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'This paper attempts to analyse the social structure ofthe District Asscin- 
hlies created by the District Assembly Elections of2002. TheUpper East 
Kcgion ofGhana, which is the poorest region in the country, is the focie of 
the study. The analysis is situated against the background ofthc social, 
ccononiic and political conditions of the region at the tirneoftlic District 
~lssc~nbly Elections of 2002. 

It ~r as discovered in the study that sonie O 1 % ofthe 270 people who wcrc 
clectcd to !hc 1:istrict Assenlblies wcrc mainly teachers and farmers, and 
1 1 1 ~ 1 1  :>ut oftl~~r).-five wolnen candidates only scvcntecii, or 38.55% werc 
successful. In additiort, only one out often disabled candidates was able to 
niake it to the Assembly. 

TI;;: Asserr"ciies creaied by the Election of 2002, therefore, are predonii- 
nantlv constituted by abic-bodied inale teachers and fimiers. 

Ec.;i~ ;tocrcty 3nd Government nave a major responsibility to ensure tirat 
tliatc \vi>rnw get e!ec!ed in future elections, to ensure their full and free 
participat:~,: in Ghana's democratic political system. 

Mrs. Jean M ensa 
/Iclr~litlistnrror. 

lnstitutc of Economic AiT.urs 

t\ccm, October 2003 
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THE SOCIAL SIGNIFICANCE O F  GHANA'S 
2002 DISTRICT LEVEL 

ELECTIONS IN T H E  UPPER EAST REGION 

In 1987/58 the military government of  the Provisional National 
Defense Council (PNDC) led by Jeny John Rawlings introduced a 
new local government system in Ghana, as a first step towards 
retumirlg Ghana to civil constitutional rule. The central institutioli on 
which thenew system devolved was the District Assembly, known in larger 
towns and cities as the Municipal or Metropolitan Assembly. 

The first elections to the 11 0 District Assemblies were held in 1988 and 
1989, several years before Parlianlenta~y and Presidential Elections were 
conducted in Deccn~ber 1992. Thc District Level elections ofAugust 2002, 
[he fourth under the new system, were organized ~lndcr unique political 
circun~stances. The party of President Jcny John Rawlings who intro- 
duced the new local govcrnnient system had been voted out ofpower and 
a new government and president were in oflice. Ghana had experienced its 
first ever transfer of power from one clectcd govemnlent to another and 
denlocracy was growing in the country. Thrce Parliamentary and Prcsi- 
dcntial clectio~ls and four district level elections had been successf~~lly 
conducted by August 2002. As yct the social basis of Ghana's local 
govcrnment system has not been subjected to any comprehensive and 
thorough study. 

The time is now ripe to examine critically the social basis of the new 
democratic institutions in Ghana. The principal objective of this paper, 
therefore, is to unravel the social basis of local governance in Ghana by 
analyzing the social forces thrown up by the District levcl elections of 
August 2002. The focus will be on Ghana's Upper East Rcyion, and the 
major question to be answered will be "What social classes did the District 
Level elections ofAugust 2002 bring to the District Assemblies ofGha~la's 
Uppcr East Regio~l?' 



Traditional public administration and ~~olitic;ll science with ~licir 
central focus on institutions. stnlcturcs and r~~ncrions have conccn- 
tratcd tlieir rcscarcli attclition in tlie arca of local government and 
dcccntralization on structural organizatio~i, reorgani~ation and structural 
change. At1 alternative political sociological approach pioneered by S.M 
Lipset ( 1  9GO)  focuses on social strilcture or the social basis ofpolilical 
institi~tions. processes and beliilviour. While tlie institt~tionnl orientation in 
political sciencc and public administnltion has manyhcnclits, i~ is not witli- 
out its shortconiinys and should not preclitde the advmitages nftlie many 
il~siglits that coulcl bc dcriv~d fm~ii tlic fill1 i~tidt'rsta~l~lin~ ofthe social basis 
of instirt~tions o fsovcmancc. 

I n  this brief cssay about Ghana's District Lcvel clcctions ofAugirsl2002. 
thc central argument is that tlw District A ~ s ~ ~ l i h l i c s  that rcs~lltecl from 
thc District Levcl electioris arc notl-rins morc than a nlirror image CI f tlic 
social strllcturc oftlie districts in  whicll t l~c  A S S C I ~ ~ ~ ~ I C S  J ~ C  l i l c ~ ~ t d .  '111~ 
n~cnibcrship of  Ihc Asseniblics rhcrcrc>rc rcllccts a prcpondcrancc ol-tllc 
iiu~ncriwlly and socially doriiinant clnsscs in thc iliancts. 111 rwal districts 
this niatns pcnsatits and tlie n~ral elite such as tc;~chcrs. 111 ~1rl>a11 areas tllc 
working classes and middle classes domiriatc tlie Assctnblics. By 
extctlsion, the doniinant cuIh1ral v,?lucs ancl prcJ11tficcs wotlld work iigilinst 
the reprcsaitation nrimporhnt sxlions ol'llit: pc~pt~laiion. cspccially womai 
and speci;~l niinoritics si~cli as the visually inipairccl and the physically 
ul~allciigcd. 

