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 Elections in Nigeria's Local Government Areas (LGAs) represent a critical 

aspect of the democratic process, providing citizens with the opportunity to 

elect leaders who directly impact their daily lives. This paper offers an 

overview of local government elections within Nigeria’s Fourth Republic, 

which began in 1999 following the return to democratic governance. This 

study explores the constitutional framework, electoral processes, 

challenges, and political dynamics that shape these elections, as well as 

their implications for democratic consolidation and local development. This 

study begins by examining the constitutional and legal provisions that 

govern local government elections in Nigeria, particularly the role of the 

Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) and the State 

Independent Electoral Commissions (SIECs). While the INEC oversees 

federal and state elections, SIECs are tasked with conducting local 

government elections. This distinction is key to understanding the 

decentralized nature of local government elections in the Fourth Republic. 

This paper further explores electoral procedures, including voter 

registration, party participation, and the conduct of elections at the ward, 

council, and chairmanship levels. A significant focus of this paper is the 

challenges faced by local government in Nigeria. Issues such as political 

interference, manipulation of results, and low voter turnout often undermine 

the credibility and legitimacy of the electoral process. The influence of state 

governors over local government elections has been a persistent issue, with 

many local government councils being dissolved, replaced by caretaker 

committees, or having their elections postponed indefinitely. This 

centralization of power at the state level diminishes the autonomy of LGAs 

and limits the democratic accountability of local officials to their 

constituents. This paper also discusses the role of political parties in local 

government elections, noting that party politics at the local level is often 

characterized by patronage, clientelism, and a lack of ideological 

competition. These dynamics affect the quality of candidates running for 

local government positions and the overall effectiveness of local 

governance. The impact of local government elections on governance and 

service delivery is also assessed. Although elections are intended to 

promote democratic representation, in practice, many LGAs struggle to 

deliver basic services, such as healthcare, education and infrastructure, due 

to inadequate funding, corruption and a lack of capacity. In addition, this 

paper evaluates voter participation in local government elections, which is 
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typically lower than in national or state elections. Factors such as voter 

apathy, insecurity, and the perceived ineffectiveness of local government 

councils contribute to low citizen engagement in the electoral process. The 

paper also highlights the importance of strengthening local government 

elections to enhance political accountability, improve governance, and 

foster greater citizen participation at grassroots level. 

 In conclusion, local government elections in Nigeria Fourth Republic are 

fundamental to the democratic process, yet they face numerous challenges 

that undermine their effectiveness and credibility. For local government 

elections to fulfill their intended purpose of promoting good governance 

and community development, significant reforms are required. These 

include enhancing the autonomy of LGAs, ensuring the integrity of 

electoral processes and addressing the political and institutional barriers 

that hinder meaningful citizen engagement in local elections. 
 

 

 

Introduction 

Local government elections in Nigeria, held at the level of Local Government Areas (LGAs), represent a 

cornerstone of the country’s democratic process, providing an opportunity for citizens to elect leaders who directly 

influence their everyday lives. These elections serve as an essential mechanism for deepening democratic 

participation, fostering political accountability, and enhancing grassroots development. However, despite the 

constitutional framework that enshrines local government elections, the system has faced persistent challenges 

that hinder its ability to effectively contribute to local governance. The Fourth Republic, which began in 1999 

with the return to civilian rule after decades of military dictatorship, has seen a series of reforms and tensions 

regarding local government elections, particularly with the role of State Independent Electoral Commissions 

(SIECs), political interference, and the recurring issue of the autonomy of LGAs. 

This paper aims to provide an overview of local government elections in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic by examining 

the constitutional and legal framework governing these elections, analyzing the electoral processes and 

procedures, and exploring the challenges and dynamics that shape local government elections in practice. The 

discussion will also focus on the broader implications of these elections for democratic consolidation, governance, 

and local development in Nigeria. The overall goal is to present a critical assessment of the functioning of local 

government elections in Nigeria since the beginning of the Fourth Republic and to suggest potential reforms to 

improve the electoral process and the effectiveness of local governance. 

The Nigerian Constitution of 1999, which marks the beginning of the Fourth Republic, outlines the structure of 

the country’s federal system of governance, which includes federal, state, and local government tiers. According 

to Section 7(1) of the Constitution, the system of local government in Nigeria is to be "a democratically elected 

government." This constitutional provision mandates the election of local government officials, including 

chairpersons and councilors, and recognizes the local government as an essential tier of government that is distinct 

from both the state and federal levels (Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999). 

However, although the Constitution provides for the election of local government officials, it does not specify a 

procedure for conducting such elections. Instead, the responsibility for overseeing these elections is vested in the 

State Independent Electoral Commissions (SIECs) created by individual state governments. This decentralized 

approach to local government elections has led to significant variations in the conduct of elections across different 

states, with some states holding regular elections while others have frequently suspended or postponed local 

elections, leading to a reliance on appointed caretaker committees (Omotola, 2009). 
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The establishment of SIECs at the state level was intended to guarantee a more localized and autonomous process 

for managing local elections, but in practice, this has often led to political interference by state governors, who 

control the composition and functioning of the electoral bodies. The absence of a uniform, nationwide electoral 

commission for LGAs has resulted in inconsistent practices and legal challenges regarding the legitimacy and 

transparency of local elections (Akinyemi, 2017). In this context, the tension between federal principles and state-

level control of local elections remains a significant issue in Nigeria’s local government electoral system. 

Local government elections in Nigeria are typically conducted through a first-past-the-post system, in which 

candidates with the highest votes in their respective constituencies are declared winners. Elections will occur at 

the ward, council, and chairmanship levels. The chairperson of an LGA is elected to represent the local 

government, while councilors are elected to represent specific wards within the LGA. Local government elections 

are held periodically, with each state determining the timing and frequency of elections within its jurisdiction. 

The electoral process is largely dependent on the administration of SIECs, which are responsible for voter 

registration, the organization of election campaigns, the conduct of elections, and the declaration of results. The 

procedures for elections are similar to those used in federal and state elections, including voter registration, 

campaigning by political parties, and voting at polling stations. However, in practice, local government elections 

often face irregularities, such as vote buying, electoral fraud, and a lack of transparency in the voting process 

(Alemika & Chukwuma, 2014). 

