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Executive Summary

Ghana stands at a pivotal moment in deepening decentralisation to accelerate inclusive,
sustainable development. In light of this, Penplusbytes, a civic-tech organisation leveraging
digital technologies to advance good governance, effective oversight and active citizen
participation, welcomes the Inter-Ministerial Coordinating Committee’s (IMCC) call for
Position Papers. Grounded on Penplusbytes’ two decades of civic-tech practice and lessons
from global exemplars, this paper outlines practical, technology-enabled reforms across six
thematic areas: political, administrative and fiscal decentralisation; decentralised planning;
local economic development; and citizen participation and accountability. Key
recommendations include:

» Direct election of metropolitan, municipal & district chief executives (MMDCEs)
complemented by open data obligations.

¢ Digital one-stop service desks and interoperable management information systems
(MIS) to professionalise sub-national administration.

¢ Predictable, formula-based transfers paired with real-time expenditure dashboards
to strengthen fiscal autonomy and transparency.

e Participatory, data-driven planning cycles supported by geospatial platforms and
artificialointelligence-enhanced analytics.

* Innovation-led local economic zones (LEZs) anchored in digital skills hubs and
community broadband.

« Institutionalised civicotech channels—including SMS/USSD, social media bots and
community radio integration—to mainstream citizen monitoring and feedback.

Implementation is phased (2025-27 foundational; 2028-29 consolidation) with robust
monitoring & evaluation (M&E) and multi-stakeholder collaboration. Adoption will position
Ghana as a continental leader in digital, citizen-centred decentralisation.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Penplusbytes is an Accra-based civil society organisation that has, since its establishment in
2001, harnessed the power of information and communication technologies to make
governance more open, participatory and accountable. Over the past twenty-four years we
have partnered with Metropolitan, Municipal and District Assemblies (MMDAs), national
oversight institutions, newsrooms and community groups to design and deploy digital tools
that place real-time information in the hands of citizens and provide avenues and platforms
for them to have a say in governance at the local government level. These initiatives range
from our Grassroots OpenGov platforms, which have enabled local communities in more
than ten districts to track public-sector projects, to social accountability and economic
justice projects, which ensure citizens are an integral part of policy making and
implementation. Through capacity-building programmes, we have also strengthened the
ability of over three hundred journalists, assembly staff and social audit committees to
interrogate budgets and tell data-driven stories that matter to ordinary Ghanaians.

It is on the back of these lived experiences and the empirical insights we continue to
generate in collaboration with global partners such as the Open Government Partnership
(OGP) that Penplusbytes submits this position paper. We see the ongoing review of the
National Decentralisation Policy & Strategy (NDPS) as a timely opportunity to embed digital-
first, citizen-centred approaches into the next phase of Ghana’s decentralisation journey,
ensuring that local governments are not merely administrative outposts but engines of
inclusive and sustainable development.

2. Context & Rationale

Since the promulgation of Ghana’s 1992 Constitution, decentralisation has been recognised
as a cornerstone of democratisation and equitable growth. Yet, three decades on, the
promise of empowered local governance remains only partially fulfilled. Power, resources
and data are still heavily centralised: the 2021 Public Expenditure and Financial
Accountability (PEFA) assessment revealed that a mere 11 % of total public expenditure is
executed at sub-national level, while the District Assemblies Common Fund (DACF)
intended to deliver at least five per cent of national revenue to MMDAs has faced chronic
delays and shortfalls.

At the same time, citizen expectations are rising. According to the Afrobarometer Round 9@

survey (2022), 69 % of respondents support the direct election of MMDCEs, signalling a

desire for stronger local legitimacy and responsiveness. Demographic pressures add
urgency: Ghana’s youth population (15-35 years) now exceeds 11 million, and roughly
250,000 young people enter the labour market each year.
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Without vibrant local economies and accessible public services, discontent may grow.

