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Abstract 

This study examined the intricacies and dynamics of local government autonomy under the 1999 

Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria as amended in 2021, with particular emphasis on its 
constitutional status as the third tier of government. The study was anchored on Institutional Theory, 
which explains how formal constitutional rules and institutional practices influence governance 
outcomes and the realization of local government autonomy. A qualitative research design was 
adopted, relying exclusively on secondary sources of data obtained from textbooks, peer-reviewed 
journal articles, constitutional provisions, government publications, policy documents, and other 
relevant scholarly materials. Data were analyzed using the content analysis method. The findings 
revealed that although the 1999 Constitution (as amended in 2021) recognizes local government as 
the third tier of government and guarantees democratically elected local government councils, 
constitutional ambiguities, particularly regarding financial administration, continue to undermine 
genuine autonomy. The study concluded that despite constitutional recognition, local government 
autonomy in Nigeria remains largely constrained by legal, political, administrative, and financial 
challenges that limit effective grassroots governance and service delivery. The study therefore 
recommended further constitutional amendments to eliminate provisions that weaken local 
government autonomy, stronger political commitment to the implementation of constitutional 
provisions through direct financial allocation and democratic local government elections, and the 

strengthening of accountability mechanisms to minimize state interference, combat corruption, and 
promote effective grassroots governance. 
Keywords: Local Government, Local Government Autonomy, 1999 Constitution and Third tier of 

Government 

INTRODUCTION 

Local government constitutes an indispensable component of democratic governance because it 

serves as the level of government closest to the people and provides the institutional framework for 

grassroots participation, accountability, and socio-economic development. In both developed and 

developing federal systems, local governments are established to facilitate efficient service delivery, 

deepen democratic practices, and promote inclusive governance through citizen involvement in local 

decision-making. The concept of local government autonomy has therefore become central to 

contemporary discourse on decentralization, as it emphasizes the legal, political, administrative, and 

financial independence necessary for local authorities to perform their constitutional responsibilities 
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effectively. Scholars maintain that meaningful autonomy enables local governments to formulate 

policies, mobilize resources, and execute developmental programmes without undue interference 

from higher levels of government, thereby strengthening democratic governance and improving 

public service delivery (Arowolo, 2023; Kalu & Aiyede, 2023; Eboh, 2022). 

In Nigeria, the quest for local government autonomy has evolved through successive constitutional 

and political reforms aimed at institutionalizing grassroots governance. The 1976 Local Government 

Reform laid the foundation for recognizing local government as a distinct level of administration, a 

development that was subsequently entrenched in the Constitution of the Federal Republic of 

Nigeria, 1979 and retained in the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999 (as 

amended). The 1999 Constitution recognizes local government as the third tier of government under 

Section 7 and assigns specific constitutional responsibilities to local government councils through the 

Fourth Schedule. However, despite these constitutional guarantees, the implementation of local 

government autonomy has remained problematic due to constitutional ambiguities, the operation of 

the State Joint Local Government Account under Section 162(6), extensive state government control 

over local administration, and frequent dissolution of democratically elected councils in several 

states. Although the constitutional alteration process culminating in the 2021 Constitution Alteration 

Bills sought to improve Nigeria's democratic institutions, debates regarding the actual autonomy of 

local governments have continued because several constitutional provisions still permit substantial 

state involvement in local government affairs (Arowolo, 2023; Kalu & Aiyede, 2023; Nwanegbo & 

Odigbo, 2022). 

