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1.1. South Africa 
 
 

Participants of this research were sourced from various organizations and positions in 
South Africa including Federal Administrator, State Administrator, Locally Administrator, 
Public participation practitioner and NGO Leader. 

 

Findings 

 

Research Question 1 

What is the nature of public participation/deliberation in government decision-
making processes across different cultures? 
  
The Republic of South Africa, located at the southernmost tip of the African continent, 
has a population of approximately 48 million residents.[1] A diverse nation, the South 
African constitution recognizes 11 official languages.[2]  Although about 80 percent of 
the population is black,[3] individuals within this classification represent different 
cultures and linguistic traditions.  
  

Context of Public Participation 

Elitism and Access 
The nature of public participation and deliberation in South Africa is bifurcated, 
according to an NGO official.  “...the public involvement that I have seen is it is always 
the middle and upper class that actually attends the public involvement meetings 
because the people that are previously disadvantaged or are financially disadvantaged 
cannot attend these meetings because they do not have the money for transport, they 
do not understand the real issues, they do not have the education to actually address 
the issues and that is the problem, the real people, that the real effect of certain projects 
are actually going to have on cannot attend the public involvement meetings.” 
  
A state administrator, by comparison, noted participatory efforts are “for everybody to 
have a say as a stakeholder like the PDIs, previously disadvantaged individuals,” said 
this person.  In this instance, participation “is the way they should be able to engage 
and share their ideas on how they would love to get water for their daily needs or 
domestic or economic needs – such things.” 
 
Legislative Requirement  
Further, some instances of participation, such as that the state administrator is 
responsible for, are required by law.  In this case, the law is relatively recent.  “I should 
say there is a legal requirement because we are established in terms of –the National 
Water Act, Act No. 36 of 1998 of our Constitution,” said the state 
administrator.  “Obviously, that is a legal requirement and we are operating under 
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certain parameters of the law.  Now, ourselves as the office bearers and managers of 
the resource, we are duty-bound to comply by certain legislations that are working 
alternatively within the main Act.  So myself as [title], as the [title], the [title], as the [title] 
of the institution and the rest of the other people down the line should be able to ensure 
that whatever we are doing it is acceptable by law.  Not according to the way me and 
you run our families, and also be able to respect the rights and the integrity of the 
users.” 
 
Legal requirements are often the source of participatory efforts.  “Yes, there is definitely 
a legal requirement, and the process is usually initiated, in my work, by the 
environmental consultants assisting the project proponent to submit an application for 
authorization to the relevant government department,” said the public participation 
practitioner.  Being inclusive does not come easy, this person said: “Well, typically 
involved we drag the proponent into it screaming, and assist the proponent how to 
communicate with the public.  Then our environmental and social people are involved, 
and our water, waste and other engineers are involved in running the process.  So the 
process is truly integrated between the project proponent, the government, the 
stakeholders, and members of our team.” 
  
Some requirements for participation are relatively new.  “In this country, in all of them, 
this country remade all its policies from 1994,” the public participation practitioner 
said.  “Those policies, and I mean actual participation in the policymaking, those 
policies, of course, most of them have now been made and agreed upon, but, citizens 
have, in terms of various laws in this country, the right to make an input into any policy 
sector.”   
  
Realities of Engagement 
An NGO leader also notes an important disconnect between the desires of public 
officials and the realities of communities.  “But it is not just the environment that is 
sustainable development because you cannot have a development if you do not have 
clean air and clean water, and they completely ignore that.  So it is not just the 
environment, it is sustainable development.  If you talk to the communities, the 
communities feel quite strongly that they want sustainable development.  They do not 
want to have development that in five years‟ time is going to be derelict.  It is the whole 
concept of sustainable development where public involvement is a crucial part for 
sustainable development because you need to know the local customs and the local 
religions for something to be proper and that gets ignored.” 
  
Furthermore, the NGO leader explains that “The big thing that gets ignored in public 
involvement is heritage sites, grave sites, special sites for a community gets ignored 
and gets destroyed because they are pushing development.  So it is the whole process 
of sustainable development that gets lost.” 
 
Political Transition - Public Participation Today 
The political system is organized to support public participation and deliberation, said a 
federal administrator.  “It is the culture of this government that we need to be 
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transparent, so we are being driven by government policies to do that, to be more open 
so that people can buy in, to get buy-in.  I would say it is more government policies 
because this is a democratic government.  It is important that in whatever that we do, at 
least, we must have some kind of transparency.” 
 
A federal administrator describes the role that public participation plays 
today.  “Because we have, like I was saying, this government is something called Batho 
Pele which means “people first.”  So it is an initiative.” 
  
A federal administrator described expectations at the federal level for public 
participation and deliberation.  “My unique role -- my understanding is that we want to 
raise awareness.  We want to get buy-in from people out there to participate in [program 
acronym].  So I play a key role in ensuring that is why we are very, very accessible.” 
  
There also are pragmatic reasons.  “It encourages people to participate in the [program 
acronym] activity,” said the federal administrator.  “That is what I would like to see in 
the… that is why we also go out into this because we are to encourage people to come 
forward and participate in the [program acronym].” 
  
Professional and programmatic expectations exist as well.  “I think because we are 
government employees, we have been reading from the same page that you know, you 
need to be accessible and transparent in consulting them,” said the federal 
administrator.  “But from outside, that is, from, I think that would be different kinds of 
people.”  Moreover, this official said, “I think the objective of government, because we 
are told that in whatever we do, we should always try to make sure that government 
objectives are met.  Job creation, poverty reduction and so on.” 
  