Despite legal provisions for conducting local elections, the process has been marred by political interference and 

inefficiency. In many states, local government elections are either postponed indefinitely or canceled, particularly 

when political elites perceive a threat to their control over the local government apparatus. For instance, in some 

states, elected local government officials are removed by governors and replaced with appointed caretaker 

committees, often without any electoral process (Yahaya, 2015). Such practices undermine the democratic 

legitimacy of local governments and fuel public distrust in the electoral system. 

A central challenge in the conduct of local government elections in Nigeria is the issue of political interference, 

particularly by state governments. While the Constitution guarantees local governments the right to be run by 

elected officials, state governors have frequently used their political influence to undermine the independence of 

local governments, often by appointing caretakers instead of allowing elected local government officials to 

assume office (Agbaje, 2007). This interference undermines the intended autonomy of local governments and 

diminishes their ability to fulfill their constitutional mandates. 

The practice of dissolving local government councils and replacing them with unelected caretaker committees 

has been a persistent issue. In several states, such as Lagos, Ogun, and Ekiti, governors have dismissed elected 

local government councils and replaced them with appointed administrators for various legal and political reasons 

(Omotola, 2009). This not only undermines the principle of democratic representation but also disrupts the 

continuity of governance and service delivery at grassroots level. The lack of autonomy for local governments is 

further exacerbated by their dependence on state governments for funding because local governments are heavily 

reliant on allocations from state and federal sources, leaving them vulnerable to political manipulation. 

Local government elections in Nigeria are characterized by several challenges that impact voter participation and 

the overall credibility of the process. One of the most pressing issues is voter apathy, which has been a significant 

problem in local elections. Low voter turnout is often attributed to a lack of awareness about the importance of 

local elections, perceived inefficiencies of local governments, and distrust in the electoral process. In many 

instances, citizens do not see local government elections as significant, especially when local officials have little 

power or autonomy to make meaningful chances (Durojaiye, 2014). In addition, electoral malpractises such as 

ballot box stuffing, manipulation of results, and the use of security forces to intimidate voters and election 
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officials, have been reported in several local government elections. These practices undermine the legitimacy of 

elections and contribute to the broader issue of electoral violence and electoral fraud that plague the Nigerian 

political system (Alemika & Chukwuma, 2014). Furthermore, the security situation in some parts of Nigeria has 

also affected local government elections, with insurgencies and conflicts causing disruptions to voting processes. 

In volatile regions, fear of violence often leads to reduced voter turnout, as citizens may be hesitant to participate 

in the election process because of safety concerns (Yahaya, 2015). 

 Local government elections play a crucial role in determining leadership at the grassroots level, which directly 

impacts the delivery of essential services such as healthcare, education, and infrastructure. However, the 

challenges of political interference, lack of accountability, and low voter participation often hinder local 

governments’ ability to fulfill these responsibilities. When local government officials are not elected or are subject 

to political manipulation, they lack the necessary mandate to make decisions that reflect the needs and interests 

of their communities (Akinyemi, 2017). 

Moreover, the frequent suspension of local government elections and the appointment of caretaker committees 

undermine the democratic legitimacy of local governments, making them less accountable to the citizens they are 

meant to serve. This disconnect between local government officials and their constituents, thereby impeding 

effective service delivery and fostering public disillusionment with the political system. 

Local government elections in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic are vital to the country's democratic framework because 

they offer an avenue for citizen participation, political representation, and local governance. However, the 

electoral process has been plagued by several challenges, including political interference, low voter turnout, and 

electoral fraud, which undermine the effectiveness and credibility of these elections. To enhance the legitimacy 

and effectiveness of local government elections, reforms are needed to strengthen local governments’ 

independence, ensure greater transparency in the electoral process, and encourage higher voter engagement. This 

paper explores these issues in greater detail, offering an analysis of the factors that hinder the success of local 

government elections in Nigeria and suggesting potential reforms to improve the system. 

 Literature Review 

The democratic transition that characterized the Fourth Republic in Nigeria, inaugurated in 1999, marked a 

significant shift in the governance landscape of the nation, particularly with respect to electoral processes at 

different levels of government, including the Local Government Areas (LGAs). This literature review examines 

key studies, theories, and instruments related to local government elections in Nigeria, focusing on the legal 

frameworks, electoral management, challenges faced, and implications for democratic governance. 

The local government in Nigeria has evolved through various constitutional and political frameworks. 

Historically, the local government system has undergone significant changes from the colonial period through 

independence to military rule. According to Adeyemo (2019), the early years of independence saw an attempt to 

establish vibrant local governance frameworks modeled after Western systems. However, continual military 

intervention has led to distortion of the system, often undermining the democratic process at the local level. 

In 1976, the creation of local government reforms aimed at decentralizing governance and promoting grassroots 

development marked a significant turning point. These reforms established a structured framework for local 

councils and set the stage for local government elections. The emergency of the Fourth Republic in 1999 reinstated 

the importance of local elections as a means to enhance the democratization process (Ibrahim & Gana, 2017). 

The legal framework that governs local government elections in Nigeria is based on the 1999 Constitution, which 

delineates the structure, administration, and functions of local governments (Constitution of the Federal Republic 

of Nigeria, 1999). Sections 7 and 162 emphasize the establishment of democratically elected local government 

councils, thus recognizing their importance in the governance architecture of Nigeria. 
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Additionally, the Electoral Act of 2006, along with its subsequent amendments, outlines the rules governing 

elections across all levels of government, including local governments. According to Uwais (2018), the Act 

provides regulatory mechanisms for the conduct of elections, including provisions for electoral bodies, voter 

registration, and monitoring. However, the efficacy of these legal frameworks has been a subject of scrutiny, 

particularly concerning the autonomy and capacity of the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) to 

conduct local government elections (Duru, 2020). 

The INEC is the principal agency responsible for overseeing elections in Nigeria, including those at the local 

level. According to Bassey and Bassey (2019), INEC's effectiveness is crucial for ensuring free and fair elections 

across all government tiers. The commission is tasked with conducting elections, managing voter registration, 

and enforcing compliance with electoral laws.  

However, challenges exist regarding INEC's capacity to effectively manage local government elections. Several 

studies have highlighted issues such as insufficient funding, inadequate human resources and political interference 

as significant impediments to the commission's efficiency (Ogbomida, 2021). The lack of a clear delineation of 

roles between INEC and State Independent Electoral Commissions (SIECs), which often administer local 

elections, further complicates the electoral landscape (Amadi, 2020). 