The persistent contradictions between constitutional provisions and political practice have generated 

significant scholarly interest in understanding the legal and institutional complexities surrounding 

local government autonomy in Nigeria. While the Constitution recognizes local governments as an 

independent tier within the federal structure, practical realities reveal continued fiscal dependence, 

administrative subordination, political interference, and constitutional inconsistencies that limit their 

effectiveness in delivering democratic dividends at the grassroots level. These challenges have 

continued to raise questions regarding the constitutional status, operational independence, and 

developmental capacity of local governments within Nigeria's federal system, particularly in light of 

the constitutional amendment process that extended to 2021. Against this backdrop, this study 

examines the intricacies and dynamics of local government autonomy under the 1999 Constitution 

as amended in 2021, with a view to assessing the extent to which the constitutional framework has 

strengthened or constrained the autonomy of local governments as the constitutionally recognized 

third tier of government in Nigeria. 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 
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The Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999 (as amended), recognizes local 

government as the third tier of government and guarantees the existence of democratically elected 

local government councils to promote grassroots governance and socio-economic development. The 

constitutional alteration process culminating in 2021 reaffirmed the importance of strengthening 

democratic institutions and improving governance at all levels. However, despite these constitutional 

provisions, the practical implementation of local government autonomy remains a major concern in 

Nigeria. Persistent controversies surrounding the interpretation of constitutional provisions, 

particularly those relating to the powers of state governments over local government administration, 

the operation of the State Joint Local Government Account, and the conduct of local government 

elections, have continued to generate uncertainty regarding the actual constitutional status and 

independence of local governments. Consequently, there is a noticeable gap between the 

constitutional intention of establishing autonomous local governments and the realities of their 

operation within Nigeria's federal system. 

Furthermore, the effective implementation of local government autonomy continues to be 

influenced by several legal, political, administrative, and financial factors that have limited the 

capacity of local governments to discharge their constitutional responsibilities independently. 

Excessive state government interference, inadequate fiscal autonomy, constitutional ambiguities, 

political manipulation, weak institutional capacity, and inconsistent compliance with constitutional 

provisions have continued to undermine local government administration and grassroots 

development. Although numerous constitutional reforms and judicial interpretations have sought to 

strengthen local government autonomy, the extent to which these constitutional provisions have 

translated into genuine autonomy remains uncertain. This situation has created significant challenges 

for democratic governance, accountability, and effective service delivery at the local level. It is against 

this background that this study seeks to examine the constitutional provisions on local government 

autonomy under the 1999 Constitution as amended in 2021, assess the factors influencing its 

effective implementation as the third tier of government, and examine the challenges affecting the 

realization of local government autonomy in Nigeria. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The study seeks to provide answers to the following research questions: 

i. What are the constitutional provisions on local government autonomy under the 1999 

Constitution as amended in 2021?  

ii. What factors influence the effective implementation of local government autonomy as the 

third tier of government in Nigeria?  
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iii. What are the challenges affecting the realization of local government autonomy under the 

1999 Constitution as amended in 2021?   

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

i. Examine the constitutional provisions on local government autonomy under the 1999 

Constitution as amended in 2021.  

ii. Assess the factors influencing the effective implementation of local government autonomy as 

the third tier of government in Nigeria.  

iii. Examine the challenges affecting the realization of local government autonomy under the 

1999 Constitution as amended in 2021.  

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Local Government Autonomy 

Local government autonomy refers to the degree of political, administrative, and fiscal independence 

enjoyed by local governments in managing local affairs within the limits of the constitution. Awortwi 

(2022) defines local government autonomy as the authority of local governments to make decisions 

and deliver services without undue interference from higher levels of government. Dickovick and 

Riedl (2023) view it as the legal and institutional capacity of local governments to exercise 

constitutionally assigned powers independently. According to Ebel and Wang (2024), local 

government autonomy is the ability of local authorities to mobilize resources, formulate policies, and 

provide public services based on local priorities. Similarly, United Cities and Local Governments 

(UCLG, 2024) describe local government autonomy as the right and ability of local authorities to 

regulate and manage a substantial share of public affairs under their own responsibility. In the 

Nigerian context, Arowolo (2023) defines local government autonomy as the freedom of local 

councils to exercise political, financial, and administrative powers without undue state government 

control, while Oviasuyi (2024) argues that genuine autonomy exists only where local governments 

have independent decision-making authority, financial discretion, and administrative control. 

Collectively, these definitions suggest that local government autonomy entails the constitutional and 

practical independence of local governments to govern effectively, ensure democratic participation, 

and promote grassroots development. 

