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Introduction

The concepts political inclusion and participation gained currency in Ghana in the early years of Rawlings’ rule in the 1980 decade. The current local government system, which was born out of the political ferment of the time, has an underlying philosophy of bringing government within the reach of the ordinary people by fostering enhanced citizenry-state engagement. The idea was to break the elitist monopolization of power by way of promoting bottom-up approach in decision making. The National Commission for Democracy (NCD) was commissioned, subsequently, to bring into fruition the ideals of the time, for the institutionalization of a true democracy. The character of this true democracy was to be divorced of political partisanship, in order to foster the participation of all. Out of the NCD’s nationwide consultation effort came the document District Political Authorities and Modalities for District Level Elections; the Blue Book (1987). The document was to lay the foundation of the new political structure for the District Assemblies and all other future forms of government in ways that would overturn the old order of things. This primary locus of attention as captured in the original legal framework that established the local government system, the Local Government Law (PNDCL 207) of 1988, states inter alia that:     

... the main thrust of the policy has been to promote popular participation and ownership of the machinery of government by shifting the process of governance from command to consultative processes, and by devolving power, competence and resource/means to the district level.  

The Ghana decentralization drive, was manifested in a three-tier local government structure, which embraced the District Assembly (or its equivalents, Metropolitan and Municipal Assemblies), the Town/Area Councils and Unit Committees.

The 1992 constitution further affirms commitment to this local government system in Article 240 (2e) of the constitution further provides that

…to ensure the accountability of local government authorities, people in a particular local government areas shall, as far as practicable, be afforded the opportunity to participate effectively in their governance.
As already stated, the driving force for the decentralization process has been to expand the horizon for participation of the masses in matters that directly affect them. In other words, what was being aimed at was the enhancement of political inclusion. The concept political inclusion as employed here, means the expansion of political frontiers in a way that involve all actors in the participation of matters that concern them, and through that means also make inputs to the process of decision-making. Implicit in this definition is the process of empowering participants to make their demands and preferences for the consideration of political leaders. Political inclusion in this respect becomes a two-way dynamic carriage where there is active engagement between political leadership and their constituents. The relevance of political inclusion in this respect is registered by extended access and feedback mechanism that defines the political system; and such is the essence of the concept good governance. In this way, the local government system would promote governance that would meet the main ingredients of the UNDP criteria for good governance namely: effective participation of stakeholders in matters that affect them, responsiveness of leaders to the needs of the constituents, transparency and effective vertical and horizontal accountability of leadership to their constituents. Of course, within a liberal democratic environment we expect that the rule of law requirement is a given since the people will utilize the democratic environment as well as the spirit of constitutionalism to insist on that mode of governance.
Whereas the primary idea of maximizing political inclusion and participation has always been central in the local government system since its inception in 1988, the mode of inclusion had been conceived rather narrowly. Physical contact had been the mode of interaction between actors in the political arena; and hence the scope and effectiveness of the participation had been circumscribed by physical and cultural factors. In this way, the full realization of the UNDP criteria for good governance is yet to be materialized. This project is meant to examine the degree to which ICTs have been used in governance at the local government level in the districts, under coverage, and then follow up with interventions that would enhance the inclusion and participation. It is expected that that would further promote good governance at the local level by making government more effective and efficient; and also in guaranteeing equity in access and resource distribution.
Problem Statement 

Technological innovations have always transformed civilization in the way social life is conducted. Motorized transportation was paramount in reducing the drudgery of human movement across physical long distances and through that social interaction across continental divides found new levels of ascendancy. The revolution in traversing physical and spatial barriers were further pushed forward by the invention of even faster and instantaneous means of communication such as the telephony systems, radio and television. Today the world has virtually converged around the communication web provided by the internet facility in a way that is evidently unprecedented in human history. Whereas the truth about this general case is incontestable the same cannot be said about access. The abundance of ICTs in the contemporary world is rendering it inexcusable not to apply appropriate tools for the enhancement of information flow for social, political and economic purposes. The urgency of the utilization of ICTs for promoting democratic governance at all levels of the national governance structure is becoming a growing imperative for political inclusion and good governance..