 SIECs are established by individual states and are responsible for conducting local government elections. 

However, the independence of these commissions has been contentious. As observed by Ojo (2021), SIECs are 

often perceived as extensions of state governments, undermining their impartiality and ability to conduct credible 

elections. This perception is exacerbated by SIEC members’ appointment process, which tend to favor political 

patronage and thereby compromise electoral integrity. 

One of the notable challenges influencing the efficacy of local government elections in Nigeria is voter apathy. 

Several scholars argue that low voter turnout significantly undermines the legitimacy of local elections. Okuneye 

(2020) highlighted that voter apathy in local elections arises from a lack of awareness about the electoral process, 

disillusionment with political actors, and perceptions that local elections have a negligible impact on governance. 

This sentiment is supported by empirical data showing that voter turnout is significantly lower in local elections 

than in national elections (Omoyele, 2019). 

Electoral malpractise, including rigging, intimidation, and violence, has become widespread in local government 

elections in Nigeria. Studies have shown that thuggery and violence are common during local elections, 

significantly impacting the electoral process (Bassey, 2020; Ilogu, 2021). Moreover, the manipulation of voter 

registration processes, such as ghost voters and double registrations, further complicated the integrity of local 

elections (Duru, 2020). 

In a detailed study of local elections in Nigeria’s Delta State, Akintayo (2021) identified the role of political 

godfathers and their influence over electoral outcomes, revealing a complex nexus between money politics and 

the administration of local elections. This finding suggests that entrenched political interests often supersede 

democratic principles, leading to outcomes that do not reflect the will of the people. 

Local government elections have significant implications for fostering democratic governance in Nigeria. Local 

councils, which are the closest layer of government to the people, play essential roles in service delivery and 

community development. The erosion of democratic principles at this level can have cascading effects on citizens' 

trust in the political process.  

The effectiveness of local elections in fostering legitimacy rests on their ability to reflect the fundamental will of 

the populace. According to Anifowose (2019), legitimate local governments improve accountability through 

responsive governance and the provision of public services. However, when local elections are marred by 
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corruption and violence, citizens' trust in their leader erodes, reducing accountability and further entrenching a 

culture of impunity. 

Effective local governance structures are integral to implementing policies that drive development. In examining 

the relationship between decentralized governance and local development, Olapade (2021) argued that credible 

local elections enhance democratic participation, making it more likely that local governments will address 

community needs effectively. This finding emphasizes the importance of improving local electoral processes to 

achieve sustainable development. 

Elections in Local Government Areas are a crucial aspect of Nigeria’s Fourth Republic, providing opportunities 

for democratic participation and governance. However, considerable challenges persist within the electoral 

landscape, including voter apathy, electoral malpractise, and the role of partizan politics in undermining election 

integrity. Addressing these challenges requires concerted efforts to strengthen electoral management, enhance 

civic education, and promote accountability within local government structures. As Nigeria continues to navigate 

its democratic path, the need for credible local government elections cannot be overstated. Ensuring that these 

elections are free, fair, and reflective of the populace’s will will not only enhance local governance but also 

reinforce the foundations of democracy in the country. 

 Theoretical Framework 

 Elections in Local Government Areas (LGAs) of Nigeria’s Fourth Republic have been characterized by complex 

dynamics, often shaped by the interplay of various political interests and power relations. One framework that 

can help elucidate these dynamics is patronage theory. This theory posits that political actors distribute benefits 

(material, political, and economic) to gain support and loyalty from constituents. Therefore, examining local 

government elections through the lens of patronage theory allows us to uncover how electoral outcomes are 

influenced by clientelistic practices and political actors’ role in shaping the electoral landscape. This paper 

explores the nature and character of elections at the LGAs in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic, highlighting the 

implications of patronage systems on democratic governance. 

 Patronage theory, rooted in political science and sociology, refers to the exchange of goods, services, or favors 

between political actors and constituents in return for electoral support. The key elements of patronage include 

the following: 

• Clientelism: This reciprocal relationship between politicians and voters, where politicians provide 

material benefits to voters who, in return, provide political support (Kitschelt & Wilkinson, 2007). 

• Political Brokers: These are intermediaries who facilitate relationships between patrons (political elites) 

and clients (voters). In Nigeria’s political context, these brokers play crucial roles in distributing resources, 

mobilizing voters, and ensuring electoral compliance. 

• Informal Networks: Patronage operates within informal networks that often transcend formal political 

structures, allowing for flexibility and adaptability in electoral mobilization (Nichter, 2008). 

In Nigeria, particularly within the context of LGAs, patronage dynamics significantly impact political behavior, 

voter mobilization, and electoral outcomes. 

Since the advent of the Fourth Republic in 1999, local government elections have been a cornerstone of Nigeria's 

democratization process. However, these elections have been marred by allegations of electoral malpractise, 

violence, and corruption. Studies have indicated that local elections often witness lower levels of public 

participation and voter turnout than national elections (Ibrahim & Gana, 2017). This context provides fertile 

ground for operating patronage systems. 
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Political elites in Nigeria play a critical role in controlling resources that can be distributed to constituents. At the 

local level, control over public funds, contracts, and employment opportunities enables firms to maintain loyalty 

to their political base. As noted by Ojo (2021), local politicians often use state resources to secure electoral victory, 

reflecting a clientelistic approach in which incumbents leverage their positions to distribute benefits to voters. 

Political parties in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic have often been vehicles for patronage rather than platforms for 

ideological competition or public policy proposals. The major political parties frequently engage in patronage 

politics, in which party leaders allocate resources to loyal members and constituents to ensure electoral success. 

As a result, elections at the local level are less about policy debates and more about securing personal allegiances 

and favors (Adeyemi, 2020). 

During elections, candidates often employ patronage-based strategies to mobilize voters. This includes the 

distribution of gifts, cash, and promised jobs. According to Aiyede (2019), the use of these tactics fosters a 

transactional relationship in which voters are more inclined to support candidates offering immediate benefits 

rather than those with long-term development plans. This dynamic undermine the overall democratic process by 

creating a culture of dependency and expectation. 