 

 

Local Government as a third tier of Government 
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Local government is widely recognized as the third tier of government in federal and decentralized 

political systems, serving as the level of government closest to the people and primarily responsible 

for addressing local needs and promoting grassroots development. As the third tier, local 

government functions alongside the federal and state governments, with constitutionally assigned 

powers to provide essential public services such as primary education, primary healthcare, sanitation, 

rural infrastructure, markets, and community development. In Nigeria, Section 7 of the 1999 

Constitution (as amended) guarantees the existence of democratically elected local government 

councils, while the Fourth Schedule outlines their functions, thereby establishing their constitutional 

status within the federal structure. Scholars argue that the designation of local government as the 

third tier is intended to deepen democratic governance, encourage citizens' participation in decision-

making, enhance accountability, and facilitate equitable socio-economic development at the 

grassroots level (Awortwi, 2022; Dickovick & Riedl, 2023). However, despite this constitutional 

recognition, many scholars contend that the effectiveness of local governments as the third tier 

remains constrained by inadequate financial autonomy, political interference from state 

governments, and weak institutional capacity, which continue to undermine their ability to perform 

their constitutional responsibilities effectively (Arowolo, 2023; United Cities and Local Governments 

[UCLG], 2024). 

Constitutional Provisions on Local Government Autonomy under the 1999 Constitution (as 

Amended in 2021) 

The 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (as amended in 2021) provides the legal 

framework for the existence and operation of local governments as the third tier of government. 

Section 7(1) guarantees the system of democratically elected local government councils and 

mandates state governments to ensure their establishment, structure, composition, finance, and 

functions through state legislation. The Fourth Schedule of the Constitution further assigns specific 

responsibilities to local governments, including the collection of rates and licenses, maintenance of 

markets, motor parks, cemeteries, rural roads, waste disposal, and participation in the provision of 

primary education, healthcare, and agricultural development. These provisions are intended to 

promote grassroots governance, democratic participation, and efficient service delivery (Federal 

Republic of Nigeria, 2021; Arowolo, 2023). 

The 2021 constitutional amendments introduced reforms aimed at strengthening governance and 

improving the administration of local governments, although they did not completely resolve the 

long-standing issue of local government autonomy. While the Constitution continues to recognize 

local governments as a constitutionally protected tier of government, Section 162 retains the State 

Joint Local Government Account, which has been widely criticized for enabling state governments 
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to exercise significant control over local government finances. Consequently, many scholars argue 

that despite constitutional recognition, the practical autonomy of local governments remains limited 

due to persistent financial dependence, administrative control, and political interference by state 

governments, thereby affecting their effectiveness in grassroots development and democratic 

governance (Oviasuyi, 2024; Dickovick & Riedl, 2023). 

Factors Influencing the Effective Implementation of Local Government Autonomy 

The effective implementation of local government autonomy is largely influenced by constitutional 

clarity, political will, and the extent of fiscal decentralization. A well-defined constitutional framework 

that clearly separates the functions and powers of local governments from those of state governments 

is essential for autonomy to be meaningful. However, in practice, the degree of political commitment 

from federal and state actors often determines whether these constitutional provisions are respected. 

Where state governments dominate local administration or control local finances through 

mechanisms such as joint accounts, autonomy becomes weakened. According to Olowu and 

Wunsch (2020), decentralization reforms only produce effective local governance when political 

authorities are willing to transfer real power, resources, and responsibilities to local institutions. 

In addition, institutional capacity, financial independence, and accountability mechanisms strongly 

shape the effectiveness of local government autonomy. Local governments require competent 

personnel, stable revenue sources, and efficient administrative systems to function independently 

and deliver services effectively. Fiscal autonomy, particularly direct access to statutory allocations and 

improved internal revenue generation, is critical for sustaining grassroots development. 

Furthermore, transparency and accountability mechanisms such as auditing, legislative oversight, and 

citizen participation help prevent misuse of funds and strengthen performance. As Shah and 

Thompson (2021) note, decentralization is most effective when subnational governments have both 

the capacity and accountability systems necessary to manage public resources responsibly and 

respond to local needs. 