KECEN'r TREND OFTEIOUGIIT 

The tllirtf wavc ol' 1icniocrati7ation lias gcncmtcil a s ~ l s t a i ~ ~ c d  and 
substantial interest in rhc suhjcct as il process. As a conscqucnce, a good 
proportion ofthe researcll \hat lias bccn co~iducted in the area has sou~li t  
lo c;~pturr tlic sclise or;! ~ ~ O C C S S .  A siyii ficant number orpublished works 
In this area are based on "measuring" (Buctham: 1094) or "SuneyingV* 
(Bacchlcr: 1005) ancl "comp;i~-ing" dcrnocracy (Dlrc and orhers: 1996). 



Otlicr stuciics have focuscd on "cstithlisliing" (Fisclicr: l990), and 
"developing" (Budge: 1996). "Strcn~thcnitig " (Could: 19051 or cvcli 
"rcfomiing" institutions (Sandbrook atid Oclhnum: 1997) to acliicvc 
democracy. 

A major oversight in tlicsc studics is Ihe allnost tolal silence on tlic contri- 
bution, which local sovenimcnt and dcccn~ralization could make to the 
democratization proccss. Not s~~rprisingly, the ncglcct of local govcnimalt 
and decentralization in tho sludy of duiiocmlization 11 ;~  c o n s i ~ i d  to c~blivio~i 
the importaicc o felcctions to grassroots dcriiocracy and local goveniancc 
as a whole. 

Elections constitutc a major political mccl~anism through which socioty is 
effectively linkcd with kcy institutions oTthc Sta~c. cspccially tllc Legisla- 
ture, the Executive, and Local Government stn~cti~rcs and sub-structures. 
Elections deterniine who nlns thesc kcy instit~~tions of Statc. 

Contrary to tlie teachings of traditional political science, clcctions 
perrorni a political rccr.~itment f~~nction, but not in a social vacuum. In a 
democracy elections link spccific vertical and horizontal stn~cturcs of thc 
society to thekey institi~rions ofthe State. For electoral s t~~dics to niiss this 
aspect is to leoveout tlic social foundations on which political institirtioris 
are constn~cted. 

While local level clcctions might not have nttrnctcd adequate rescarcli 
interest. local govcrnnicnt and deccntralizntion in itself has become n 
subject of growing interest. Hmuia (200 1 ). Al~woi (2000), Olowu (1 938). 
Ayce ( 1  996). Good ( 1996). Soi~thall and Wood ( 1  996) and Vaughan 
( 1  995) have ell in various ways helped to throw the needed intellectual 
searclilight on different aspects ofdccentralization arld local govcniment. 
cspc~ially in Africa 

Significantly, these stuclics arc silent on thc role clcctions can play in,  
effective local governance and democracy. Even more iniportan~. IJIC 
majorityofthese studies are cast in the mould oftraditional political scicnce 
and pi~blic administration that focus on political institutions, structures. 
functions and tlie organi~ation and re-organization ofadministrative and 
political institutions. The rlltemativc paradigrn that would shift the hcus 



onto the social structure of institutions has so fitr prove11 to hc rclati\?cly 
~rnpopulnr. 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC A N D  POLlTlCAL STRUCTURE OF 
UPPER EASTEGJON 

The Upper East Region of Ghana is predo~uinalitly agricultural, with an 
estimated 90% ofthe population engaged In peasant agriculture. Fanus 
are small because of a high population density estimateit at over 100 pcr 
square kilonietcr. Thc main crops produced arc corn. rnillct. grcrundnuts, 
beans and ricc As a rcsult ofthe pop~rlation explosion and over cxp1oit:i- 
tion the soils are impoverished ,and the yield low. 

Owing to lwo large modem irrigation d<?n~s constructed ulldcr thc 
M ~ n ~ a h  regime ( 195 1-1966). approximately 3,700 liectxcs ofland wcrc 
devclopcd. 2,500 hectares at Tono ncar Navrongo and 1.200 at Vea near 
Bolgatanga. These have made possible large scale production oftonlato. 
ricc, cottot1 and nliii~e (Dcry: 1981, Asongbcc: 1969). These irrigation 
schcrnes opencd the way for beentry of a fcw commercial fmners. mainly 
civil servants. 

Livestock and poultry keeping also constitute important cconomic 
activities in the Uppcr East Rcgion. Alrnost every housel~old keeps some 
cattle. goats, shecp, pigs, guinca and ordinary fo~\lls (Baflbc: 1993). 

Cottage industries. such as basket weaving, pottery, pito-brewing and 
food preparation. also constitute a principal cconornic activity. Wl~ercas in 
agriculture the large-scale projects established by the Nkrutnah govcm- 
ment have survived, in the monufactt~ring indrrstry there has bcen total 
collapse and dc-industrialization. Two larv,c factories, Bcef Processing at 
Bol_ratanga and aTomato Canncry at Pwalusu. have been standing idle for 
more than a decade and attempts at divestiture have not been s~~ccessft~l.  

Goveniment administratio11 has become the main saurce of fornial 
sector employment, especially in major urban centers such as Bolgatilng~ 
Bawku and Navronp. 

The sckools i n  the  towns and villages of  the region, kowcvcr. 



constitute by far the larsest source of  wage employnlent. The 
cconon:ic structure of the rcgion is the major dctcmminant of its social 
structure. Peasant farmers aid teachers are found in both town and coun- 
tryside, whilc civil servants and prc~fessionals are found largely in thc rc- 
gional capital, Bolgatanga, and to a limited extcnt inothcr urban townssuch 
as Navrongo and Bawku. 