Global megatrends further complicate the picture. Climate change is intensifying floods and
coastal erosion, demanding local adaptation strategies. Due to rapid urbanisation, Ghana’s
urban population surpassed 58 % in 2023 and requires smarter spatial planning. Above all,
digital transformation is reshaping how citizens access information and public services and
hold authorities accountable. If decentralisation reforms ignore these shifts, they risk
becoming obsolete before they are even implemented.

Collectively, these factors underscore the need for a renewed, technology-savvy
decentralisation strategy that places citizens at the centre, using technology to break
barriers of transparency and accountability, devolves real authority and resources, and
equips local governments with the digital infrastructure and skills they require to deliver on
Ghana’s development aspirations.

3. Guiding Principles

Decentralisation is not an end in itself but a pathway to better outcomes for people and
governments. We therefore anchor our recommendations on five interlocking principles:

Subsidiarity & inclusivity: - Decisions should be taken at the lowest competent level so that
solutions reflect local realities. This principle is meaningful only if every segment of society,
including marginalised groups (women, youth and persons with disabilities) are able to
influence those decisions through accessible platforms and representative structures.

Digitalofirst governance: - In an era where over 23 million Ghanaians are mobileninternet
users, the government must meet citizens where they already are: online and on their
phones. Open-source, interoperable digital platforms reduce costs, break information silos
and create audit trails that deter corruption.

Fiscal responsibility & transparency: - Devolution means little without the resources to
make things happen. Assemblies need a reliable, formula-driven share of national revenue
and the freedom to grow their own income streams. In return, they must make their books
open by publishing budgets, contracts and up-to-the-minute spending data so that every
citizen can trace each cedi and call out waste and corruption.

Fiscal responsibility & transparency: - Devolution means little without the resources to
make things happen. Assemblies need a reliable, formula-driven share of national revenue
and the freedom to grow their own income streams.
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Co-creation & accountability: - Policies work best when shaped with the people they
affect. From participatory budgeting to civic hackathons, creating structured avenues for
public input and scrutiny fosters mutual trust and continuous improvement.

Sustainability & resilience: - Local development plans must internalise climate risks,
resource constraints and the welfare of future generations. Digital tools such as geospatial
dashboards and climate-risk indices will enable MMDAs to integrate resilience thinking into
project selection and land-use decisions.

4. Thematic Analysis &
Recommendations

4.1 Political Decentralisation

Challenges

The continued appointment of MMDCEs by the President dilutes the accountability chain
between local leadership and community members. Assemblies often function as extensions
of central government or ministries rather than autonomous decision-making bodies,
leading to opaque processes and limited space for civilosociety engagement. The absence
of statutory obligations to publish assembly deliberations compounds the accountability
deficit.

Recommendations & Rationale

¢ Popular election of MMDCEs: - Amending Article 243 to allow universal adult suffrage
will align executive authority with local electoral mandates, mirroring Kenya's
successful county-governor model and creating political incentives for service delivery.

« District open governance portals (DOGPs) - By publishing minutes, by-laws, budgets
and procurement contracts in machine-readable formats, assemblies would foster a
dataorich environment for journalists, researchers, analysts and citizens, similar to
Finland’s municipal open-data regime which has improved public trust and innovation
and making it possible for community members to own infrastructural projects thereby
encouraging them to pay taxes for developments and ensuring the sustainability of
these projects.
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e Civic advisory panels (CAPs) - Institutionalise Quarterly CAP meetings to be demand-
driven, comprising CSOs, traditional authorities and youth representatives, fostering
oversight and ensuring that elected leaders remain responsive between election cycles.
This is also envisioned to boost performance of local assemblies in on the District
Assemblies Performance Assessment Tool (DPAT).