Political brokers are key players in facilitating client relationships in Nigerian local government elections. These 

brokers, often well-entrenched within communities, help to mobilize voters and ensure compliance with political 

elites’ electoral directives. They act as intermediaries, managing the distribution of resources and conveying 

information between patrons and clients (Bakka, 2020). Their influence can significantly influence electoral 

outcomes, making them pivotal in the local political landscape. 

The implications of patronage systems in local government elections in Nigeria are profound and multifaceted: 

• Patronage politics often leads to voter apathy and disenchantment with the electoral process. When 

electoral outcomes are perceived as predetermined through clientelistic exchanges, voters become less motivated 

to participate, resulting in lower voter turnout (Okuneye, 2020). This undermines the principle of democratic 

accountability and erodes public trust in institutions. 

• Patronage relationships can weaken accountability because elected officials may prioritize serving their 

patrons over constituents’ needs. According to Osaghae (2018), elected representatives often feel beholden to 

their political benefactors, leading to governance that prioritizes elite interests rather than public good. This can 

perpetuate a cycle of corruption and ineffective local governance. 

• Patronage systems can create fragmented political environments, characterized by divisions along ethnic, 

religious or party lines. This fragmentation can lead to heightened political violence, as rival factions compete for 

control over resources and electoral support (Ilogu, 2021). The presence of political godfathers and their influence 

can intensify such fragmentation, leading to instability and conflict during elections. 

Understanding local government elections in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic through the lens of patronage theory 

illuminates the complex interplay between political actors, resources, and constituents. The significant role of 

patronage in shaping electoral outcomes reveals a democracy that is heavily influenced by clientelism, where 

personal and material exchanges override the principles of accountability and public service.  

As Nigeria continues to grapple with these challenges, it is crucial to recognize the implications of patronage on 

democratic governance. Addressing the issues of patronage politics requires comprehensive reforms that enhance 

transparency, encourage civic engagement, and promote accountability mechanisms within local governments. 

Only through such reforms can Nigeria hope to strengthen its democratic foundations and ensure that local 

elections reflect the genuine will of its people. 

Research Methodology 



Global Research Journal of Management and Social Sciences (GRJMSS) Vol. 15 (11) 
 

pg. 65 

This study adopts a qualitative research methodology, with a focus on textual analysis, to explore the dynamics 

of local government elections in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic (1999-present). Given the aim of understanding the 

political, institutional, and social factors that shape local government elections, this research relies solely on 

qualitative data sources, including existing documents, reports, government publications, media articles, 

academic literature, and electoral records. By analyzing these texts, this study seeks to uncover key patterns, 

challenges, and insights regarding the electoral processes at the local level in Nigeria. 

The primary approach of this research is qualitative because it allows for a nuanced, in-depth understanding of 

complex issues related to local government elections, including political interference, voter apathy, electoral 

malpractise, and the role of local government institutions. Qualitative methods are particularly appropriate for 

exploring the historical, political, and institutional context of elections, as well as the factors that influence the 

conduct and outcomes of these elections. 

The emphasis on textual analysis was based on the rich body of existing written materials that shed light on the 

subject. These materials include academic articles, government and electoral commission reports, policy 

documents, media coverage of elections, and electoral results from local government elections across Nigeria. 

Textual analysis enables the researcher to critically examine these sources and identify recurring themes, patterns, 

and contradictions that contribute to a comprehensive understanding of local government elections in the Fourth 

Republic.  

Reports published by the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC), State Independent Electoral 

Commissions (SIECs), and other relevant government bodies are critical sources of data. These reports often 

provide detailed information on the conduct of local government elections, voter turnout, election results, and 

challenges encountered during the electoral process. These documents are instrumental in understanding the 

administrative and regulatory framework of local elections in Nigeria. 

This includes peer-reviewed journal articles, books, and other scholarly works that analyze the legal, political, 

and social dimensions of local government elections in Nigeria. Key themes in the literature that will be explored 

include the evolution of local government elections, electoral reforms, political interference, and the role of 

patronage and clientelism in shaping electoral outcomes. Academic literature offers theoretical frameworks and 

contextual analyses that can help interpret textual data. 

Newspapers, magazines, and online media outlets offer valuable insights into how local government elections are 

perceived by the public, political class, and civil society organizations. Media reports can provide coverage of 

specific elections, including electoral fraud, voter apathy, postponement, and political manipulations at the local 

level. By analyzing media coverage, this study can also capture the discourse surrounding local elections and 

identify public perceptions of the electoral process.  

Secondary data from electoral records, such as voter turnout statistics, election results, and election-related legal 

cases, will be analyzed. These documents, which include official results from local government elections and 

historical election data, help assess electoral participation patterns, the frequency of election irregularities, and 

the extent to which local elections reflect democratic principles.  

Documents outlining the Constitution of Nigeria and the Electoral Act related to local governments provide a 

legal and constitutional foundation for local elections. Additionally, reports and policy papers on electoral reforms 

and local governance are important for understanding the broader institutional context in which these elections 

occur.  

Textual analysis involves systematic examination of texts to identify underlying themes, meanings, and patterns. 

In this research, textual analysis will focus on identifying recurring themes and issues that impact the conduct of 

local government elections in Nigeria. The key steps in the textual analysis process include: 



Global Research Journal of Management and Social Sciences (GRJMSS) Vol. 15 (11) 
 

pg. 66 

Through an in-depth review of the various texts, this study will identify core themes related to local government 

elections. These themes include the following: 

• Electoral integrity and malpractise: Instances of vote buying, ballot box stuffing, and other forms of 

electoral fraud. 

• Political interference: The role of state governors and political elites in manipulating local elections. 

• Voter participation and apathy: Factors influencing voter turnout, including public disillusionment, lack 

of voter education, and low levels of political engagement. 

• Legal and institutional challenges: The role of SIECs and other electoral bodies in ensuring free and fair 

elections. 

• Patronage systems: The use of local government elections to consolidate political power through 

patronage networks and clientelism. 

Each text will be analyzed in its historical, political, and social contexts. For example, electoral reports will be 

assessed not only for their content but also in relation to the political environment in which the elections occurred. 

This includes considering political power dynamics at state and local levels, political parties’ involvement, and 

local elites influence.  