Political reasons include “by [sic] in, definitely”; as the federal administrator explained, 
“We expect by in because that is why we do consultation.”  This person later elaborated, 
stating “...we are governed by government ethos around democracy.  So it is a long 
term thing.  Because if you found out not to have involved the public, you have not been 
transparent then you will be in trouble.  So it is a long term… I think it is there.” 
  
An NGO leader described some of the challenges to public participation and 
deliberation.  “The challenges that we‟re faced with, we have, for example people that 
have never heard about public participation. We‟re working in permanence for the 
people that are penetrated with this notion (especially) so they can understand. And that 
is done in order to act.  Public participation is all Greek to certain people; for 
intellectuals such as us, obviously, it is difficult for people who have never heard of it. 
Public participation makes teaching this notion easier. Not just teaching but getting 
these people to understand that by their determination those are going to make sense, 
otherwise this will be a hollow concept, anyways.” 
  
Cultural Distinctions 
The role of public participation and deliberation in South Africa is different also because 
it is a culture based on oral communication.  “I would particularly want to stress: public 
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participation needs to be encouraged. Because we belong to an oral school and the 
population is very illiterate,” said an NGO leader.  “This system is public participation. 
This way of making decision that is well-known in the corporation / western culture, it 
would be good for our governments, for all those that have a piece of power, to better 
reinforce the dialectic: the decisions to be made (most of them, rather) for all them, 
come from bottom up instead of the opposite. Rather than the top imposing these 
decisions on the bottom which means giving orders. This will also give the decision 
another chance to be implemented.  I think that it is important to teach that to the 
people; provided that that the government is patient enough to understand. Because we 
realize that, in Africa, often times, the decisions are made without consulting the bottom 
and they are unenforceable because no one took the necessary time to consult the 
population and to truly see their will in this very matter. I think that absolutely needs to 
be achieved by our governments. This will allow us to have applicable laws in all 
regards.” 
  
Comparing practices in South Africa with others internationally, an NGO leader 
described South Africa as “way ahead in public involvement.”  However, this person 
also noted that “obviously, the UK and the US has gone through the process and even 
has learned from the mistakes that have been made.”  In this vein, “we do try to 
obviously adhere to South African conditions, but we do try to do UK, Europe, and US 
principles as well.” 
  

Research Question 2 

How do different cultures support or provide space for public 
participation/deliberation in government decision-making processes? 
  
This research question sought to understand how different cultures – and in turn, 
different associated governments – provide support for or how they facilitate the 
practice of public participation among those they serve. We identified support for public 
participation/deliberation in the data through responses to interview questions 
concerning how such processes are defined, how people access such processes and 
the specific tools or practices that are used to support engagement. 

How is public participation/deliberation defined? 

This part of our research focused on how public participation is defined and the 
corresponding design framework. 
 

Concept of Public Participation 

The five South African interviewees provided several conceptual definitions of public 
participation or deliberation.  These included: 

 Consultation.  A federal administrator said, “To me, it means 
consultation.  It means before you take a decision, you consult and get 
information so as to make it an informed decision.”  More specifically, this 
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person said: “About consultation, it just means that people need to be 
consulted before.  They need to be part of a decision, for example.”  

 Taking action in response to public wishes.  The federal administrator 
said, “Of course, we are a decision-making body, sometimes the decisions 
that we make, the people that I interact with, sometimes they would like to 
influence those decisions.  So to them, public participation sometimes to 
them, the way I view it, it means that we do what they want.”  Doing so can 
be tricky, though; “Because they would say if now something is not in line 
with what they want, then they will say we have not consulted them.”  

 Information-sharing, transparency and accountability. “In transparency, 
again it means you put your cards on the table and you explain the rationale 
why you are taking a certain decision for example,” according to a federal 
administrator.  “That is transparency.  Information sharing, it is again, I think 
it is related to transparency.  You share information; you give people 
information on time.” “My colleagues believe that it is very critical that 
communities need to be informed,” said a local administrator.  “Informed 
communities are not confused communities.  If you ensure that communities 
are informed about processes of government, then you minimize the 
problems and tensions that are there, because they are informed.  They 
know when we do pass the budget.  They know when projects are running, 
the time frames of the projects.” “Basically, public involvement, what it means 
to me is to be transparent, to let people know exactly what is going on, so it 
is transparency and accountability,” said an NGO leader.  “And then give the 
people the opportunity to participate in final decision-making.”  This leader 
also said: “Well, basically transparency is letting the people know about the 
positive and the negative aspects of a specific project, letting people know 
about any changes that happens and being honest and open and do not 
have hidden agendas.”  

 Interaction. “The term „public participation‟ to me, it means interaction,” said 
a local administrator.  “Personally, it means interaction.  It is where the public 
interacts with government, where they have an opportunity to interact with 
the elected representative and the institution itself.  For example, you have a 
situation whereby our leaders, including the president, would go into 
communities to understand what the needs of the people are.  To me, that is 
public participation.  That is when you begin to understand what the needs of 
the community are so that when you plan for your service delivery, you plan 
on the basis of understanding what the people need.”  

 Addressing the public’s needs.  “What it means to them, generally, is 
getting what they perceive are their needs,” said a local 
administrator.  “Communities would want us to address particular issues, 
which are a concern to them.”  

 Creating understanding of limitations.  “Well, the people that I work with, 
generally, their understanding generally, is that they would want communities 
to understand what government can do, what government cannot do,” said a 
local administrator.  “So that is the major, major issue.  If we go into any 
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public participation process, they have to understand what government can 
do and what it cannot do.”  