4.2 Administrative Decentralisation

Challenges

Human resource management across Metropolitan, Municipal, and District Assemblies
(MMDASs) faces significant challenges, particularly concerning fragmented data management
systems. The current system lacks comprehensive internal data management capabilities,
resulting in reliance on third-party entities that often misuse employee data, exposing
employees to unsolicited loan offers from informal lenders. Additionally, the widespread
dependence on manual, paper-based workflows hamper service delivery, creating
inefficiencies and opportunities for corruption. Transitioning to digital platforms and
adopting paperless transactions would substantially enhance administrative efficiency.
While career progression pathways for local government professionals exist, they are
outdated and fail to reflect contemporary best practices, discouraging employee retention.
Moreover, professional development and on-the-job training opportunities remain unevenly
distributed and overly dependent on external NGOs, a practice that is neither sustainable
nor equitable.

Recommendations & Rationale

» Unified HR data hub (U-HRDH): - Building on the existing GIFMIS backbone, create a
secure, cloud-hosted repository that becomes the single source of truth for all
personnel records. Role-based access, encryption and audit trails will curb data leaks *
to predatory lenders and close loopholes for ghost workers. Estonia’s X-Road shows
that country-wide data interoperability can be achieved without sacrificing privacy.

« Digital workflow conversion programme (DWCP): - Launch a phased,
district-by-district migration of leave applications, procurement requests and approval
chains onto low-code, mobile-friendly versions of the GIFMIS and GhiPSS platforms.

o Continuous professional development fund (CPDF): - Establish a GoG-donor
co-financed fund, administered by the Institute of Local Government Service, to provide
equitable access to training across all districts. This moves professional growth from
donor benevolence to a structured, sustainable model.

06



o Employee financial well-being safeguards (EFWS): - Partner with the Bank of Ghana,
Controller & Accountant General's Departments, Data Protection Commission and
credit-reference bureaus to regulate third-party access to payroll data. Introduce an
opt-in, transparent payroll-dedication marketplace featuring vetted lenders and
mandatory financial-literacy modules, protecting staff from exploitative loan offers.

4.3 Fiscal Decentralisation
Challenges

MMDAs depend heavily on the DACF, yet transfers are unpredictable and earmarked,
limiting planning horizons. Own-source revenue mobilisation is hampered by antiquated
manual processes, weak property valuation databases and low public confidence in how
funds are used.
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Recommendations & Rationale
¢ Formula-based, unconditional transfers - Legislating a minimum of 15% of national
revenue, released quarterly on a predictable schedule, will give MMDAs the fiscal space

to prioritise local needs. The Philippines’ Mandanas ruling offers empirical evidence
that such transfers can spur local investment.

¢ E-revenue suites: - Leveraging mobile money and QR codes to collect property rates
and business fees will reduce leakages and broaden the tax net; Ghana’s own e-tax
pilots in Accra have already increased compliance by up to 20%.

¢ Open expenditure dashboards: - Monthly publication of payment data on websites of
MMDAs will demystify spending and allow citizens and watchdog groups to hold officials
to account in near realotime.

4.4 Decentralised Planning

Challenges

Development plans often replicate national priorities rather than reflect local aspirations.
Data used in planning is outdated or incomplete, especially spatial data critical for land-use
and disaster-risk assessments. Assemblies rarely close the feedback loop with communities
once plans are approved.

Recommendations & Rationale
¢ Community data maps - Facilitated events where citizens map assets, service gaps and
social indicators will generate granular data that can be validated by the Ghana
Statistical Service, enhancing ownership and accuracy.
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e GIS & Al toolkits - Providing free access to QGIS (Quantum Geographic Information
System - a free, open-source software that allows users to create, edit, visualize,
analyze, and publish geospatial information), Drone imagery libraries and GeoAl models
will allow planners to visualise settlement growth and climate hazards, emulating South
Korea’s Smart City digital-twin approach which enhances planning, provision of public
goods and services which directly serves the needs of community members and at the
same time reducing white-elephant projects and cutting down waste of resources.

¢ Online Results Framework Tracker - A web dashboard mapping Medium Term
Development Plans (MTDP) outcomes to SDG/OGP targets will make it easier for both
national and international partners to align support and assess impact.