Comparing documents from different sources will help cross-check information and identifying discrepancies or 

patterns across various local government areas and election cycles. For instance, comparing reports from INEC 

with media coverage or academic commentary allow researchers to assess the accuracy and reliability of electoral 

data and to uncover how different actors perceive and report local elections. 

A critical discourse analysis (CDA) approach will be employed to examine how political discourse, media 

narratives, and public opinion shape the understanding and legitimacy of local elections. This includes examining 

the framing of local elections in media reports and how political elites, in particular, use language to influence 

public perceptions of electoral outcomes. 

While the textual analysis approach provides rich qualitative insights, it also has some limitations: The study will 

rely heavily on secondary data sources, some of which may be biased, incomplete, or subject to political 

manipulation, especially in cases in which election results are contested or reported inconsistently. Without 

interviews or primary data collection from voters and election officials, the study may lack insights from those 

directly involved in or affected by the electoral process, which could limit the depth of analysis on specific 

challenges and experiences. Contextual Variations: Local government elections in Nigeria vary widely across 

states and regions, and the textual analysis may not fully capture the diversity of experiences across the country. 

This research methodology uses textual analysis to explore the dynamics of local government elections in 

Nigeria’s Fourth Republic. By analyzing a range of secondary sources, including government reports, academic 

literature, media articles, and electoral records, this study aims to provide a detailed understanding of the 

institutional, political, and social factors that shape local elections. The findings of this research will contribute 

to the broader discourse on electoral integrity, democratic consolidation, and local governance in Nigeria.  

Knotty Issues and trends in Elections at the Local Government Area’s in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic 

Since the inception of the Fourth Republic in Nigeria in 1999, local elections have been a significant aspect of 

the democratic process. Local Government Areas (LGAs) serve as the grassroots level of governance, where the 

impacts of policies and political decisions are felt by citizens. However, elections at this level have been 

characterized by numerous challenges, including electoral violence, rigging, voter apathy, and inadequate legal 

frameworks. This paper explores knotty issues and prevailing trends in local government elections in Nigeria, 

highlighting their implications for democratic governance and citizen participation. 
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The journey of local government elections in Nigeria has been fraught with complexities. The military regimes 

that preceded the Fourth Republic consistently undermined democratic institutions, including local governments. 

According to Adeyemo (2019), the 1976 Local Government Reform in Nigeria decentralized power and promote 

local governance. Nevertheless, successive military governments disrupted these structures, culminating in a 

return to civilian rule in 1999. The Fourth Republic was thus framed by a historical legacy of weakened local 

governance and political patronage. 

The legal framework governing local government elections is enshrined in the 1999 Constitution of Nigeria, 

which recognizes the establishment of local government councils and prescribes methods for their democratic 

election. However, local elections are primarily conducted by State Independent Electoral Commissions (SIECs) 

rather than the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC), which oversees federal and state elections. 

This separation has raised concerns regarding the independence and effectiveness of local election management 

(Uwais, 2018). 

Electoral violence remains one of the most pressing issues in local government elections in Nigeria. Incidents of 

violence, intimidation, and harassment of voters and electoral officials are common and often orchestrated by 

political thugs hired by candidates (Bassey, 2020). For instance, during the 2021 local government elections in 

Ekiti State, reports indicated widespread violence leading to voter disenfranchisement (Okuneye, 2020). Such 

violence not only undermines the credibility of elections but also discourages citizen participation.  

Low voter turnout is a recurring theme in local government elections. Despite the significance of LGAs in 

governance, many citizens exhibit apathy toward the electoral process. Factors contributing to this phenomenon 

include widespread disillusionment with political leaders, the perception that local elections have a minimal 

impact on governance, and a lack of awareness about the electoral process (Ibeanu, 2019). According to data from 

the National Bureau of Statistics, voter turnout for local elections often hovers around 30%, compared to higher 

rates in national elections (NBS, 2020). 

Electoral malpractise permeate local government elections, manifesting in various forms, such as vote buying, 

rigging, and manipulation of voters’ registers. Political parties and candidates frequently resort to these tactics to 

secure victory, thus undermining the democratic process (Duru, 2020). The involvement of political godfathers, 

who wield significant influence over local elections by controlling resources and dictating electoral outcomes, 

worsens this issue (Bukar et al., 2020). 

The independence of State Independent Electoral Commissions (SIECs) is crucial for conducting free and fair 

elections at the local level. However, many SIECs are perceived as extensions of state governments that lack 

autonomy in their operations. This dependence leads to accusation of bias and manipulation in elections (Ojo, 

2021). Political appointees often fill the ranks of SIEC leadership, creating room for nepotism and political 

patronage. 

Although, the 1999 Constitution and the Electoral Act of 2010 (amended) provide a legal basis for local 

government elections, gaps persist in the effective regulation of these processes. For instance, the lack of clear 

guidelines on campaign financing and the absence of stringent penalties for electoral fraud contribute to the 

persistence of malpractise (Uwais, 2018). Furthermore, the reliance on state legislation to regulate local elections 

means that variations in electoral laws across states can lead to inconsistencies and confusion in the electoral 

process. 

Although the use of technology in elections is increasing, it presents both opportunities and challenges. In some 

instances, technological innovations have improved electoral processes, such as the introduction of biometric 

registration and electronic voting systems. However, many local elections still rely on outdated methods, resulting 
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in logistical challenges and inefficiencies. In addition, cybersecurity issues and the potential for technological 

manipulation pose significant threats to the integrity of elections (Bassey & Bassey, 2019). 

Despite these challenges, there has been a growing trend of political mobilization among citizens, particularly 

youth, during local government elections. This mobilization is driven by civil society organizations and grassroots 

movements advocating for electoral reform, transparency, and accountability. For example, the 

#NotTooYoungToRun movement has encouraged young Nigerians to engage actively in politics and aspire to 

leadership positions (Ibrahim & Gana, 2017). 

  

The Fourth Republic has witnessed the emergence of alternative political platforms outside traditional party 

structures. These new parties often focus on grassroots participation and community engagement, aiming to 

challenge the status quo and offer fresh perspectives on governance (Aiyede, 2019). The success of these parties 

in local elections can reshape the political landscape and provide citizens with more choices. 

In response to the myriad issues plaguing local elections, there has been an increasing call for electoral reforms. 