Low rainfall, pcrhaps the lowest in the country, combined with 
depleted soils has produced in the Clpper East rcgion Ghana's worst- 
case poverty scenario. The overall trend in poverty in Ghana has bcen 
generally positive. The proportion of the poor in gcllcral droppcd fro111 
L 

51°/b in 1991 /92 to about 40% in 190SJ99. Howevcr, the decline is not 
evenly distributed across regions. and in the northeln part ofGhana as a 
whole the proportion of the population detined as poor has increased 
dramatically. The Upper East is thcone region in the north ofGhana wlicre 
as n~uch as 88% ofthc pop~~lation is characterized as poor by thc 1998/99 
Ghana Living Standards Survey. In the 1991/92 Sunley only 65% of the 
people were poor. By contrast, in the adjacent Uppcr West rcgion the 
proportion ofthe poor has dropped from 88%) in 1991/92 to 84'% in 1998/ 
99. The Upper East, Ghana's poorest region, is also the region where 
povertyrcduction efforts have failed to yield positive results. (Ministry of 
Finance March 1,2000). 

Hard core poverty has combined with land shortagc and population 
pressure to produce in the Upper East region one of the highcst rates 
of out-migration in Ghana. Migation to the South has become a 
habitual practice. Many young men leave their homes for Ashanti and 
other regions to seek enlployment on cocoa and niaize fanns. Some 
return but many do not, and this negatively affects the local economy 
(Asongbee: 1989. Dery: 1982). 

The political and administrative structure ofthe Uppcr East region contains 
both traditional and modern components. The modem political stn~cture 
comprises six District Assen~blies, namely, Bolgatanga, Builsa, Bongo. 
Bawku East, Bawku West and Kasena Nankana, and thirteen constituen- 
cics. Sonlc six Traditional Councils, on the other hand, constitute the tradi- 
tional political stn~cture, namely Bawku, Bolgatanga Nabdanl Tallcnsi, Pass 
and Navrongo. 



Witliin this stnlcttirc the ba1:incc o t'pulitical forces at the tinie of tlic Distlict 
1,cvcl elections in ALISLIS~ 2002 was the exact opposite of the na~ion:~l 
political situation. In the national Parliament in Accra, tlie ruling Ncw 
Patriotic Party (NPP) commanded 102 out of the 200 seats and enjoycd 
thc support of approximately lialf a dozen other M.P.s who are eilhcr 
Indcpcndcnts or bcloiig to Mino~ity Parties. As against this national politi- 
cal doniina~ice only thrcc oftlle thirteen M.P.s from the Uppcr East region 
belorig to tho ruling NPP. Oftlie remaining ten M.P.s. eight arc from the 
National Democratic congress (NDC). one is Independent and the other 
from the Peoplcs Nationill Congrcss (PNC). 

There is absolutely no doubt, therefore. that 011 the cvcofthe A L I ~ L I S ~  200'2 
District Level Elcctions. the Upper East region was under thc control and 
dominance ofthc oppositioli political parties. espccially the NDC. 

RESUI,TS OF THE 1)ISTRICT LEVEL ELECTIONS 2002 IN 
I!PPER EAST REGION 

By final count. some 270 out of 7 15 candidates who contested had bccn 
duly elcctcd to tlic six District Asscniblics in the region. Some 37.8% of 
the candidates had hcen succcssf~~l. The critical question then is who got 
elected and why'? 

In the final analysis. some 3 1.1 U/o of tlic 270 clccletf Assembly rnen~bcrs in 
tlic region hverc tcachcrs, 28.8% werc farmcrs, 11.5'l'o were civil servants 
and sonic 6.0% tndcr-busincssnien. Allogctlicr some 60% of the Assembly 
mmibcrs in tlie Uppcr East region ilow are tcachers and f m e r s .  

Nearly 66% of Ghana's population compriscs of peasant farmers. In 
the Uppcr East rsgion an estiniated 90°4 of all people arc ensaged in 
peasant agricultiue. At the m e  tinie the rapid scliool cxl),msion programme 
sincc tho 1960s has brought many schools and tcachcrs to a lot of towns 
and villases. It can be stated, without anyexaggcrr~tion. Illat in run1 Ghana, 
tlie most important occupational group in terms of riumcracy and literacy is 
teachers. Teachcrs have, as a consequence, corne to play critical roles in 
local poli~ics and society. 



Ghana's decentnlization pmgiinirnc has also brought to ~ n m y  district capi tals 
a s i g i  ticant n~~nlhcr  ofcivil scrvants. who have bccorne involved in district 
politics. The sigificant rcprcsentation of traders and sliopkecpers can be 
explained by the fact that trading is the most common occupation in ~-ural 
and urban Ghana. Neither formal quulificntions nor ~iiinimum requimnents 
ofany kind are needed for entry into trading and shop keeping. 

RELATIVE VERSUS ABSO1,UTE EI,ECTORAL SUCCESS 

The dominance ofteachers and farnicrs in the Assemblies must be set in 
context in order to distinguish absoluto from relative success. Three key 
variables need to be analyzed; n~ral-urban variations, unopposed versus 
opposed candidates; and index of relative electoral success by occupa- 
tional groups. 