 Awareness of political leadership and mandates.  The public “also 
know[s] the leadership of the institution,” said the local administrator.  “They 
know that in this institution, these are the leaders.  They also understand 
what the mandate is of that particular institution.  Remember, a government 
operates on mandates by the political parties, depending on the political 
party that is in power.  So that political party that is in power will then provide 
a program of action to say, „These are the things that need to be achieved 
because they elected us on the basis of that.‟  At times, it becomes very 
critical that that particular program is translated into the ordinary people on 
the ground that do not necessarily know about this.  And so they know that 
as much as you want community centers, our priority as government is to 
make sure that each and every area has a road.  So they begin to 
understand that.  So, that information is very critical.  

 Empowerment.  Public participation “is basically empowering, transparency 
and then empowering people on both sides - the community as well as the 
developer or the proponent to make good, informed decisions,” said an NGO 
leader.  

 Airing of grievances.  “Well, it is different depending on what entity you are 
working with,” said an NGO leader.  “Most of the time if you deal with 
community, it means as a grievance session.”  The result can be a range of 
meanings, this person said, “from a grievance session, to proper public 
participation where it is actually a two-way street, a communication tool to 
just a legislative requirement.”  Similarly, a public participation practitioner 
said, “...I use the IAP2 spectrum understanding of those terms with public 
participation being almost a collective noun for a range of levels of public 
participation.”  

 Joint process that leads to better decisions.  A public participation 
practitioner said, “To me and to my colleagues here in my organization, the 
term means a process which results in a joint effort between all the parties, 
that is the project proponent, the citizens or stakeholders, government, as 
well as the engineering, natural and social science expertise that we have 
here, and that process leads to better decisions than each of those groups 
could have made independently.  That is what I believe, better decisions, 
and what my colleagues believe.  We have many, many, many examples 
where a citizen or government or even a proponent contribution to a process 
has led to a better decision after it has been discussed and modified by all 
parties.” 

  
Role of the Community in Public Participation 
A state administrator commented that the conceptual definition may vary, depending on 
the role that one plays.  “You see, to me who understands the term very well it would 
mean involvement of our pertinent stakeholders as alluded before.  All those people 
who have a stake in saying something about the manner in which we manage water 
resources in the catchment management area - that is what it means to me.  But then to 
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the stakeholders, I suspect it should be meaning their stake in saying how they like us 
to manage the water resources as it affects them directly for them to benefit effectively 
equally and otherwise.” 
  

Common Terms 

Common terms for public participation or deliberation used in South Africa include 
consultation, such as in “consulted the community” and “public consultation processes” 
(federal administrator) as well as “consultation” (local administrator).  “Consulted the 
community” and “public consultation processes” were both phrases common in South 
Africa.   
  
A state administrator said, South Africans “could be using the term public engagement, 
public involvement, consultation and all related synonyms of participation and 
involvement.  It will differ from English to all other languages.”   
  
This interviewee also defined „engagement‟ and „consultation‟ differently from 
„involvement.‟  For „engagement,‟ the state administrator said: “When we were in 
[indiscernible] the process of developing [program name] the various stakeholders like 
the municipality which manages water supply and services to the community should be 
able to be a stakeholder and be involved exactly on how they would like us to develop 
this catchment management project.  You know, participation -- for everybody to have a 
say as a stakeholder like the PDIs, the previously disadvantaged individuals.  It is the 
way they should be able to engage and share their ideas on how they would love to get 
water for their daily needs or domestic or economic needs -- such things.”   
  
Consultation was defined as “to inform people and let them have -- get feedback from 
them as well.  Eventually you notice that all of these terms that are referred to have 
what we call a subtle difference.  There is thin line of difference; it depends on your 
choice of words and explanation that you use but eventually it comes to the same 
thing.”  Involvement, by comparison, “could be a part of what is happening.  for 
example, the development of the [program name] strategy, taking decisions in terms of, 
let‟s say, talking about the [initiative name], you involve them in whatever deliberations 
you are engaging in so that at the end of the day they could be able to own the outcome 
of the deliberations -- just like that.  So that nobody should be feeling like, „I have never 
been consulted.  I was not part of that.‟” 
  
“Inform” (local administrator) is also used.  The local administrator said that the people 
this person works with “would say, „We need to inform the people about these particular 
issues and we need to consult them on these particular issues.‟” To these colleagues, 
“What it means, generally, to them is to ensure that, one, communities are educated.” 
  
Moreover, this interviewee said, “The words that they would use, generally, the word 
that comes a lot is „service delivery.‟  To them, that is what it means in terms of public 
participation, because every time you have these particular sessions, that will come in 
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strongly, service delivery.  I think that is what is critical to them, that they want to be 
addressed.” 
  
An NGO leader used the words transparency, accountability, “empowering,” 
“information sharing” and the statement “give the people the opportunity to participate in 
final decision-making.” This might occur through “either a stakeholders‟ forum or a 
workshop.” 
  
The public participation practitioner used process-based terminology: “a process which 
results in a joint effort between all the parties.”  Specific words this person cited were 
“Public consultation, public involvement, stakeholder engagement.” 
  
Terminology is also important for understanding the nature of relationships.  A local 
administrator said, “I normally call them our „customers.‟  That is how we term it when I 
talk to my colleagues.  One, our customers are the citizens or community 
members.  We love to use the term „community members‟ because that is the term that 
we use a lot.  It is community members that are our first customer.  The second 
customers are the ward committees, the committees that are elected by the people to 
assist the councilor.  The third ones are the elected representatives, which we call ward 
councilors.  And these are our customers.” 
 

Justifications 
A local administrator noted that the informational aspect of such processes are most 
valuable. “For me, information is very critical.  The more communities are well informed 
about processes, it facilitates this particular engagement best.” 
  
Public participation increases trust and respect, provides better accountability and 
stimulates better feeling about the government, according to a public participation 
practitioner.  “Although our job is not to promote the cause of anybody in the process, 
we often find that just by putting people together and helping them to talk to each other 
and to understand each other, trust between the stakeholder and the project proponent 
increase, trust between stakeholders and government increase.  And we find often that 
our activities bring people together that have been virtual neighbors and that had never 
met each other, or bring government departments together that have never actually sat 
in the same room together.”   
  
