'sregime between 1999- 2006 inherited thisproblem. Thisgenerated
alot of controversiesduring thefirst termin office and later resolved by replacing the
€l ected council memberswith caretaker members appointed by the state governors. The
2003 general eection marked the transition from democratic ruleto another democratic
rule; Loca government e ection wasexcluded whilethe newly e ected governorsappointed
another new set of caretaker members. On April 2004, when the election was later
conducted the State | ndependent Electoral Commission (SIEC) wasset upfor the purpose.
Thisgtuation caused massiverigging and manipul ation of eectionresult by theruling parties
ineach statewhile somedid not conduct any el ection but converted the caretaker members
to substantivelocal government executiveand legidativemembers.
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Withthe congtitutional power placed upon the state government to make surethat
loca government exist (theAmendment Congtitution, 1997) many statesresorted to creeting
moreloca government areasintheir statesduring the Obasanjo adminigtration. Thisledto
fracas between such statesand the federal government whereby the monthly statutory
dlocation of such sateswasnot giventothem by thefedera government. Withtheenormous
power conferred on states by the constitution over thelocal government, some state
government called for the expiration of the el ected members and appointed caretaker
members.

In spiteof the enormousrolesascribed to thelocal government according to the
1976 reformtoincludethefollowing: provision of social welfare servicessuch asschools,
roads, water, drainages, health servicesand masstransit, many local governments had
failedto liveto thefulfillment of some of theseroles. However, with thisdemocratic
dispensation, local government that should have been a springboard for national
devel opment hasturned to an experimenta ground for political opportuniststo satisfy their
political expediency. Thisthirdtier of government could no longer performitsstatutory
rolesof complementing the activitiesof the state and federal government. Itisnow placed
ininferior position and also acted asastoogeto both state and federal governments.

CONCLUSIONAND RECOMMENDATIONS

This paper considersthe evolutionary and revolutionary dimensionsin local
government administrationin Nigeria Although many problemswerehighlighted asmajor
impedimentson theeffectivefunctioning of thesystem to meet itscondtitutional expectations
yet thefact still remainsthat local government system would only serve as pedagogy
throughwhichlocal peoplecould be brought nearer to the government. Hence, theundue
interferencesby the statesand the federa government should be stopped while operators
of the system should be committed and be more dedi cated to ensure effective performance
of itsfunctions.

Thelocal government administrationin Nigeriahad passed through different forms
of government withwhich they had suffered seriesof neglect and abandonment. Under the
military rule, local government wascleverly proliferated which make the number of the
local government areasin Nigeriatoday increaseto 774. Thisisto ensurethe closenessof
the peopleto thegovernment. Notwithstanding, thisgovernmental level awaysoperates
bel ow constitutional expectation asaresult of undueinterferencesby both the state and
federd governments. Inview of this, thefollowing recommendationsare madefor uplifting
theimage and effectivefunctioning of thissystem. Therolesof theloca government asit
has been spelled out in the constitution must be strictly carried out. The operatorsof the
governmental system must not loose focus on these congtitutional rolessuch that their
operationwill fulfill the congtitution expectationsof thelocal people.

L ocal government system can only perform effectively when it hasautonomy.
State and Federal government should stop wielding undue influence over the local
government. It should be given the opportunity to perform independently with minimum
control. Joint projectsand account between state and local government should bediscarded.
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State should contributetheir satutory alocation monthly alocationto theloca government
rather than milking it to increasethefinancia base of the state. Thissituationwill enable
local government to usetheir resourcefor effective development of their local areaaswell
asmeeting the congtitutiona expectation of theloca people. Thelocd statutory alocation
from thefederal government which formsthebulk of local government financial base
should be paid directly to the account of theindividual local governmentsrather than the
state account. Thiswill reducethefinancial burdensthat most states place onthelocal
government. To ensure effective spending of thisallocation, federal government should
establishabody that will supervisethefinancia operationsof theloca governmentssothat
the local government fund is not diverted and shared by just agroup of people. The
democratic process in the local government should not be at the mercy of the state
government. Election of theloca government chairman and councilorsshoul d be conducted
and supervised by thecentra dectora body (Independent Nationa Electora Commission).
Thetenure of office of the elected chairman and councilors should be spelled out in the
condtitution and equaly superviseby the central body. Thiswill check theunduedissolution
of eected loca government council'smembersand appointment of care-taker committees
by the state governors.
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