4.5 Local Economic Development (LED)
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Challenges

Many districts lack a coherent LED strategy, relying instead on sporadic SME fairs or
adohoc youth skills projects. Broadband penetration outside regional capitals remains

patchy, curbing the growth of digital enterprises. Moreover, value-chain actors such as
farmers, processors, transporters, etc, often operate in isolation, missing opportunities for
aggregation and market access.

Recommendations & Rationale

« Digital innovation & job centres (DIJCs): - Modelled on Germany’s Mittelstand digital
hubs, expanding urban business resource centres to include DIJCs will provide co-
working spaces, maker-labs and business-development services, connecting local
entrepreneurs to national and global markets.

» Local economic zones (LEZs): - Offering time-bound tax incentives linked to ESG
targets will attract responsible investment and anchor emerging clusters such as
agrooprocessing, renewable energy and cultural industries.

e Smart Agriculture Platforms: - USSD and WhatsApp-based advisory services will
expand extension officers’ reach, boost productivity and enable the traceability
demanded by export markets.
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4.6 Citizen Participation & Accountability

Challenges

Although Ghana enacted a Right to Information (RTI) law in 2019, many citizens even in
urban areas remain unaware of how to exercise this right. Complaint mechanisms are either
nonoexistent or poorly publicised, leading to disengagement. Young people, who are the
heaviest users of social media, seldom find official channels responsive to their preferred
modes of communication.

Recommendations & Rationale

Citizens’ budget platform scale-up - By localising Penplusbytes’ existing portal for all
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district assemblies and integrating voice and sign-language features, persons with limited
literacy or hearing impairments can access budget information and submit feedback.
Multilingual assembly chatbots - Deployed on WhatsApp, chatbots will provide 24/7
answers to service queries, conduct pulse polls and channel grievances directly to

responsible departments, with auto-generated tracking numbers.

Social audits & hackathons - Annual events that bring together technologists, journalists
and community watchdog groups to visualise project data, foster a culture of evidence-
based scrutiny and spark innovations that assemblies can adopt.

5. Cross-Cutting Issues

No Issue Recommendation

1 Quotas for women & PWDs on CAPs; gender-responsive
Gender & Inclusion

budgeting dashboards
Establish Youth Councils linked to DIICs; mentorship

b

Youth Engagement
programmes

3 Integrate climate risk indices into planning dashboards;
Climate Resilience
promote green jobs in LEZs

4 Adopt Ghana Data Protection Act compliance checklists;
Data Governance & Privacy
anonvmous feedback options

3 Independent M&E unit within IMCC using real-time
Monitoring & Evaluation
analvtics; annual public scorecards

09



6. Implementation Roadmap
(2025-2029)

Phase Eev Actions Lead Actors Funding Sources
Legal amendments: GoG, World Bank
I. Foundation McLGDRD, IMCLC,
U-HEDH build; pilots e-Transform, EU
(2025-2026) Penplusbvtes, NITA
in 30 districts Digital Economy
» National roll-out; LEZs
= IL Scale-Up . .
> establishment; MoF. GIZ, Private Sector DACE, AfDEBE, DFIs
53, (2027-2028)
= civic-tech grants
% III. Impact evaluation;
- Consolidation policy refinement; | NDPC, C50s, Academia GoG budget, CSE.
(2029) sustainabilitv plans

7. Expected Outcomes &
Impact

Enhanced Local Legitimacy:- 60% voter turnout in MMDCE elections by 2029.

Improved Service Delivery:- 30% reduction in processing time for business permits.

Increased Revenue:- 50% growth in own-source revenue in pilot districts.

Greater Civic Engagement:- 500,000 citizens using Assembly Chatbots annually.
Job Creation:- 100,000 youth trained; 20000 digital jobs created through DIJCs.

8. Conclusion

Ghana’s decentralisation journey can leapfrog into a digital, inclusive and accountable era.
Penplusbytes stands ready to coocreate tools, build capacity and facilitate evidence-based
dialogue. We urge the IMCC to adopt these recommendations, positioning Ghana as a
model for 21st-century decentralised governance.

Contact: Peter Agbesi Adivor
Peter@penplusbytes.org
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