There is also a degree of personal accountability; a public participation practitioner said, 
“I am accountable to the process and to the good practice principles of the process.” 
This interviewee‟s particular role is relevant to this description.  “I‟m a process facilitator 
and I facilitate that process to be a constructive engagement even though there may be 
conflict and disagreement, but it has to be constructive at the end of the day.”  In turn, 
serving in this role “has had a good effect in this country in terms of establishing 
guidelines for best practice.” 
  
However, there also are examples of not such good practice, said the public 
participation practitioner.  This includes excluding people who “would be opposed to the 
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project or vociferous or emotional or the project proponent may ask the consultants to 
leave them out, which I believe is unethical and stupid because if you leave people out 
they find their own way to get into the process.” 
  
There are instances where the public self-organizes to address issues.  “The public 
does convene itself, as we see often in citizen groups, pressure groups, NGOs, and so 
on, in this country,” said the public participation practitioner, “but, we have a large part 
of the proportion that are very under-resourced in many different ways, and that 
includes education laws and ability to challenge, and such people we often have to help 
to get organized.  Other justifications for participatory or deliberative processes include 
the need to inform the public, engaging those who benefit, a desire for enhancements to 
service delivery, cultural necessity and in support of planning needs.    
  

 Informing.  “One, let me start by informing,” said a local administrator.  “My 
colleagues believe that it is very critical that communities need to be 
informed.  Informed communities are not confused communities.  If you ensure 
that communities are informed about processes of government, then you 
minimize the problems and tensions that are there, because they are 
informed.  They know when do we pass the budget.  They know when projects 
are running, the time frames of the projects”. Similarly, “For us to be able to 
improve their lives, we need to know what their needs are and what their 
concerns are so that, as government, we are able to respond to those particular 
needs,” said a local administrator.  “But if we do not know, it will be very 
difficult.  For us to be able to plan properly, we plan on the basis of information 
that we have received from communities that these are critical in terms of this 
particular - remember, the needs of the communities differ from one area to 
another.  The needs that Sandton has are different from what Soweto 
has.  Sandton is up-market.  They have tarred roads.  All they need, for 
example, is that they want us to maintain the infrastructure.”  Moreover, “unless 
these marginalized communities are able to bring these things to us - then, it 
makes us to be able to plan properly, and assist them in that regard.” 
 
There is also knowledge of “the leadership of the institution,” this person also 
said.  “They know that in this institution, these are the leaders.  They also 
understand what the mandate is of that particular institution.  Remember, a 
government operates on mandates by the political parties, depending on the 
political party that is in power.  So that political party that is in power will then 
provide a program of action to say, „These are the things that need to be 
achieved because they elected us on the basis of that.‟  At times, it becomes 
very critical that that particular program is translated into the ordinary people on 
the ground, that do not necessarily know about this.  And so they know that as 
much as you want community centers, our priority as government is to make 
sure that each and every area has a road.  So they begin to understand 
that.  So, that information is very critical.” 
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 Engaging those who benefit.  “Basic reason is that we are not working as a 
separate entity; we are not operating aloof,” said a state administrator.  “We are 
in the catchment, tasked with the responsibility of managing the water 
resources.  Now, in a manner of dealing with this we should be able to identify 
our key stakeholders like, identify who are they.  So in whatever activity that 
requires them especially in decisions of building dams, checking about the water 
quality, water reticulation, awareness campaigns, formation of forums, and 
committees and all like that, affected the people at a particular sub-catchment 
using a particular sub-catchment or a river or a dam or a particular resource 
should be able to know why we are doing that.  And at the same time we have a 
database of these various stakeholders at different places.  So we are not 
engaging people haphazardly; we target specifically people who belong to that 
particular area and talk to them.  Like community consultation process.  This is 
meant for the [name] sub-catchment.  People who are benefiting directly --
....From the [river name].” 

   
 Enhancements to service delivery. “The institution conducts public 

participation for the simple reason that we believe that for us to be able to 
deliver quality service to the people, it is very critical for us to work with our 
communities,” said a local administrator.  “We feel strong that we need to do 
that, we need to consult.  We need to do this public participation so that we are 
in the same page in terms of the service delivery and the improvement of the 
lives of the people, so that we do not provide something that communities do not 
want, but we provide something that they need.” 

   
 Culture of public participation.  “We do public participation not because of 

legislation but because of the culture that we have developed over the years to 
consult people on these matters, ” said a local administrator.  “So as an 
institution we have developed a culture of ensuring that in everything that we do, 
we consult our people on this particular matter so that they can be able to guide 
us in terms of the policies that we are making.  Third, consultation is a legislative 
requirement.  We have to ensure that it becomes part and parcel of the 
legislative requirement that we have to consult people on various issues.” 

 
There is some support for participatory or deliberative procesess provided to 
government from external sources.  For example, a federal administrator said, “On a 
large scale, I deal with consultants, who are project developers.”  
  

Types of public participation/deliberative processes 

There were four types of participatory or deliberative processes identified by 
interviewees: consultation, education, project-focused participation or deliberation and 
as a management function. 

