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ABSTRACT
This study examines the relationship between decentralization and local development in Ghana, with a particular focus on the shea industry in four districts—Tamale, Sagnarigu, Savelugu, and Mion—in the Northern Region. The study interrogates the extent to which Ghana’s decentralization reforms have contributed to deepening local governance and fostering inclusive socio-economic development. While decentralization has been widely promoted as a mechanism for enhancing accountability, responsiveness, and participatory development, empirical assessments of its effectiveness remain contested, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa. Against this backdrop, the study critically investigates the practical implications of decentralization reforms for institutional performance, participatory planning, and sectoral development in Northern Ghana. Employing a qualitative multiple case study approach, the research draws on in-depth interviews, document analysis, and participant observation to explore the effects of decentralization at the local level. Findings reveal that while the formal structures of decentralization are well established, their functionality is undermined by persistent fiscal dependency, limited administrative capacity, and centralized political control. The study further uncovers that local planning processes are often technocratic and exclusionary, with minimal involvement of community actors – particularly smallholder shea producers, who remain marginalized in both governance and development discourses. Despite the shea sector’s economic potential and its prioritization in national export strategies, it is largely absent from district development plans, reflecting a broader disjuncture between decentralization policy and localized development outcomes. The study concludes that decentralization in Ghana remains predominantly administrative, rather than transformative, and has yet to deliver on its developmental promise. It argues that without substantive reforms to enhance fiscal autonomy, democratize local leadership, and institutionalize inclusive planning mechanisms, the potential of decentralization as a vehicle for equitable development will remain unfulfilled. The thesis contributes to the literature by offering a sector-specific analysis of decentralization’s outcomes, thereby highlighting the importance of grounding governance reforms in local socio-economic realities. It recommends targeted policy interventions to integrate the shea industry into district development planning, strengthen local institutional capacities, and promote genuine citizen participation. In doing so, the study offers both empirical insights and normative guidance for reimagining decentralization as a more inclusive and developmentally responsive governance strategy.