Northern Ghana is conspicuously backward economically given any form of economic index that is employed for measurement. Persistently, the Ghana Living Standards Survey (GLSS) using, for instance, income measurement index for wealth distribution in Ghana shows that the three administrative regions, which constitute Northern Ghana have the following statistics: Northern Region 7 out every 10 person is considered as poor; for the Upper West Region the figure is 8 out of 10 and for the Upper East it is a near total situation of 9 out of 10. In Ghana, the north, therefore, provides us with a classic case of mass poverty, underdevelopment and political marginalization where ICTs can be used to lift people from the margin to the mainstream of society, for access and development. Poverty produces its own subculture that erodes the confidence of its victims and hence reduces their participation in the political process. As result poverty becomes an effective barrier to political inclusion for the northern poor as they become easy tools for manipulation by their well-to-do colleagues. The scenario presents a problematic situation of how to overcome barriers in a way that would not stir social stability and yet be effective enough in bringing an increasing number of people into the center of political activity. Given the challenging situation in the area under study, we seek to address the following questions: 

Research Questions

The following research questions are the focus of the study:: 

· How does political exclusion manifest itself in Northern Ghana?

· What ICT tools are currently available and utilized at the local government level?

· What is the level of knowledge as regards the usage of existing tools among personnel at the local government level?

· What ICT tools would be better suited to overcoming problems of illiteracy, gender and poverty, particularly in isolated rural communities?

· How can the dynamics of political inclusion and participation through the use of radio and other ICT tools be stepped up and sustained?

Objective of the study

The general objective of the project is to explore the relationship between the use of ICTs and the promotion of broader political inclusion in Northern Ghana in order to promote good governance practices.  

In this regard the specific objectives are as follows:

· to study and understand the current political organization at the targeted sites and the usage of ICTs for political inclusion.

· to create a platform for the validation and sharing of baseline data among stakeholders.

· to put in place interventions that would build capacities and also enhance political inclusion.

· to assess the changes that are starting to take place in the targeted communities as a result of the intervention.

· to disseminate research findings and recommend to policy makers strategies for using ICTs to overcome barriers to political inclusion.

Methodology:

For the purposes of data collection, a multiple of data collection tools were adopted. The survey approach was used to collect data from individuals in the communities. In addition to the individual questionnaires, we administered questionnaires to collect data from the following stakeholder sources: ICTs experts and civil/public service bureaucrats.
Key informant interviews were conducted to collect data from the political office holders at the national, regional and local government levels. In this regard we interviewed the Minister of Communication, Members of Parliament and the District Chief Executive of Tolon-Kumbungu (one of the Districts in the project coverage area).

In the rural communities of Tolon and Kumbungu we augmented the data collecting approaches with Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) methods, mainly in the form of Focus Group Discussions (FGD) with social identified groups as women, men, youth and the disabled. It was possible to have the FGD with the leadership of the disabled in Tamale.

Data was collected from secondary sources principally from books, journals, magazines and newspapers. These secondary data were gathered from both hard and electronic sources.  

Sampling
The sample size for the community survey was calculated by the use of Epi-Info sample size calculating approach based on demographic figures collected from the national Statistical Service. The figures were calculated at 95% confidence level.

Data Analysis

The mode of the data collected, informed the nature of analysis. The data from survey sources were analyzed by the statistical package of SPSS. Other forms of data were analyzed by content analysis. 

PROJECT PHASES

The project will span 30 months and would be carried out in four phases. Phase 1 (meant for 6 months) is the baseline study stage that seeks to establish benchmarks on issues of ICT usage in governance systems in the local government system in the areas under study. What barriers exist in the fuller utilization of ICTs for the promotion of political inclusion and good governance? In other words, this stage is for situational analysis before any intervention is carried out. The data collected at this stage establishes fundamentals for any assessment in future. 
Phase 2, which covers 3 months, involves the discussion and validation of the baseline study. The discussion of the draft baseline report will be done with the stakeholders at workshops meant for that purpose. The validated report prepares the ground for the implementation of interventions. The intervention phase will, however, be preceded by a visit by the Team Leader to Morocco to understudy the eFez project. The visit is meant to learn from the Moroccan experience to serve as a guide for our project in its 3rd phase.