 Consultation.  “Consultation, you always hear that,” said a federal 
administrator.  “They always talk about consultation and transparency and 
information sharing.”  
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 Education.  An NGO leader said, “our focus, just to make it clear, 
[organization]‟s focus is not public participation per se.  Yes, the projects that we 
work on as purely public participation is EIAs - Environmental Impact 
Assessments - basically for all industries including government.  And then 
obviously, there is public participation from government projects, especially from 
the Department of [department name] where there are legislative changes that 
are happening.  That is sort of the types of water, the new EIA regulations and 
things like that that we get involved in.  Then if you classify this as public 
involvement, we have got a very strong education focus and I think that is more 
[organization]‟s focus than purely public involvement.  We try to educate the 
people to do public involvement efficiently and effectively from the community‟s 
perspective.  As an NGO, I‟m sure you understand that [organization] does not 
have the capacity to get involved in all public involvement opportunities that there 
are, so we focused on the education part so that the community is empowered to 
do it themselves.”  

 Project-based participation or deliberation.  “When we have these meetings 
the meetings are facilitated to, as far as possible, focus on the proposed 
development,” said a public participation practitioner. “Now, we know that it is not 
always possible to focus people on something specific, and then you would have, 
for example, a recent project that we‟ve been working on, it is a cement kiln and 
they wanted to build another kiln, but the farmers in the area didn‟t want to talk 
about anything other than the cement quarries that are in the area, and the 
groundwater problems now being experienced by people.  So, but generally the 
discussions are focused on the proposed project and the potential impacts as 
well as potential benefits.”  

 A management function.  A state administrator explained that “almost all 
programs that attend to public participation [are carried out] in respect of our co-
functions as a water management institution.”  This includes engagement, 
consultation and involvement, as defined previously by the state 
administrator.  Moreover, this interviewee noted the importance of participant 
being “able to own that outcome” as a result of participating. 

  
Project Evaluation 
Public participation at the federal level was used for program evaluation and to ensure 
that project developers have conducted participatory processes.  In the former instance, 
“when we go out to the workshops and we measure that by… we look at the issues that 
have been raised and then upfront we always encourage people to raise issues, and 
then we measure and then we address those,” said a federal administrator. 
   
The kinds of projects that South African public or stakeholders participate in range from 
the general to the specific.  For example, a local administrator explained the overall 
value of participation that is education-based, from the perspective of agency 
employees or process sponsors: “What it means, generally, to them is to ensure that, 
one, communities are educated.  They understand what government can do, what 
government cannot do.  Two, to ensure that communities also know their rights and also 
know their responsibilities.  As I said earlier on, for every right there must be a 
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responsibility.  We have to ensure that we teach our people to understand that as much 
as you want water, you want the electricity, you want all these things, you also have a 
responsibility to pay for those things so that we are able to provide them.  So what it 
means to them is to ensure that communities are informed properly and they 
understand their responsibilities.” 
  
The perspective of the community, however, is much more focused.  “Communities, 
when they meet us, they talk about service delivery issues, which are very critical to 
them,” said the local administrator.  “They want to know and to give them a plan in 
terms of how we are going to be improving the service delivery in general.  And also, 
they want to know in terms of capital projects, what capital projects have we identified 
for various areas?  And then they also talk about other general issues such as 
crime.  What plans do we have in ensuring that we address the crime in the area, and 
the general improvement of the quality of life of the people?   
  
In addition, specific parts of the community have distinct concerns or interests.  “In 
terms of the business sector, they are more concerned about business opportunities 
that we are creating for them so that they are able to run their businesses,” said the 
local administrator.  “They also want to know about the tariffs that we are charging.  And 
they also want to know about any incentives that we have for them to be able to run 
those particular businesses.  So those are issues that they would raise.  Hence, we 
make sure that when we have these meetings, we divide them because their issues are 
different.” 
  

Regularity/frequency 

Public participation or deliberation takes place at different times.  For a local 
administrator, it occurs “in two ways.  In terms of the policy where they conceptualize 
the -- for example, where they raise these issues right at the beginning.  Secondly, in 
terms of the policy where they monitor the government in terms of ensuring that 
government delivers.  Third, they also evaluate.  We give them the opportunity to 
evaluate at the end of the financial year to say, „This is what we thought should have 
been achieve.  This was achieved, this was not achieved.‟  Hence, the three phases.” 
  
The regularity of such efforts varies.  According to a federal administrator, “I think for 
developers it is when in the process of developing the [program acronym] project.  I do 
not know how often or how many times do they do the public consultation.  But again, 
with public consultation, especially at project level, they are also required by EIA 
Regulations.”  Generally, this person reported, there is “one monthly.”  This is “Because 
we want to target all nine provinces so I have them monthly.” 
  
A state administrator said, the frequency of engagement “depends on our program.  We 
have had quite a number of programs.  It depends on our targets per quarter.  It 
depends on our plans per month, per week, per day; just like that.  So it is an open-
ended question.  You cannot say every week, every month.” Such efforts happen as 
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necessary,” and “sometimes we support [agency] programs.  We support [department 
name] programs that relates to our work.  It is a joint effort.” 
  
The interview with the federal administrator also highlighted the use of „Imbizos.‟ “These 
are typical of South African government‟s way of building capacity in the public in terms 
of input in the decision making,” said the interviewer Godwell Nhamo. These meetings 
are planned “at the presidential level” and “done by ministers,” said the federal 
administrator.  The president‟s office and ministers “go and listen to what people want 
and just to air their views.”  These meetings occur regularly, according to this 
administrator. 
  
The local administrator detailed three phases of participation in this particular 
community: 

“The first phase happens in October-November, where we go out to communities 
and ask them to give us their inputs, five key areas that they think we need to 
improve their lives on.  So each and everyone would give us that.  That happens in 
the cycle of October and November.  That is our first phase.  Then our second 
phase happens in March-April.  That is when we now ask them to make an input 
into the budget process because we are now preparing to adopt the budget for the 
city which we normally do… our budget is adopted by the end of May and 
implemented on the first of July.  So that is our second phase.  Our third phase 
happens between June and July.  We call that phase a “feedback session.”  A 
feedback session is when we go back to them and inform them what is in the 
budget, what we are able to budget for and what we are not able to budget for.  So 
that all these other things that were not budgeted for because of the resources that 
we have, then other things would actually take them to the next financial year.  So 
those are three phases.  It is a cycle.  Every year we do it.” 