Civil society organizations, political analysts, and concerned citizens advocate for reforms that enhance the 

independence and capacity of SIECs, streamline electoral processes, and establish robust mechanisms for 

monitoring elections (Duru, 2020). The proposed reforms include implementing technology-driven solutions for 

voter registration and voting processes to reduce electoral malpractise. 

The role of civil society organizations and election observers has gained prominence in local government 

elections. These bodies are vital in advocating for transparency, monitoring electoral processes, and providing 

impartial reports on the conduct of elections (Okuneye, 2020). Their presence has increased public confidence in 

the electoral process and helped deter some malpractises. 

Another trend is the persistent under-representation of women in elected positions at the local level. Despite 

constitutional provisions advocating for gender equality, cultural and societal barriers often sideline female 

candidates. Initiatives aimed at promoting women’s participation in political processes have emerged, 

highlighting the need for targeted policies to support female candidates (Bukar et al., 2020). 

The knotty issues and trends surrounding local government elections have profound implications for democratic 

governance in Nigeria. First, the persistent challenges of electoral violence and malpractises erode public trust in 

democratic institutions. Without confidence in the electoral process, the legitimacy of elected officials is 

undermined, leading to ineffective governance and increased political apathy among citizens. Second, the lack of 

independence among SIECs and inadequate legal frameworks hamper efforts to conduct credible local elections. 

This situation perpetuates a cycle of corruption and inefficiency in local governance, undermining the very 

essence of representation and accountability that local governments are supposed to provide. 

 However, the increasing political mobilization and the emergence of alternative political platforms signal a shift 

toward civic engagement and democratic renewal. As citizens demand greater accountability and transparency, 

there is hope for a more engaged electorate and more responsive political system. 

Elections in Local Government Areas in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic encompass a complex landscape of challenges 

and evolving dynamics. Knotty issues, such as electoral violence, voter apathy, and the lack of independence of 

electoral bodies, continue to hinder the electoral process. However, emerging trends reflecting increased political 

mobilization, civil-society engagement, and calls for electoral reforms indicate a growing desire among citizens 

for meaningful participation and improved governance. Addressing knotty issues in local government elections 

requires a concerted effort from all stakeholders, including the government, civil society, and the electorate. 

Ensuring the integrity of local elections is paramount for strengthening democracy, enhancing accountability, and 

promoting sustainable development in Nigeria. 
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Elections without Voting in Local Government Areas in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic 

Elections in Nigeria, particularly at the Local Government Areas (LGAs), are supposed to be the bedrock of 

democracy. Elected officials at this level are responsible for delivering essential services and representing the 

interests of their communities. However, the Fourth Republic, which began in 1999, has witnessed numerous 

elections characterized by a troubling paradox: elections without genuine voting. Factors such as electoral 

manipulation, violence, political dominance, and systemic corruption have thrown into question the legitimacy of 

local government elections. This paper explores the phenomenon of "elections without voting" at Nigeria's LGAs, 

analyzing its causes, consequences and implications for democratic governance. 

The local government system in Nigeria can be traced back to the colonial era and has evolved through several 

reforms aimed at democratizing governance. The 1976 Local Government Reform was significant in establishing 

a clear framework for local governments, which was given further credence post-1999 with the return to civilian 

rule (Adeyemo, 2019). However, elections at the local level have often failed to reflect the will of the people. The 

emphasis has shifted from the core democratic tenets of free and fair elections to more political maneuvering, 

leading to a crisis of legitimacy.Electoral malpractise, including rigging, ballot stuffing, and manipulating voter 

registration lists, has systematically undermined the electoral process. Studies indicate that local government 

elections in Nigeria are often characterized by coerced voting, false voter registration, and intimidation (Bassey, 

2020). According to a report by the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) in 2019, as many as 40% 

of voters faced some form of coercion during local elections (NBS, 2020).The dominance of a few political parties 

often leads to predetermined outcomes in local government elections. In many states, the ruling party entrenches 

its control, effectively marginalizing opposition parties and undermining the competitive nature of elections. This 

political hegemony manifests in various forms, such as the manipulation of electoral rules, the harassment of 

opposition members, and the use of state resources for campaign activities (Osaghae, 2018). Such an environment 

raises skepticism regarding the legitimacy of elections, as they tend to produce "winners" who have not been 

genuinely elected by the people. 

Violence has become an alarming trademark of local government elections in Nigeria. Political thugs and groups 

often orchestrate violent campaigns to intimidate voters and opposition candidates. Reports indicate that during 

the 2021 local government elections in Ekiti State, for instance, incidents of violence led to a significant decline 

in voters’ turnout, effectively disenfranchising many citizens (Okuneye, 2020). The fear of violence not only 

deterred voters from participating but also created an environment in which actual voter sentiments were drowned 

out in chaos. 

The establishment of State Independent Electoral Commissions (SIECs) intended to decentralize electoral 

management has ironically led to less accountability and transparency. Often beholden to ruling state 

governments, these commissions lack the autonomy necessary to conduct free and fair elections. Observers have 

criticized SIECs for orchestrating elections that serve the interests of ruling parties rather than genuinely 

representing the electorate (Bukar et al., 2020). Consequently, elections under the auspices of SIECs often lack 

legitimacy because they do not allow for fair contests. 

A significant consequence of theses issues is widespread voter apathy. As citizens witness manipulative and 

violent practices, their belief that their vote count is diminished. Data shows that voter turnout at local elections 

consistently falls below 30% (NBS, 2020). This apathy feeds into a cycle in which elections are considered 

irrelevant by the population, perpetuating the status quo of political dominance and electoral malpractise. 

Elections without authentic voting fundamentally undermine the legitimacy of elected officials. If elections do 

not reflect the will of the people, it becomes difficult for leaders to claim mandates, which are essential for 
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governance. The resultant illegitimacy fosters a disconnect between the government and the citizenry, leading to 

widespread disenchantment with democratic processes (Ibeanu, 2019). 

Public trust in political institutions and the electoral process is crucial for democratic governance. When elections 

are characterized by manipulation and violence, public confidence is weakened. Reports indicate that over 73% 

of Nigerians express dissatisfaction with the state of democracy in the country due to perceived electoral fraud 

(Afrobarometer, 2020). This erosion of trust complicates the governance landscape because citizens may become 

disillusioned and apathetic toward political engagement. 

