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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

Globally, decentralized reforms have been at the heart of governments agendas, 
especially in developing nations, to deepen democratization. In 1996, The Bahamas 
increased democratization by implementing local government on the Family Islands 
to bring government closer to the people, deliver public services and provide 
“somewhat a greater degree of autonomy” to the residents on these islands (Roberts, 
2017).  

However, despite the implementation of local government on the Family Islands, 
recent government reports have shown that residents and officials are displeased 
with the current system of local government. Most of the widespread discontent has 
been due to the governance deficit in which local communities still lack the level of 
autonomy needed to contribute to the development of their communities effectively 
(Constitutional Commission, 2013). This sentiment is partly due to the insignificant 
amendments made to The Bahamas Local Government Act (1996) since its 
enactment, despite the political rhetoric to give more control to family residents over 
their affairs. The National Development Plan draft noted that “there is a need to 
evaluate the powers and financing of local governments [which] might lead to more 
decentralization and empowerment of the Family Islands” (National Development 
Plan Steering Committee, 2017, p. 60). More residents are now advocating for a 
stronger voice in the governance model that currently exists. 

The purpose of this study was to garner a better understanding of the local 
government system in The Bahamas. The overall research objectives were to 
analyze the challenges of the local government system to determine if further 
decentralization is necessary to improve local governance. Also, this study sought to 
suggest plausible local government reforms if further devolution is needed to improve 
governance at the local level.  

Both primary and secondary data were collected to carry out this study. As a result 
of the limited literature on local government in The Bahamas, a qualitative research 
method was adopted to gain a nuanced understanding of how the current system of 
local government functions. These primary data were collected through semi-
structured interviews using a purposive sample of six former and current local and 
central government officials directly involved with the local government system. A 
thematic analysis was conducted on the interview transcripts to discover critical 
themes that emerged during the interviews. For the secondary data, global and 
Caribbean local government literature, reports from the Bahamas Constitutional 
Commission (2013), National Development Plan Steering Committee (2017) and the 
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Bahamas Department of Statistics (2016) provided some of information needed to 
assess local government.  

Based on the thematic analysis, four salient themes emerged from the study. There 
was a lack of sufficient fiscal power needed for local government to govern effectively, 
deficiencies in intergovernmental relations between central and local government, an 
interference of party politics in local government, and a lack of good governance.   

The study revealed that there was a need for the central government to increase local 
government’s fiscal capacity for decentralization to be more productive. It was noted 
that local governments are suffering from insufficient subsidies from the central 
government and a lack of power to solicit funds from second home residents or even 
non-governmental organizations willing to support. Due to limited funding, local 
government practitioners were only able to maintain existing initiatives rather than be 
innovators of new developments and programmes.  

There was a breakdown in intergovernmental relations which hindered local 
governments' capacity to be responsive and successful in executing their functions 
as expected. In some instances, local practitioners underscored that they were acting 
solely as an agent of the central government rather than as partners. The evidence 
highlights a breakdown in communication between local and central governments 
that resulted in the lack of timely and needed support to help develop their respective 
communities. Additionally, there were also cases of conflicts between key central and 
local government officials that had a damaging impact on local government 
operations.  

The evidence also highlighted that while local government elections are independent 
of political parties, party politics still interfered in local government elections. Political 
operatives secretly influence elections during the campaigning process. Furthermore, 
the findings demonstrated that there were cases when local councilors would hinder 
governance and development in their local communities because of partisan politics 
due to having different political associations than that of the government.  

Lastly, the results also accentuated some occurrences of local governments lacking 
the principles of good governance. The findings revealed that there were insufficient 
transparency and accountability measures in local government operations. There 
were some experiences of persons showing self-interested motives and instances of 
corruption in local councils. Moreover, participants also noted that local officials 
needed more citizen engagement in local communities.  

The study fits within the framework of the existing literature. It confirms that the local 
government system in The Bahamas concurs with the propositions made by 
Caribbean scholars noting that local governments are: heavily dependent on central 
government funding, dominated by party politics and are faced with issues of 
parochial self-interested motives (Ragoonath, 2000; Miller, 2002). The findings also 
confirm that local government operates in a deconcentrated and delegated 
decentralized system.  

The study substantiates that local government institutions need broader fiscal and 
revenue-generating powers through tax-sharing capabilities, tax-raising abilities and 
the power to solicit funds from external sources. Also, the analysis accentuates that 
further administrative decentralization is needed by local government for them to 
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eventually gain control over the administrative staff to limit the influence of the central 
government in the decision-making of their island’s affairs. Nevertheless, shifting 
more power to local councils is not the simple solution to resolving governance deficit. 
The shift of more power to the local government must also be complemented by the 
improvement of local government policies and procedures to reduce the influence of 
party politics and counteract inept practices to facilitate the advancement of 
governance at the local level successfully.  

Local government in The Bahamas is significantly under-researched. Therefore, this 
study adds value by filling part of a massive gap in the academic literature on local 
government in the country. The study extended knowledge by providing a deeper 
understanding of the local government system, specifically in the context of The 
Bahamas, so that there is a deeper understanding of the challenges for sustainable 
solutions. As a result, the study provides probable recommendations that can unravel 
some of the local governance deficits on the Family Islands. Furthermore, the study 
exposed the critical need for more research on local government to provide further 
resolutions of reform. For example, a study that focuses on the various kinds of taxes 
and grants that can be implemented would prove advantageous to discover policy 
solutions for some of the local government system’s fiscal shortfalls.  

Keywords:  Administrative Decentralization, Devolution, Local Government,  
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