Challenges Affecting the Realization of Local Government Autonomy 

The realization of local government autonomy is significantly hindered by persistent political 

interference, weak fiscal independence, and constitutional ambiguities. In many cases, state 

governments exercise excessive control over local councils through mechanisms such as the State 

Joint Local Government Account, which limits the direct access of local governments to their 

statutory allocations and undermines financial autonomy (Arowolo, 2023). Similarly, the 

appointment of caretaker committees instead of elected councils in some states weakens democratic 
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governance and reduces accountability to local populations. According to Dickovick and Riedl 

(2023), decentralization reforms often fail where higher tiers of government retain control over 

critical financial and administrative resources, thereby restricting the operational independence of 

local governments. 

In addition, institutional weaknesses, corruption, and inadequate administrative capacity further 

constrain the effectiveness of local government autonomy. Many local governments lack skilled 

personnel, modern administrative systems, and sufficient internally generated revenue to effectively 

deliver public services at the grassroots level (UCLG, 2024). Corruption and poor financial 

management also reduce the efficiency of available resources, leading to poor service delivery and 

declining public trust in local governance (Awortwi, 2022). As Awortwi (2022) further notes, 

autonomy remains largely theoretical when local institutions are unable to translate delegated 

authority into effective governance outcomes due to limited capacity and weak accountability 

structures. 

EMPIRICAL REVIEW 

Adeyemi (2021) conducted a study titled Local Government Autonomy in Nigeria: Constitutional 

Provisions and Democratic Governance. The study adopted a qualitative research design using 

doctrinal legal analysis and documentary sources, including constitutional provisions, judicial 

decisions, government reports, and scholarly publications. The study was anchored on the 

Democratic Decentralization Theory, which emphasizes the devolution of political and 

administrative powers to local authorities to enhance grassroots participation. The findings revealed 

that although Section 7 of the 1999 Constitution guarantees a system of democratically elected local 

government councils, constitutional contradictions, particularly the State Joint Local Government 

Account under Section 162(6), have significantly undermined financial and administrative 

autonomy.  

Eme and Ugwu (2022) carried out an empirical study titled Local Government Autonomy and Rural 

Development in Nigeria: A Constitutional Perspective. The researchers employed a descriptive 

survey design complemented with documentary analysis involving constitutional documents, judicial 

pronouncements, and policy reports. The study was anchored on Fiscal Federalism Theory, which 

argues that effective decentralization depends on financial independence at subnational levels. 

Findings showed that despite constitutional recognition of local governments as the third tier of 

government, excessive state government interference in local finances, personnel administration, and 

policy implementation continues to weaken grassroots governance.  
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Obiora and Okafor (2023) conducted a study entitled Constitutional Challenges of Local 

Government Autonomy in Nigeria's Fourth Republic. The researchers adopted an explanatory 

qualitative methodology based on doctrinal legal research and content analysis of constitutional 

provisions, Supreme Court judgments, legislative documents, and peer-reviewed literature. The 

study was grounded in Institutional Theory, which explains how constitutional institutions influence 

governance outcomes. Findings indicated that institutional contradictions embedded within the 1999 

Constitution have created persistent conflicts between state and local governments regarding fiscal 

control, political supervision, and administrative independence.  

Agiobenebo and Ariba (2020) examined Fiscal Federalism and Local Government Autonomy in 

Nigeria using an ex post facto research design based on secondary data obtained from constitutional 

documents, budgetary reports, fiscal allocation records, and academic publications. The study 

adopted Fiscal Federalism Theory as its analytical framework. The findings demonstrated that 

constitutional arrangements governing intergovernmental fiscal relations have significantly 

constrained local government financial autonomy despite constitutional recognition as the third tier 

of government. The researchers observed that state governments frequently exercise discretionary 

control over local government allocations through the State Joint Local Government Account, 

thereby reducing local governments' capacity to execute development projects independently.  