Phase 3, will span a period of 18 months. The project is one based on participatory action research design. This phase will address critical issues that impede the utilization of ICTs of various kinds for promotion of political inclusion and good governance in local government system in our project areas. A variety of interventions are designed to meet the needs of rural and urban constituents, as well as addressing the needs of literates and non-literates. The ICTs interventions will also reduce exclusion based on gender and physical disability. It is for these broad needs that our project interventions will go beyond the narrow conception of ICTs as computer networking and internet connectivity.

For the purposes of sustainability of the project after its fold up the communities and the District Assemblies will be sensitized with the help of the National Center for Civic Education (NCCE) for the ownership, and the utilization of the interventions.
Phase 4 will cover a 3 month period. This phase will involve outcome assessment of the interventions introduced in phase 3. As such, there will be data collection of various forms as away of doing this assessment. A final report will be prepared for eventual evaluation of the project.
Overview of Baseline Findings

Radio is to be most widely used non-physical means, which political leaders use at both national and local levels in reaching the people. Since the cost of radio is easily affordable, it is the one that community members use most in accessing information. The prevalent communal spirit in the society enhances radio information accessibility by those who do not own one for themselves.  Some 72.8% of the respondents claim they own radio, as against 27.2% that do not own. Those who do not own are able to access radio through parents 32.7%, through friends 31.7%, through other family relations 13.7%. Twenty-one percent of them, however, do not have any form of access to radio at all.
Television access and ownership run second to radio. About 52.7% of the respondents stated that they own television, while 47.3% do not have their own television sets. In terms of access for those who do not have their own television set 29.8% are able to have access through their parents, 25.4% do so through friends, 4.8% through other family relations, access through neighbors account for 10.7%, while 29.4% indicated no television access at all.
Where is characteristic about radio and television is that both merely serve as sources of information dissemination about what political leaders do. They do not serve as means of interaction between the general populace and the leadership. In other words radio and television do not serve as media for political inclusion for the purposes of decision making. There is, however, forums created by radio presenters and television hosts on some programs that allow for interaction in the form of phone-ins and text messaging. These programs do not necessarily operate as conduits for information carriage, to and fro government In this regard no platform or official bureau exists to collate such interactive views for leaders to act on.

Internet access and usage is highly circumscribed by limited computing knowledge among the members of various communities. Even when we discount the non-literate group, computing knowledge is still limited. The data collected from the field indicate that 40.2% of the respondents answered that they were aware of the existence of internet facilities in their communities while 59.2% respondents answered ‘No’. In terms of usage of the internet facilities 47.2% indicated usage regularly, while 2.7% stated that they use the internet facilities ‘sometimes.’ About 50.1% do not use the internet facilities at all. The commonest use of the internet is emailing which constitute 85.0% of what respondents utilize the facilities for. Other uses the respondents put the internet to, were indicated as follows: online discussion 4.3%, research 4.9% and education 4.9%.

The data also revealed that males use the facilities more than females. The differential in the usage between the sexes have much to do with capacity as it is with cultural constraints.

The Ministry of Local Government and Environment has a website that provides information on the various District Assemblies but it is not targeted at enhancing political participation as such. The websites provide basic information about each of the District Assemblies in terms of demography, tourist attractions and issues relating to political leadership. No District Assembly, in the country currently has interactive website that provides for civil society-state engagement along the lines envisaged by this project.   
Conclusion

Even though the philosophy that underpins the current local government system in Ghana aims at the enhancement of political participation and inclusion beyond nominalism of periodic elections, not much has been done towards harnessing ICTs for the purposes of achieving this goal. The mode of non-physical involvement of people in the governance process has not gone beyond the traditional single-route approach of political leaders using radio and television for information dissemination. The minimal usage of ICTs has placed caps on fuller realization of the criteria of good governance in local governance system in the project area. Low capacities within the administrative set up as well as within the communities are issues that must be addressed if the planned interventions would yield results. The data has revealed that for proper incorporation of ICTs for political inclusion and good governance, in communities that have high illiteracy rates then we need to broaden the scope of the sort of ICTs that would be utilized for any meaningful result..