Sharp di fferenccs betwcen n1ra1 and urban Assemblies were detected, on 
close observation. Urban Assenlblies on the wholc have more white-collar 
occupational p u p s ,  st~cli as tcachersand civil scrvants. and very few famiers. 
On the other hand. in rural districts farmers are in the majority in the 
Assemblies while white-collar groups liavc limited representation. 

Bolgatanga District and Bawku West epitomise the sharp contrast 
between town and country. Bolgatanga District Assenibly, which is 
located in the capital of the Upper East Region, is the most urbanized and 
the largest Assembly in the region. Out of i ts 54 Assembly members only 
seven are farmers. At tlie other extreme, Bawku West District Assembly. 
which is located in arural area, has a 30-meniber Assembly which includes 
sixteen farniers, six teachers and only one civil servant. In Bolgatanga, 
teachers, trader-businessmen, nurses, bankers and accountants are in tlie 
majority. 

Perceived dominance of the District Assenlblies by teachers and farmers 
sliould be further mod; fid by comparison ofthe social background ofelected 
and unopposed members. Prior to voting on August 6"' 2002 some twenty- 
five out of the present 270 Assembly members had been declared 
unopposed in the region. Of the twenty-five unopposed members. 24% 
were teachers and 10% farmers, making altogether 40% of  unopposed 
membcrs. By contrast. teachers and farmers, as already shown, are a 



good 60% ofall Asscmbly members in the region. An interesti~lgpottctn 
that cmcrged is that civil servants, accountants, bankers, en&' ~tnecrs, 
nigineering technicians, surveyors, agriculturists, nurses and ex-soldiers 
dominate tlie group of unopposed mcnlbers. The enicrgcnce of unopposed 
candidates in the August 2002 District Elections is thus a hig1:hlyselective 
political process, which primarily favours highlypmfcssionnl occupational 
groups other than tcachcrs and fanners. 

The index of relative electoral success may also be used to test thc 
popularity of specific social ngyregtes in local politics. By this index 
is meant the proportion of  each occupational group that got electcd in 
the District Level elections in each district. 111 both rlie ri~rr?l and urban 
districts of thc Upper East Region somc occrlpatio~lal groups such as 
bankers and accountants, e11gi1lce1-s iuld enginccrit~g tccli~licians. nurscs 
and cs-soltiicrs, lid vcry few caldidatcs in the elcctions but in the nlajority 
of the districts were able to secure ! 09% clcctoral succoss. By contras!, 
thc nunibcr ofc~tndidates from thc tcncliins and farming groups was vcry 
high. but tllr: proportion clccted was ~-athcr small. The 111gIicsl prc>portiiw 
of teachers clcclcd in any district cvas 57.5%, and for farmers 35.9%. It 
appesrs tlicrcforc that in thc: District Level elcctions in Ihc Uppcr Eils: 

Rcgion, thoug11 many teachers mid fruniers registcred for the contest vcry 
few of lhcm were elcctcd. The 1-el1crsc is true for other occupational gro~lps; 
vcry fcw oftltc111 registcred Tor the clcction but lhc majority oftlieni were 
clccted. 

F~IRTSC~E'~NTION OF WORIEN 

A ma-ia:- i s s ~ o  rhat has remained a so~lr :r*~fconstant poiitical concern 
f i r  ~-or!~i.!; act i~.ists and the aposllzs i.P yr-!ldcr eqiii ly in Gha1.a is the 
dislil:~lI, .;-J ;eccl of women's parlicipatioii in the vital dccision- 
111:iking i n ~ ~ : i l u ~ o ~ l s  oftlie State. 

rl(.t~l h e  lo\vcsl Icvcl. rhe Unit Comniittcc. throu#l~ the District 
.-lss.:~iibly ,O tlic Legislaturc, EXCCLIII\ L' and tlic Judiciary, tlie most 
\ isrlllt- c1i:;tinguishing charactwistic of Gl~ana's political decision-m&i~~g 
sln~ctu~~cs is the glaring luld woeful inacicquncy ofwomcn's participation. 



On the eleven-member Supreme Court orGhana only Iwo wonati arc 
lucky enoush to be ntbbing sllouldcn with nlnc nlalc .lusticcs. Evcn this 
nlodest gain was not achieved until the past decade. 

In Ghana's 200-membm Parliarncnt only 18 women can bc counted. and 
out of70 Ministerial positions only nine are occupicd by wo~iicn. Ofthese 
ninc women iour are Ministersand live Deputy Ministus. Tllcrc arc ninc- 
teencabinet Ministersbutonlyonc, Uie MinistcroPWomen ruid Childrcli's 
Affairs (MOWAC), is a woman. 

During the count down to theregislrii~ion ofcnndidates for the District Level 
cleclio~ls ofAugust 1002 the undcr-reprcscnm~ion ofwomcn in grassroots 
decision-making structuresonce againbecame awry livc issue. For women 
activists. a situation in which wc~n~efioccupicd lcss thon ten pcrcent ofthe 
placesinGhana's 110 District Assanhlics wrts hard to take. 

In a society where the majority ol'lroditionol rulcrs arc malc, gender 
equity and political balance \vouId requirc the upl~flmcnt orthcdegrec 
ofwomcn's parliclpation in modem local government. 