Mohammed and Ibrahim (2024) conducted a study titled Judicial Interpretation and Local 

Government Autonomy in Nigeria after the Constitutional Amendment Process. The study 

employed qualitative legal research using doctrinal analysis of constitutional provisions, Supreme 

Court decisions, particularly those relating to local government financial autonomy, constitutional 

alteration documents, and scholarly literature. The study was anchored on Constitutionalism 

Theory, which emphasizes adherence to constitutional principles as the foundation for democratic 

governance. The findings revealed that judicial interpretations have increasingly supported greater 

autonomy for local governments, particularly regarding financial independence and constitutional 

recognition as a distinct tier of government.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study is anchored on Institutional Theory. Institutional Theory is associated with prominent 

scholars such as Douglass North (1990), who emphasizes institutions as the “rules of the game” that 

structure political and economic interactions; W. Richard Scott (2001), who identifies institutions as 

comprising regulatory, normative, and cognitive elements that shape organizational behaviour; and 

James March and Johan Olsen (1984), who argue that political outcomes are largely determined by 

institutional arrangements rather than individual preferences. These scholars collectively maintain 
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that institutions consist of formal rules such as constitutions and laws, as well as informal norms and 

practices that guide the behaviour of actors within a political system. Thus, Institutional Theory 

provides a broad framework for understanding how governance structures are created, maintained, 

and modified over time. 

Despite its explanatory strength, Institutional Theory has been criticized on several grounds. Critics 

argue that the theory is overly structural and deterministic, as it tends to emphasize the constraining 

effects of institutions while underplaying the role of individual agency, leadership, and political will 

in shaping governance outcomes. Others contend that it is too descriptive and lacks strong predictive 

power, making it less effective in explaining rapid institutional change or political disruptions. In 

addition, scholars note that the theory does not adequately account for informal political realities 

such as corruption, patronage, and elite manipulation, which are particularly prevalent in developing 

countries like Nigeria. Nevertheless, proponents argue that the theory remains valuable for 

explaining persistent institutional patterns and the interaction between formal rules and informal 

practices. 

In applying Institutional Theory to this study, the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of 

Nigeria (as amended in 2021) represents the formal institutional framework that defines local 

government as the third tier of government and outlines its functions, powers, and limitations. 

However, the practical implementation of these constitutional provisions is shaped by informal 

institutional practices such as political interference by state governments, financial control through 

the State Joint Local Government Account, and weak enforcement of constitutional provisions. The 

relevance of Institutional Theory to this study lies in its ability to explain the gap between 

constitutional provisions and actual practice in local government administration. It provides a useful 

analytical lens for understanding how both formal rules and informal political dynamics interact to 

produce the current realities of local government autonomy in Nigeria’s federal system. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopts a qualitative research design, relying exclusively on secondary sources of data to 

examine the intricacies and dynamics of local government autonomy under the 1999 Constitution 

of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (as amended in 2021). Data were obtained from relevant 

textbooks, peer-reviewed journal articles, official government documents, constitutional provisions, 

policy papers, and credible online academic publications. The study focused on existing scholarly 

works and legal documents that address constitutional provisions, implementation challenges, and 

institutional factors influencing local government autonomy in Nigeria. Content analysis was 

employed to systematically identify, interpret, and synthesize relevant information from these 
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secondary sources in order to draw meaningful conclusions about the extent and limitations of local 

government autonomy. This approach is appropriate because it allows for a comprehensive 

examination of established knowledge and legal frameworks without the use of primary data 

collection methods. 

FINDINGS  

i. The study found that the 1999 Constitution (as amended in 2021) recognizes local 

government as the third tier of government and guarantees democratically elected local 

government councils. However, constitutional provisions, particularly those relating to 

financial administration, contain ambiguities that continue to limit the full autonomy of local 

governments. 

ii. The study found that effective implementation of local government autonomy depends 

largely on political will, financial independence, judicial enforcement, constitutional clarity, 

and institutional capacity. Weak political commitment and inadequate fiscal autonomy were 

identified as major factors hindering implementation. 

iii. The study found that state government interference, the operation of the State Joint Local 