  
“We have the sound systems when we are having these meetings,” this interviewee 
said.  “We also use visuals where we present to communities through - we bring our 
presentation, our data projector.  And we also make sure that we print copies for them 
so that they have copies that they can read.  Because that does work for us because it 
is visual.  People are visual so if they see things they are able to relate to that.  So, we 
use the data… so that is the system that we use most of the time.  That is the one that 
we use the most, except printing copies.” 
  
The local administrator also spoke about the use of „imbizos‟ at the local level. “But over 
and above that, the executive mayor of the [community name] has what is called the 
„imbizos‟ where he goes to communities and speaks to them on these particular 
issues.  So he goes to all the areas.  So that one, it is an ongoing process.  He goes 
from one area to another.  And as I said earlier on, communities also have a way of 
ensuring that they actually initiate this public participation through a petition process 
where they do that.” 
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How people access participatory processes 

Access is made possible in several ways, including through „imbizos.‟  Other examples 
cited by South African interviewees included workshops and project-based public 
participation.    
[Editor's Note: The categories to which these strategies/techniques have been assigned 
were made by the project team (and not by interviewees) as one means for organizing 
what appear to be like activities together.] 
 
Meetings, Committees and Community Dialogue - Face to Face 

 Workshops.  “Yes, we use little workshops,” said a federal administrator.  This 
person was at the time of the interview involved “in the process of conducting 
these workshops nationally.”  The workshops usually attract “50 to 100 people. It 
is not usually big workshops.”  Open to everyone, these workshops are for the 
purpose of creating awareness among stakeholders or the public before 
decisions are made.  The administrator clarified further: “...from our side, if we 
are supposed to come up with some kind of a decision which will affect project 
developers, we usually call a workshop.  Like recently, we called a workshop to 
come up with a definition of a forest.” In this particular instance, this person said, 
“Let‟s call all interested and affected stakeholders and deliberate on that, so as 
to come up with the definition of a forest for [program acronym].” The location for 
these gatherings are centralized.  “For us, because we are doing provincial 
workshops, so we select a central point so that will be accessible to maybe a 
number of people”. For organizing the meeting itself, the federal administrator‟s 
office has a “a section that specifically does that.” Hosting the workshops 
“encourages people to participate in the [program acronym] activity.  That is 
what I would like to see in the… that is why we also go out into this because we 
are to encourage people to come forward and participate in the [program 
acronym].” In these meetings, “I think people appreciate information 
dissemination.  They talk about those issues and they ask questions for 
clarity.  They always want to know the processes, what processes do we follow, 
and also the rationality behind, how we do things.  They also make suggestions 
sometimes.  We welcome suggestions and input so that whenever we make a 
decision, that will be guided by those inputs and suggestions.” 

 
According to this federal administrator, access “is easy.  Again it all goes back to 
the issue of being away or not being away.  But those who are away, I mean it is 
easy to access us.  It is very easy". This person also saw the value of workshops, 
stating “I think it is better to get people together.”  It is also valuable for the 
purpose of “disseminating information so that people can be aware of what the 
issues are so that they can then participate.” 
  
For workshops, information is provided on the internet, as well.  “I think from our 
site, I do not know how project developers do it.  But from our site, we publish 
whatever… go to our website.  We publish our projects that we have approved or 
even the final criteria, for example, we published it.  It is going to be a well-known 
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-- I mean it is not a secret.  We are not -- we will not keep it as a secret.  So we 
publish it so that everybody can know.” 
 

 Public meetings.  The local administrator also described the use of public 
meetings.  “The discussion in the community set-up, we have what is called 
public meetings.  We do the process of advertising in the newspapers, in the 
community radio stations, we issue pamphlets.  We also use a loudspeakers 
depending on the community that we are targeting.  And, therefore, we then 
organize a meeting in a particular hall where we then invite community members 
on a particular time, particular date where we go, and have this particular 
engagement.” 
  
For “communities, we meet them at their areas.  We make sure that we go to 
communities.  We go to them and meet them in their own backyard.  Hence, 
each and every area has a community hall because it is part of our responsibility 
to meet them so that we meet them at their own end.” 

 
 Breakfast meetings.  “With the sectors, for example, the business sectors, we 

normally have your breakfast meeting, the local administrator said.  “We 
consider that business people are busy people so between 6:00 and 7:00, we 
convene a breakfast meeting so that we can be in a position to reach them 
because business people are not like community members.  You will not find 
them during the course of the day.  They are busy with their own things, so in 
the morning around 6 to 7, sometimes 6 to 8:00.  So that is your round-the-table 
type, depending on the number of businesses that we are targeting, where we 
share information with them on those particular issues.” 
  
“The business sectors, we normally invite them to our premises,” said the local 
administrator. “Sometimes they actually host us, but most of the time we actually 
invite them into our building because they can be able to be mobile to do those 
particular venues.” 

 
Training, Education and Research 

 Training opportunities and education drives.  An NGO leader said this 
particular organization tries “to train them [people] and we try to sway them to 
accept the international way of public involvement.”  This interviewee also said, 
“South Africa is, I think, way ahead in public involvement but obviously, the UK 
and the US has gone through the process and even has learned from the 
mistakes that have been made....So we do try to obviously adhere to South 
African conditions, but we do try to do UK, Europe, and US principles as 
well.”  Moreover, there is a need for participatory efforts to “...basically start the 
process at the beginning because what I have seen in South Africa is that 
people already have made decisions before they actually go do public 
involvement.” 
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This interviewee also said: “I do not think that is transparent because they know 
already that the public involvement process is not going to change the decisions 
because the budget has already been set, and usually if you do proper 
participation, you cannot have a set budget because there are always unforeseen 
circumstances.  So especially from the industry point of view and from 
government point of view, I do not think it is transparent because the decision has 
been made beforehand....And they do not tell you about the negative 
impacts.  They only tell you about the positive things.  So that transparency is 
beginning of the process, giving the people the opportunity to influence the 
decision, and telling them what the negative impact is going to be as well.” 