UPPER EAST WOMEN IN THE 2002 DISTRICT LEVEL 
ELECTIONS 

Upper East women in the 2002 Distri:~Elcclions rrcordcd a higher 
[hart avcrage succcss. Of the rhiity-f be women candidates in the 
election seventeen, or 48.55%, won the mandate of their people. The 
nat~orcl average was only 38%. In additr3;i. tliougll iippcr Last wcrncn 
cand;i~rr-r const~tuled 3.6% of~coclen cand~tlaiec nsri ,;)-wi.lc they v.ere 
4.6% orciecte.,! won~cnIhroii~lioul t!~cc. -t.-y. Wonie.1 now occupy 6.3% 
ofthc-270 Il1~1~lct.4ssemhly scit~si ; I:.t;:, r x r b s t .  

1 grc.l.Ic.<nrhat M ; I ~  LICLLXIC~ nlld u hicl ;-ri .:; -j ntxi~lllancct! and carefill 
studv is thc uiil~Jr;i~\nl orwomtn (:;IIIC ,;. I ?1~cfon voting d:~y. Bet\\ m1-I 
reystmtion ofcmdid;~tc%;~nd c\ cntill \ , I I~I :~s : \  ;'n oru oTfofly-I\a o \vo~iicr~ 
candidates witlidrcw lkom the ncc. 

This represents a good lh.6'!~1 ur 011c nut of cvcry S I X  wonier~ 
ca~~ddatcs .  T l s  withdrawal is al~ril~nti~hlc to n hosl oircaso~ls: linancial 
dinieultirs, socio-c~~ltun~l~~rcisi~~~,~. r11;tlc. inti~tiillnti~n and hlacknliul. In a 



fcw cases where the danger ofsplitting the pro-wornen vote was perceived 
to be real, some women's organizations advised less popular womal can- 
didates to stand down voluntarily to enhance the chances ofpopular worncri 
candidates at the polls. 

Election victory for Upper East women was not random, but fit a clear-cut 
pattern. Women were very successful only in three out ofthe six districts of 
the region. Success was particularly high in the Builsadistrict, where four 
out of five women won; Bolgatangn district, where seven out of fourteen 
womcn made it to the Assembly; and Bongo district where threc out of nine 
women candidates sailed through. 

In the other thrce districts, victory largely eluded the women candi- 
dates. In Kasena-Nankana district only one of the six worneri wori a 
scat in the Assembly, while in Bawku West and B a ~ k u  East the only women 
candidates in each of the districts failed to win a seat. 

Thcrc are significant socio-econoriiic diffcrences between women 
winners and losers. Women winners were predo~ninantly teachers. Nine 
out ofthe seventeen, or 53%, were teachers, while tlircc out ofseventeen, 
or 18%, were famiers. The rest were nurses, clerks and social workers. 

Defeated women candidates had the same or similar occupational back- 
ground as the winners. The big difference was in their educational 
qualifications. The majorityofwomen winners had professional qualifica- 
tions in nursing, teaching and computer science and several had Bachelor's 
and Masters degrees from Universities. On the other hand, the most 
common educatiorial qualification held by women losers was the Middle 
School Leaving Certiticate. Only a few losers had higher quali fications. 

In temis of age and maturity it was evident that victorious fe~nale 
candidates were slightly more advanced in age than losers. It is 
apparent therefore that in the 2002 District Level Elections, the 
electorate in the Upper East Region of Ghana were more inclined 
towards relatively older, more mature - etter educated. socially secure and 
economically independent women candidates. 



On the wliolc, thc pcrfo~niancc ofwornen candidates in tllc Uppcr East 
Rcgion's Disrrict Elections 2002 oflcrs a few useful lessons for t l~c f~tturc. 

First. whercvcr thcrc were niore than two women contestants they tcndcd 
to split the pro-womcn vote. 

Second, low cduc;ltiond attninmmt is morc of adisadvitntage for wonicri 
than for mcn. 

Third, inspite of the importance of cdircarionnl qualifications, whcncvcr 
two or morc wolncn contested in the same electoral area, votcrs tcndcd 
to placc a higlier preniiilm on expcnence and ase rather than quuli ficat ion. 

Fourth, a s i g i  ficm~t proportion of\vomen winners won by a landslide, and 
on the whole when womcn lost tlicy tcnded to losc honourilbly, as tlic 
margin of dcfcat tc~ldcd to bc narrow. 

Fiftl~. tinancial constraints, soci;ll/cul~ural pressures, male intimiciatioil ant1 
blackmail turncd out to bcmuch geaterobstaclcs to fcrnale succcss in t l~c  
election th i~ i  wiS previously imagined. 

Finally. the various training workshops orsanizcd for the utomcri 
candidates w c c  less effective and helpful to women thai tlic orga~iiscrs 
had originally thought. The kind of women who won would havc 
won with or without the workshops. Indeed. one oftlie wonicri who won 
in the Bolgatanga distnct did not attend any ofthe workshops for womcn 
candidates (Paulina Anipusiwa: Intentiew). 

INCUMBENCY 

Every election year, the abuse of incumbency in politics has comc up 
for critical comment. Incumbents have been accused of using, the 
enormous financial and material resources of the State for party and 
personal advantage. The political playinggoimd, it is said, is therefore riot 
level for all playersand incumbents appeared electorally invincible. 