The normalization of electoral violence fuels a vicious cycle of conflict and instability. Recent local elections 

have seen an escalation of violence, posing serious threats to public safety and disrupting social cohesion. For 

example, the violence that marred the 2021 local government elections in Lagos led to injuries and property 

damaged (Ajayi, 2020). This trend not only compromises the integrity of elections and inhibits social progress 

and development. 

Local governments are meant to effectively address community needs. However, when elected officials come to 

power through fraudulent means, the leadership often fails to prioritize public welfare. Instead, these leaders are 

more likely to perpetuate corruption, nepotism, and ineptitude, which further intensifies local challenges such as 

poverty, unemployment, and insecurity (Osaghae, 2018). 

The phenomenon of "elections without voting" in local government areas has serious implications for Nigeria’s 

democratic governance: The fundamental essence of democracy is the principle of choice and representation. 

When local elections do not reflect actual voter sentiment, a democratic deficit is created. This situation can 

disillusion citizens, leading them to question the viability of democracy as a system of governance (Ibeanu, 2019). 

Politically, this disillusionment can lead to apathy, civil unrest, or even radicalization in some cases. 

The combination of electoral fraud, political violence, and public disillusionment can engender authoritarianism 

in a democracy. When a ruling party can manipulate elections without accountability, it may become emboldened 

to disregard democratic norms entirely, pushing the country further away from democratic ideals (Bassey, 2020). 

Elected officials who do not genuinely represent their constituents are less likely to prioritize the needs and 

interests of those they serve. As a result, policy stagnation can become the norm, with local governments failing 

to address pressing public concerns effectively. This stagnation contributes to a cycle of poverty and 

disenfranchisement in communities that should benefit from local governance. 

Power of Incumbency: State Governors’ and Local Government Elections in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic 

The concept of incumbency significantly shapes the political landscape of elections in Nigeria, especially at the 

local level. In Nigeria’s Fourth Republic, which began in 1999, state governors wielded enormous power over 

local government elections because of their power and resources. This powerful incumbency is critical in 

determining electoral outcomes, often resulting in manipulated processes that undermine democratic principles. 

This study examines the influence of state governors’ incumbency power on local government elections and 

explores the implications for democratic governance and citizen participation. 

Since the return to democratic rule in 1999, local government elections in Nigeria have been characterized by a 

series of reforms aimed at ensuring democratic legitimacy and effective governance. The 1999 Constitution 

established the framework for local governments, mandating the establishment of democratically elected councils 

(Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999). However, the practical application of these provisions 

has often been compromised by the overwhelming power of state governors, who frequently manipulate local 

elections to maintain their political dominance. 

Local governments are crucial in delivering essential services and developing the communities compromising 

Nigeria’s vast population. However, these governments often operate under the significant influence of their state 
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governors, who serve as primary power brokers in political circles. This dynamic creates a situation whereby local 

elections become merely formalities rather than genuine contests for representation. 

Incumbency, in a political context, refers to the advantage that current officeholders have over challengers in 

elections. This advantage manifests in various forms, including the following: incumbent governors have access 

to state funds and resources, allowing them to influence local government elections by financially supporting 

favored candidates (Aiyede, 2019). Governors often maintain extensive political networks that enable them to 

wield influence over local party structures and candidate selection processes (Bukar et al., 2020). This network 

often includes local traditional leaders, civil society groups, and political leaders. State governors appoint 

members of the State Independent Electoral Commissions (SIECs), leading to questions about the impartiality of 

these bodies in conducting local elections (Duru, 2020). The ability to mobilize party resources and loyalists 

further enhances governors’ incumbency advantages because they control party machinery at the state level (Ojo, 

2021). 

State governors often manipulate local government elections to secure favorable outcomes. This manipulation 

can include the following: Governors frequently influence which candidates are nominated by their political 

parties, ensuring that only those loyal to them are allowed to contest elections. This diminishes the 

competitiveness of local elections, leading to predetermined outcomes (Adeyemo, 2019). Incumbent governors 

often use state resources to support their preferred candidates, blurring the lines between state and party activities. 

Such practices undermine electoral fairness, as candidates aligned with the governor are disproportionately 

funded (Bassey, 2020). 

The independence of SIECs is crucial for ensuring free and fair local elections. However, state governors typically 

appoint the heads of these commissions, thus compromising their impartiality (Uwais, 2018). Studies have shown 

that SIECs often operate under the influence of governors, making decisions that favor the ruling party. This has 

led to significant instances of electoral malpractice, including: Delaying election schedules to disadvantage 

opposition parties. Manipulating voter lists to include fictitious names or exclude opposition supporters (Bukar 

et al., 2020). 

The atmosphere surrounding local government elections often reflects the power dynamics between the state and 

local populations. Strategies employed by incumbents to maintain control include the use of violence and 

intimidation against opposition candidates and voters (Okuneye, 2020). Instances of political thuggery during 

elections often stem from the sanctioned activities of local and state political operatives seeking to reinforce the 

governor’s authority. 

The lack of financial autonomy for local governments intensifies the power of incumbency. Local governments 

in Nigeria largely depend on state allocations for operational funding. As highlighted by Aiyede (2019), this 

dependence makes them susceptible to manipulation and interference by governors who can dictate the flow of 

resources and priorities of local management. 

The combined effects of manipulation, coercion, and financial dominance contribute to citizens’ disillusionment 

toward the electoral process. Citizens often become apathetic, feeling that their votes do not matter in a system 

designed to favor incumbents. This erosion of democratic principles is evident in the consistently low voter 

turnout in local elections, which often does not exceed 30% (NBS, 2020). 

In the 2021 local government elections in Ekiti State, allegations of electoral malpractice emerged, with reports 

indicating that the ruling party engaged in vote buying, voter intimidation, and manipulation of registration lists. 

Observers noted that the State Independent Electoral Commission acted under the influence of the incumbent 

governor, favoring candidates aligned with him over opposition figures (Ajayi, 2021). Similarly, in Lagos State, 

the local government elections held in 2021 were characterized by widespread allegations of violence and ballot 
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box snatching. Critics argued that the incumbent governor's influence over the electoral process marginalized 

opposition parties and resulted in an undemocratic electoral environment. This political manipulation further 

fostered disenchantment with the electoral process, leading to decreased civic engagement (Bassey, 2020). 