  
This interviewee‟s organization is focused on empowerment: “...that is what 
[organization] is trying to do through the education drive, is to empower people so 
that they can participate in the process meaningfully and actually be then in the 
position that they know when a decision is actually going to affect them.” 

Meetings, Committees and Community Dialogue -- Face to Face and Trainings, 
Education and Research 

 Focus groups, background information/education, public meetings.  A 
public participation practitioner said, “We don‟t normally start any public 
participation process with a large multi-stakeholder event.  In fact, we believe 
that often, and especially when there is public sensitivity around a particular 
proposal, a large public event could be catastrophic.  We work with people in 
smaller groups first, what we would call focus groups, but we don‟t go to a focus 
group without having sent people some background information.  We use a 
background information document, anything from 4 to 15 pages.  We make that 
available in local languages.  We mail that or email that.  We phone to find out if 
people have received it.” 
  
“We then would set up focus groups. With different sectors of society we often 
find that, say, the agricultural sector, in other words, landowners, would have 
completely different issues from the NGOs, and we often find that there may 
have been some previous problems in the area or sensitivity about the 
company, and we often meet with them to only listen for the first two or three 
hours in such focus group meetings.” 
  
“After that initial round of consultation, we would usually get further information 
out, and then meet with people again, and, depending on how high the level of 
public sensitivity is, we may or may not convene a large public meeting, a public 
meeting, not a public hearing.  I know that the word public hearing is used 
sometimes for public meeting, but, in my country a public meeting is a sharing 
event, sharing of information, ideas, and opinions.  A public hearing in my 
country is a legal event, almost like a series of monologues delivered to a panel 
of experts.  So, public meetings we see very much as a collaborative interactive 
event, and we always combine them with visual materials so that people during 
a lunchtime, can chat around posters, and can interact.” 
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“The meetings would take place, depending on the area, in any kind of a venue, 
it could be a church hall, it could be a school hall, it could be a recreation hall, it 
could be a town hall.  The focus group meetings generally take place either in 
people‟s own homes or offices, where we informally get five or ten people 
together.  It is seldom that we actually rent venues for focus group meetings.” 
  
The public participation practitioner described how the organizing the meeting 
would occur.  “Typically, if it‟s just a small meeting, one of our junior public 
participation practitioners would phone and set up the meetings.  If it‟s a high 
public sensitivity, one of our senior facilitators would talk to the stakeholders 
themselves and set up the meeting.  We often find that relationship building 
begins with that first telephone call.  Therefore, we also have staff that speak 
different languages because in this country there are 11 official languages, so, if 
a person speaks a specific language we would get a staff member that speaks 
that language.  The meetings are usually then facilitated by a fairly senior, 
experienced facilitator.” 
  
“We have, in this company we have one or the other stakeholder meeting 
virtually, I don‟t know, two, three days a week, even more sometimes.  We are a 
team of about [number] people and we run with different projects.  In one 
process, per se, we may meet face-to-face with people, say, either in focus 
group meetings or public meetings or even individual interactions.  We may 
meet face-to-face with people typically five or six times over a period of, say, 9 
to 12 months.  And, in between we would have email and telephone contact, 
and send reports for information and review.” 
  
Sometimes interactions take place electronically.  “We have telephones that 
work sometimes, most of the time.  We use telephone and email, but a large 
part of the population in my country and on this continent don‟t have access to 
email, so, electronic technology is only for a certain part of the population.  In 
terms of technology, we are a little bit cautious about flashy technologies, at 
best at a meeting we will use a computer projector and Microsoft PowerPoint 
slides.  From time-to-time we would pull a video clip into the Microsoft 
PowerPoint slides, but we seldom have a television running a video.” 
  
The practitioner said, “it is easy for people to have access to the authorization 
procedures because it‟s usually well advertised by various means, plus, at least 
our company targets people individually.  In terms of access to institutions, if we 
mean by that government institutions, and then I‟m not comfortable using the 
word institution for government, but, anyway, access to government institutions 
for people is a difficult question to answer because it‟s not easy for just anyone 
to have access to some of the senior officials.  At the lower levels of 
government, or lower spheres of government, let me not use the word level, 
lower spheres of government, I believe there‟s a fairly good interaction with 
people arriving at the government offices, talking to officials, and so on.  But, at 



© 2008 International Association for Public Participation 

 

senior level, it is sometimes a struggle to reach people in government 
organizations.” 

  
Information Sharing 

 Emails, letters, phone calls.  Each community is different; some communities 
rely more on technology to communicate needs or concerns, the local 
administrator said. “Let me make a practical example.  In [community name], if 
you go to the north of [community name], public participation is conducted 
through the IT.  They send us e-mails, they write letters and they raise those 
issues through call centers, and all that.  When you go to the south, they want 
public meetings.  They want you to come to them and talk to them.  So 
therefore, for me, you cannot have one way of having this.  It depends.  If you 
look at the community in [community name], it is very diverse, and therefore, 
you have to have different ways of reaching your business, your NGO‟s, and 
your ordinary communities and individuals.” 

  
Similarly, the state administrator said that formal and informal methods are used 
to engage stakeholders.  “We use telephones, letters, electronic media, and even 
print media.” 