Since December 2000 the myth surrounding incumbency has bccu 
shattered. The incun~bent National Democratic Congress (NDC) was 



dcfcated in both the Parliamentary and Presidential elcctions and many 
incumbent NDC M.Ps wcre soundly defeated by non-incumbents. 

The place ofincumbency in Ghana's electoral politics is now very cleiir. In 
Presidential elections incumbency is a big advantage, but i t  is not invincible. 
In Parliamentary electio~ls incunibcncy is only an advantage in the hard- 
core strongholds of  a party. What is less well understood is the role of 
incumbency in District Level Elections. 

The earliest media reports that came out soon aflcr the District 
Elections of August 2002 painted [he p i c t~~re  that the m~ior i ty  of 
incumbents hod failcd to retain their seats in thc Assemblies. An Accra 
tabloid, the Chronicle, reportcd in its LVednesday September 11.2002 
issue that, "65 pcr cent of incumbent Asselnbly Members who contested 
elections in the Eastern Region failed to win thc mandatc of the pcople". 

The situation in the Upper East Region was the exact opposite of  this 
media report. Incumbents were very successfi~l in the District Level 
elections ofAugust 2002. More than Iialfofall iriculilbents who registered 
to enter the Assembly again retained their seats. Altogether of 141 
incumbent Assembly members who resistercd to contest, seventy-six 
retained their seats and only sixty-five were defeated. Therefore some 
28.1 % of the 270 Assembly members are old faces. 

Variations across districts werc very high. In the Kasena Nankana 
district all ninc incumbents won. In the Builsa district, of the twenty- 
two incumbents who registered for the election, sixteen or  72.7% were 
retained, while in Bawku West out of the nineteen incumbents who 
contested thirteen or 68.4% wcre retained. 

On the other hand incumbents did not do so well in the Bongo district 
where only seven out of thirty incunibents of 23.3% made it to the 
Asscnibly - a situation similar to that of Bawku East where only nine or 
23.6%out ofthirty-eight incunibent Assembly memberscould make it back 
to the Assembly. In Bolgatanga district, which represents some kind of 
median point, twelve or 52:2% ofthe 33 incumbents in the election were 
able lo retain their seats. 



Ficlcl i~iterv~civs rc\:ealeci that many incu~nbct~ts in thc Uppcr East Region 
were able to rota111 their seats becat~se tlicytvcre ablc to takc adva~ltagc of 
donor-fundcd p ro~rmmes  such as the EU micro-credit facility and IFAD 
loans to bring dcvclopmcnt to their people. While this esplenation mriy 
have 3 getlcril validity, it  is inadequate for addressing di fkrences hetwccri 
districts and regions with access to the same or similar donor progmmn~cs. 

A critical csamination ofincu~nbents who successfirlly retained thcir 
seats clearly shows that thcy were relatively older, more espuricncccl, 
\vealthler and better cducated than incumbents \vho lost. The youngcr 
a successful inci~mbent t l i ~  niore itliportarit were better educatiu~i ;ind 
relative wcalth to his or her success. Thcse charactcl-istics are prob~~hly 
indicative of the clualities necessary for an Asse~~ibly n1elnbt.r to effcctivcly 
hamcss or niobilizc available resources or Fxilitics and channcl hcni into 
dcvclopmctir . 

HEtiSONS FOR DISTRICT ELEC'TOKAL SUCCESS 

I he absence ofpcditical part~cs 111 District Lcvcl elections has clcprivcd 
both cri~ldldates and vorers of a major intcmlediq institution. which links 
t11t.m to thc~mlitical community. ll~eresult is avirtiial agguegtio~ial vacuiun. 
There is neither party ideology, history, tradition nor policy to link 
candidates with tile electorate. I n  the face of this aggre~ational vacuum 
voters have hod to focus on thc personal qt~alitics or characteristics of 
candidates as the most reliable guide to electoral choices. Candidates. 
whether they are incumbents ornon-incumbents, are suhjectcul to thc sarnc 
personal-qtialities-test by the clectoratc. 

In accordance with the personal-qualities-tcst. in the Upper East Region. 
District Elcctio~l candidates were succcssfirl, first, if they were pcrceived 
by the clcctoratc as capable ofbringing dcvclopmc~it to their electoral area. 
Second. the candidates who got the mandate of the people wcrc the 
candidates perceived to be iiiflucntial e~iough to lobby the Government, tlic 
.4ssenibly aid NGOs to site develop~iicnt projects in their areas. Third. 
firiancially generous local politicians who could buy drinks li)r peoplc iind 
give cash gifls wcre ti~ore likely than ootliers to gct tllc nod from tlic peoplc. 
Fourth, people who i n  local temis were seen as ~ o o d  social mixcrs or 
friendly to pcoplc both his11 and low dsci \\Ion thc clcct~o~ls liantls do\tSn. 



Oti tlie other hand arrogant. s~iobbisli and egocentric catididatcs lost heavily. 

TURNOUT IN DISTRICT ELECTIONS ZOO2 

By far the most controversial political Fall-out of the District Electioiis of 
Au~wst 2002 was the low turnout and the institution. which should bear 
most of the blatiic for the failure ofGlianaiatis to excrcisc thcir franchise. 
The two key questions arc "Was tlic turn-out really low'? aid " I flow, was 
it attributable to exceptional circumstances or asysteniic hilure?" 