Government Account, irregular local government elections, corruption, and weak 

accountability mechanisms remain the major challenges preventing the full realization of 

local government autonomy in Nigeria. 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

The study found that the 1999 Constitution (as amended in 2021) recognizes local government as 

the third tier of government and guarantees the existence of democratically elected local government 

councils. However, despite this constitutional recognition, provisions relating to financial 

administration, particularly the State Joint Local Government Account, continue to create 

constitutional ambiguities that undermine genuine local government autonomy. This finding aligns 

with the position of Adeyemi (2021), who argued that the constitutional framework acknowledges 

local governments as autonomous institutions but simultaneously weakens their independence 

through conflicting fiscal provisions. Similarly, Eme and Ugwu (2022) observed that the 

constitutional guarantee of local government autonomy has not translated into practical autonomy 

because state governments retain significant control over local government finances and 

administration. This finding also supports the principles of Democratic Decentralization Theory, 

which emphasizes that constitutional recognition alone is insufficient without the actual transfer of 

political, administrative, and financial powers to local governments. 
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The study further revealed that the effective implementation of local government autonomy depends 

on political will, financial independence, judicial enforcement, constitutional clarity, and institutional 

capacity. The finding indicates that constitutional provisions can only achieve their intended 

objectives when supported by strong political commitment and effective institutional mechanisms. 

This is consistent with the findings of Agiobenebo and Ariba (2020), who reported that fiscal 

independence remains a fundamental requirement for effective local government administration and 

sustainable grassroots development. Likewise, Mohammed and Ibrahim (2024) maintained that 

recent judicial interventions have strengthened the legal basis for local government autonomy, but 

their effectiveness depends largely on political actors' willingness to comply with constitutional and 

judicial directives. The finding equally supports Fiscal Federalism Theory, which argues that genuine 

decentralization requires adequate financial autonomy and institutional capacity for subnational 

governments. 

The study also found that state government interference, the operation of the State Joint Local 

Government Account, irregular local government elections, corruption, and weak accountability 

mechanisms remain the major obstacles to the realization of local government autonomy in Nigeria. 

These challenges have continued to undermine grassroots governance, reduce administrative 

efficiency, and limit the capacity of local governments to deliver essential public services. This finding 

corroborates the study by Obiora and Okafor (2023), which identified constitutional inconsistencies, 

excessive state control, and weak institutional structures as major impediments to local government 

autonomy during the Fourth Republic. Similarly, Eme and Ugwu (2022) concluded that persistent 

political interference and financial dependence have prevented local governments from functioning 

as independent constitutional entities. The finding further reinforces Institutional Theory, which 

explains that effective governance depends on strong institutions, transparent legal frameworks, and 

adherence to constitutional principles that promote accountability and autonomy. 

CONCLUSION 

The study concluded that although the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (as 

amended in 2021) recognizes local government as the third tier of government and guarantees the 

existence of democratically elected local government councils, the full realization of local 

government autonomy remains constrained by constitutional ambiguities, inadequate financial 

independence, persistent state government interference, and weak institutional frameworks. These 

challenges have limited the ability of local governments to function effectively as autonomous entities 

capable of promoting grassroots democracy and socio-economic development. Therefore, achieving 

genuine local government autonomy requires comprehensive constitutional reforms, stronger 

political commitment, effective judicial enforcement, improved financial autonomy, and enhanced 
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accountability mechanisms to ensure that local governments perform their constitutional 

responsibilities efficiently and contribute meaningfully to sustainable national development. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

i. The Federal Government should further amend the 1999 Constitution to remove 

ambiguities affecting local government autonomy, particularly by abolishing constitutional 

provisions that permit undue state control over local government finances.  

ii. Federal and state governments should ensure the effective implementation of local 

government autonomy by promoting political commitment, direct financial allocation, 

regular democratic local government elections, and stronger institutional capacity. 

iii. Measures should be strengthened to reduce state government interference, abolish the State 

Joint Local Government Account, enforce transparency and accountability, and combat 

corruption to enhance effective grassroots governance. 
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