The power of incumbency plays a significant role in shaping the dynamics of local government elections in 

Nigeria’s Fourth Republic. State governors leverage this power to manipulate electoral processes, control the 

narrative surrounding local governance, and marginalize opposition voices. This detrimental influence 

undermines democratic ideals and hampers the effectiveness of local governance structures. Addressing the 

challenges posed by gubernatorial incumbency requires comprehensive reforms that enhance electoral bodies’ 

independence, promote transparency, and empower citizens. By fostering a political environment in which 

fairness and accountability are prioritized, Nigeria can work toward revitalizing its democracy at the local level. 

Conclusion 

Elections in Local Government Areas (LGAs) in Nigeria's Fourth Republic (beginning in 1999) have been a 

critical aspect of the country's political development, reflecting both the challenges and promises of decentralized 

governance. Over the past two decades, the conduct of local government elections has been marred by a 

combination of irregularities, political interference, and significant gaps in the enforcement of democratic 

principles, ultimately undermining the credibility of the process at the grassroots level. Local government 

elections in Nigeria are constitutionally mandated to be held every three years. However, this has not always been 

consistently respected. The Fourth Republic's legal and institutional framework for local government elections 

includes the Electoral Act and the guidelines set by the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) or, 

in some cases, State Electoral Commissions. Despite this, a significant problem has been the role of state 

governors in controlling or even overriding local elections, leading to the imposition of caretaker committees 

often. 

One of the primary concerns regarding local government elections in Nigeria is the frequent manipulation of the 

process by state governments. Many state governors, who wield significant political power, often influence the 

outcomes of local government elections through the appointment of interim management or caretaker committees 

rather than allowing for the election of local government officials. These caretaker committees are typically 

appointed to bypass the democratic election process, often undermining the principle of local self-governance. 

In addition, local elections are frequently marked by irregularities such as voter suppression, violence, and ballot 

box stuffing. Political parties, particularly at the state level, exert significant pressure on local electoral bodies to 

ensure favorable outcomes, often leading to a lack of transparency and fairness. INEC’s involvement in 

overseeing local government elections is also limited, with many states opting for state-level electoral 

commissions that are susceptible to political influence. This has contributed to low voter turnout and public 

disillusionment with local government. Another issue is the poor state of voter education and civic engagement 

at the local level. In many LGAs, there is limited understanding of the electoral process, which is further 

intensified by economic and infrastructural challenges that prevent the smooth conduct of elections. This has 

resulted in the disenfranchisement of a large segment of the population, particularly in rural areas. 

The lack of credible local government elections has had serious implications for Nigeria’s governance. Local 

governments are meant to be the closest tier of governance to the people, providing essential services and 

addressing community needs. However, the absence of democratically elected officials often means that local 

governments are less accountable to the people, with resources diverted for political purposes and development 

projects left unfinished or poorly managed. The dominance of state governors in local government affairs also 

fosters corruption, as public funds allocated to local governments may not be used effectively or may be 
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misappropriated. Furthermore, when local government officials are not elected but appointed, they often lack the 

political legitimacy to challenge state policies that may not align with the needs of their communities. 

In conclusion, the conduct of local government elections in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic reflects a complex interplay 

of legal frameworks, political interference, and systemic flaws. Although, local elections are essential for 

strengthening Nigeria’s democracy and enhancing governance at the grassroots level, they have often been 

undermined by the centralization of power at the state level, electoral manipulation, and a lack of transparency. 

Until there is a concerted effort to improve the independence and credibility of local government elections, as 

well as enhance civic education and participation, the full potential of local governments to contribute to Nigeria’s 

democratic consolidation will remain largely unrealized.  

Recommendations  

To improve the conduct and outcomes of local government elections in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic, a strategic 

approach is necessary. The following are seven key and strategic recommendations aimed at addressing existing 

challenges and ensuring that local elections serve their intended purpose of promoting democratic governance at 

grassroots level. 

A key strategy is to ensure the full autonomy of local government electoral bodies. The current system, in which 

state-controlled electoral commissions often oversee local elections, should be reformed. To enhance impartiality, 

local government elections should be fully administered by an independent body like the Independent National 

Electoral Commission (INEC), with clear mandates and structures to protect them from political interference by 

state governments. 

Local government elections should be held on schedule, as mandated by the constitution. State governments 

should not have the power to suspend or delay elections in favor of appointment of caretaker committees. 

Legislative reforms should enforce penalties for any state government that fails to conduct elections within the 

prescribed timeline, ensuring the regularity and legitimacy of local government leadership. 

A strategic focus on voter education is critical for boosting voter turnout and ensuring informed electoral 

participation. Local governments, civil society groups, and electoral bodies should collaborate to implement 

sustained campaigns in communities, especially in rural areas. This can include radio programs, town hall 

meetings, and mobile outreach to raise awareness about electoral rights and the importance of voting in local 

elections. 

Transparency in the electoral process is fundamental. To achieve this, the INEC state electoral bodies must 

implement robust monitoring and reporting mechanisms. Independent observers, civil society groups and the 

media should be given the freedom and access to observe elections at all stages. In addition, the use of technology 

for electronic voting or transmission of electronic result help minimize rigging, fraud, and manipulation. 

There must be stronger legal frameworks to protect the integrity of local elections. Laws should be enacted to 

prohibit practices such as voter suppression, election rigging, and the imposition of unelected caretaker 

committees. In addition, more effective enforcement, with swift penalties and legal consequences for those 

involved in electoral malpractise, to act as a deterrent. 

For local governments to effectively represent their communities, they must be empowered with administrative 

autonomy and financial independence. A reformed allocation formula should ensure that local governments 

receive their fair share of federal and state resources on time, without undue control or manipulation by state 

governors. This financial autonomy would allow local governments to deliver essential services and be more 

accountable to their constituents. 

Local elections should foster democratic participation by strengthening political parties at grassroots level. 

Political party reforms are necessary to ensure that local chapters of parties are less subject to state elite control. 
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This can be achieved by promoting internal democracy, transparent candidate selection processes, and reducing 

the centralization of party control, which often stifles local-level political competition. 

These strategic recommendations are designed to create a more transparent, accountable, and functional local 

government election system in Nigeria. Through comprehensive reforms and the application of these strategies, 

Nigeria can strengthen its democratic processes at the local level, ultimately contributing to better governance 

and development in its communities.  
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