Reports of low turnout are i~sually unreliable because they arc bascd 
on media reports rather than sciaiti fic study. The ideal-typical approach, 
which is the most cornillon niethod used in tlic stitcly ofti~rnout, is fraught 
with loopholes and limitations. This approach compares Ilic turnout ofonc 
elcction with the same ora different type ofelcction in rhc past and dmws 
conclusions. Circumstances may not be tlie same for the elections 
comparcd. and the electorate attach different degrees of importance to 
diffcrcnt types of election. European voters may not attach thc sanic 
importance to Local Government, Parliamentary and European Parliruiient 
elections. Neitherdo Ghanaian votersput Presidential, Parliamentary aid 
District Level elections on the same pedestal. 

The popularity oftlie ideal-typical approach stems from the fact that i t  
is based on global figures that are relatively easy to access. Global 
figures. whether national or regional, are deceptive and conceal more than 
they reveal. On the other hand, the micro-level approach based on 
disaggegated electordl area and polling station fipres can i~nravel a world 
ofdifference between districts and rcgions but are comparatively more 
diflicult to obtain. 

'The overall turnout for the six districts of the Lipper East Rcgiun was 
49.5%. Approximately half of the registered voters catnc out to vote. 
The highest tunlolit of 59.98% was recorded in the Bawku-West 
region, and the lowest of42.73% in the Kasena-Nankana district. The 
wide gap between the lowest and highest turnout by district pales into 
insignificance when the turnout by electoral area is factored into the 
equation. 



'flir: lowest turnorlt by electoral area was 1 7.lb!C, in thc Atubalhisi area of 
Bolgatanga, allrl thc highest was 89.98% rccordcd in tlic Aycbia electoral 
area of Bongo District. 

,4 critical analysis of turnollt figures by elcctoral arca shows tli;~t thc 
so-called low turnout by electoral area occurred in only a handful of 
clectoml areas. wlicre the turnout \ V ~ S  really bad. 

In a majorify of the tllectoral areas of tllc Llpper East region the turnout 
was impressivcly high and does not support the scrcan~ing headlines 
abo~lt low turnout in Ghana's District Asscmbly elections of August 
1001. There arc approximately 270 elcctoral arcas in thc Upper East 
rcgion hut only thirty-seven or 13.7% of thcm obtained turnouts of 
lcss than 4OCk. Therefore it  is the very fcw areas with poorest tuniot~t 
that distorted thc region's turnout figures. It is very significant that 
5S.7%, or 141 out of thc 270 electoral arcas recorded turnouts ofmorc 
than 50%. 

, . I Iic social siyiificaticc of tlie relatively high turnout in the Distncl 1-cvcl 
alcctions in thc Upper East cannot bc T~~lly appreciated unlcss it is s~tunted 
in a broaclcr national political context. 'The csscntial messagc which the 
~LI I I IOLI~  llgi~lrs in tho 2002 District Asscmbly rlcctions conwcycd was that 
pooror and more nlral districts and pop11 lations pcrceive the Asscnibl ics as 
a major sour-ceofdcveloprncnt and political participation than thc richcr 
and more urban districts aid populations. As a conscqucnce. turnout was 
higl~cr in n~r-a1 poor and more dcpnvcd districts, especially in tlie northcni 
part ofGliunn. than in the urban richer and more industrialized parts o f ~ h e  
country. 

Wc have an alrcady notcd how nearly half of the rcgistcrcd votcrs in 
the Upper Enst rcgion t ~ ~ m c d  out to votc. By s h q  contrast ovcmll naiiotlal 
turnout was o~ily 33.3 per cent. 

In thc three rcgiol~s in llle north of Ghana wlicre the proportion of thc 
pop~~latic)n afflicted by povcrly n~tigcs fiuni 0 O t Y ; ~  10 S80.i ~ l l u  tuni-out was 
44,7 pcrccnt. 



By coniparison in the Greater Accra rcgion, the most industrialized rcgion. 
with only 5 per cerlt of the pop~llation in povcrty, the turn-out was a paltiy 
16.6 per ccnt. (Donald Dnpatem; 2002; pl 1 ). 

The inevitable conclusion to be drawn is clear. Tlic turnout figrrres in 111e 
2002 District Elections may be construed as n significant vote of  
confidence by the poor people of Ghana, especially in the north, in the 
potential ofthe District Assemblies. 

On the otber hand. the richer and niore urban populations of the country 
have eloquently demonstrated by their voter apathy that they can live tlicir 
lives with or without the District Asse~nblies. 

Dr. AfG Gyan, Chaimlai ofGhana's Elcctornl Con~mission. canie close to 
capturing the social sipific.ance ofthc tumout when he stated that "3 closer 
look at voting figures in therecent District Levcl Elections showshiglier ~LII-II 

out rates in the countryside than in the cities and big towns with largeconcen- 
tration ofvott '~" (Donald Dapatem: 2(JlH)3: pl 1 ). 

If the observations made are valid, then vital lessons must be picked from 
the tumout figures of the District Assembly Elections of 2002. 

First, District, Municipal and Metropolitan Assemblies in richer areas will 
have to improve their perfomlance if they wait to gain and retain support 
aid confidence of their people. 

Second, oftice holders in these relatively privileged Assemblies should hiow 
that tlie electoral support that gave them their positions is only skin-deep. 
There is urgent necessity for them to improve their performance in order to 
widcn their- support base and strengthen their political relationship with thc 
people. 

Third, tlie correlation between voter tumout and the political legitimacy of  
District, Municipal and Metropolitan Assemblies is a subject that deserves 
much deeper study. District Assenihlies will be one and a halfdecades old 
in 2004, and firm conclusions on this subject should be beneficial to thc 
Assc~nhlics and their office holders. 



A mtijorcoritrovcrsy sunour~dit~g lllc gclicrally low turrloilt 111 tlic 2002 
Dis~ricl ilsscnibly Elcctio~ls ccritrcd oli tllc u~idcrlyi~lg causc of tlic apparcnt 
lack of intcrcst on tlic part ofvotc~s. Onc I~ypotlicsis 1113~ is alrcady known 
is thc li~kugc bctivcc~i Assc 'II~I~I~ i~cr(i)nn;~~icc and \ otcr 1un1c)ut. 

The ininlcrliulc allcmintl~ ofllic cl~lrons s:lw a lit'cly " I> l ;~~r~c~u~tc"  in  it liicli 
one p~thlic il~sritlr~io~l artcr ;tnnl!lcrbl;!nlc.iI (!;lcll vtlicr fur  thc lo\v tl~rriout. 
.l'lic h';~tio~lal Rssociatii.~~; ol'l-ocnl At~tl~i~rtttcs ~ll ' ( ; l i ;~~;;r  (NAI.,IC;). ~l ic  
E1cctor;ll C'on~~nissiun ( ti.( ' )  thr: N;~tio~iill COIIIIIIISSI~II  LJII  ( 'ivi~: [Z~Iii~;~tion 
(NC'C't ) : i ~ ~ t l  cvai 11.1~ C ; ~ t r ~ m : ~ ~ ~ i l t  citlicr b l a ~ i ~ c  l L)I- \\,:is hl;1111c11 hy. S S O I ~ I ~ -  
hotly. 

At tllc ccr~tl.c ol'lhc klutnc was c~tlicr lack or  p~lhlicity or ~na~lcquatc 
p~~lilicity fclr ttlcc!cctio~~ (Ilonalti Dap::icnl: 2002: p I I ) 

To thc CAICIII that plrblici~y has arly!liitlg lo do wit11 it, i t  is thc lack of 
co-ordinatiotl witliin the Elcction Conim~~nication System (ECS) which 
should bc blanicd Tor poor turnout. 

Tlic Elcction Comniu~ucntio~i Systan conipriscs the Slate md private media, 
both print ant1 electronic, that have llie capacity to conimunicate infornia- 
tion about rlic clcrtions to thc voting public. In addition, the Executive. 
thn>iigli thc In formation Servicts Dcpxtmcrit arid Icrldiny politicians, shoitld 
providc clocrion infonilatiori to tlic populace. 

Finally, thc Electoral Co~nntissiorl i~tld the NCCE bear a Co~istiti~tioriiil 
rcslmnsibility to educate the public ahout clcctions. Sig~iilicmtly missing is 
an effuctivc nicclianisni for co-opcrntion and co-ordination within the 
systc~ii. TIiis is nniajorprohlcni tbr 311 c'lections it1 Ghana. 



CVe c;tn~l~~i!i tllerelibrc that the I pper t-astern District .4ssembli~.s 
[hat have arii.::n iiotli tile District L.cvi.1 Elcc lions ofAugust 2002 have a 
distini t s,~cio: charrictcr. Approxim:lt~~ly I:\ (I-thirds ofthcir iilelnbcrs arc 
teachers and fannrrs, the occupntiolial 21-~lups that arc socially aiitl 
demogriipliic;?lly itori~inant in rurill ( J ~ ~ ; I I I L I .  Only 6.35;~ of Asscnibi~ 
nicinbcrs :Ire \\/olnc.il. ilnti only onc often di~;nt>ld colltcstallts could win :t 
seal. [;!I ro S f ' ; ,  ot'!~ssc.tiil)ly rncnihcis \ t c ~ . ~ .  ~ncrnbers in the for?ic~' 
Asse!nkltc:; !'IIc I ~ ~ I I I C I *  Eastcni D~stric\ :lsscri-\blics nrc :herefcrC 
s ~ ~ b ~ t a t i r ~ ~ i l y  c ~ ~ l i t i t ~ ~ ~ ~ ' ( !  I)y~nc~nl>cts ullo arc ni;llc tcachcrs acd Fmiers, il 
signilicar~t ~~roportion 131' \\ lic~ni arc 110t IICU 11) .4sscmbly wcrk. 1: is 
ol~vit-rus tllcrcforc III;II ;III), ;~IIci~ipt 10 inlprrn'c nn local go\ ern:~ncr alld 
dc.n~ocr-ac> 111 r u ~ l l  (;11;11ia nlust stiut li 'on~ t l~c  sclcial basis of the D~strict 
.4s.;;cniLly. '1-llc. pmpcwtion of\\ olncn \vo~~ld Iia\ c to hc increasx!, a:!:. 
ilhstaclcs t ~ b  thc 1)arti~ij1;ltioir oitlic disal~lcd r~itlo\-i.d. 

1 1i1;111?. the social hacL~!rc)tuid of uno~~poscd Citli .  I i t i z : ~ ~  spears :o be hc 
rilodCl Inost Assc.ml~iics should iq!irc lo attain. 
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