   
 Programs of action.  At the local level, there are „programs of action.‟  “So that 

political party that is in power will then provide a program of action to say, „these 
are the things that need to be achieved because they elected us on the basis of 
that,‟” said a local administrator.  “At times, it becomes very critical that that 
particular program is translated into the ordinary people on the ground, that do 
not necessarily know about this.  And so they know that as much as you want 
community centers, our priority as government is to make sure that each and 
every area has a road.  So they begin to understand that.  So, that information is 
very critical.” 

  
“And then the second part, which is more similar, the education part of it, where 
we take these communities to various depots [sounds like] where, for example, 
we take them to where water is being purified so that they know where sewerage 
is being purified.  So when we talk of increasing the tariffs for water, they 
understand that this water comes from the dam but it also has to be 
purified.  That education comes in where we begin to ensure that they are taken 
to those particular sites and they understand that.” 

 
 Listening (Meetings): “The other one is consultation.  Consultation works where 

we go and listen.  We consult them on a particular issue.  We say, „We want to 
introduce this particular policy and concept.‟  And this is why we want to 
introduce this particular policy, so that they can be in a position to actually 
inform us as to whether we are reaching them.  So that they understand the 
reason behind us actually introducing that particular policy.” 

 
Community Building and Partnerships 
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 Petitions.  “And also, public participation is initiated by communities through a 
process of petitions where they raise issues that they feel we should be in a 
position to address,” the local administrator said.  “Remember, at the local level 
where they pick up these issues that might not necessarily pick them up 
ourselves, so therefore they would then initiate that „Can we please have this 
particular engagement because these are the issues that we would want you to 
address?‟” 

 Community-based consultations. There are also community-based 
consultations. “Firstly, we have a public participation for community members 
where communities in the suburbs, in the townships, where we consult 
communities on issues that affect them as residents.  That is one part.  So we 
have that public participation divided in terms of ensuring that we reach those 
particular communities,” said the local administrator. 

 
“Secondly, we then have public participation that looks at sectors, the organized 
sectors.  By „sectors,‟ I mean where we speak to business as an organized 
formation.  We speak to the NGO‟s and CBO‟s [community-based organizations] 
as organized formations.  So we speak to them on these particular issues.  We 
have this public participation on those particular bases.  We also have public 
participation for individuals where you have individuals that would want to raise a 
particular matter.” 
  
“And we also have a public participation where we look at institutions.  For 
example, your learning institutions, your bank institutions.  These are people that 
have an interest in how we govern the city.  So we normally have public 
participation on those particular matters where we give them information as to 
where we are in terms of governing this particular city and where we are going in 
terms of the developmental issues.” 
  
Similarly, a state administrator described the use of community-based 
consultations.  Stakeholders “only come together after when we invited them to 
this particular meeting or come-together or congregation.  Like the different 
groups of people we are in the chamber of the [community name] Local 
Municipality.  We have a combination of people; all the clients across the land 
that I mentioned to you, all of them are there - emerging farmers, people from aid 
office in [community name], people from the regional office, ourselves, 
commercial farmers, emerging farmers, CDWs, representatives of the community 
from what level and certain departmental representatives, even consultants". 
Where people congregate “depends on where we intend the meeting to be and 
which people are we targeting.  For instance, yesterday because we are working 
at the [location], we went exactly to the communities where these people are 
staying, minding the fact that they have challenges in terms of transport.  But 
then the bottom line of our way of doing things in the country is that must have 
the services to the people....So we are down to the [location] next to the border 
gate to the border of [country], [country], and [country], at the [location].” 
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At these meetings, the state administrator said, “We start it and pass it over to 
our stakeholders at the area where we are going to -- our strategic partners, who 
will assist in disseminating information and will take care of the rest of the activity 
as intended...All we have realized is that if you invite people or make people 
aware of a particular activity or function or meeting, you must inform them well in 
advance - well in advance - especially when you are taking your meeting to the 
rural communities.”  In terms of defining „well in advance,‟ the state administrator 
said, this means “more than a week.” 

  
“Of things that you cannot deliver or have no answer, you call the relevant 
department or section of a particular municipality or department to come and talk 
to them about,” said the state administrator.  “If it is the issue of land, there is 
nothing you can say about land; it needs the traditional authority.  It needs Land 
Affairs.  If it is the question of water quality, we are not doing anything about 
water quality for now, but the Water Quality Division from the regional office who 
can tell us the toxicity level of these substances that have been discharged into 
the river system.  It needs that particular section to tell them that this water has 
so much content of manganese discharged into the river and what is it that needs 
to be done.  And if we are not aware of that then our role becomes redundant 
because the management of the resource would be meaningless to us and to the 
public.” 

  
 People centers.  “Ourselves, the government, and the communities are 

partners,” said the local administrator.  “This is what our legislation says.  So it 
has been easier.  In South Africa, I can tell you, to access information from 
government has been very, very easy because we have made things very 
simple for people to understand.  We have established institutions such as your 
people centers.  For each and every area, we have got what is called a people 
center.  At people centers, communities can come into our center, ask 
questions, go into the computer, check information free of charge, ask people to 
assist them on whatever information that they require.  So, we have made 
government accessible.  We have also made sure that elected representatives, 
all their offices are in communities they serve so that information can be 
disseminated without any problems.”   

  
For example, the ward councilor‟s office would be “in his ward, right in his community.” 
The local administrator said, “Even when the councilor is not there, we have a person 
that is called a ward administrator that will take messages in the event where they see 
something that needs a councilor personally to address.  But if it is something that has 
got to deal with, for example, a burst pipe or something, this particular official is trained 
in such a way he or she knows which department to get in touch with as a matter of 
urgency to ensure that that particular problem is addressed.” 
 
Other 

 Project-based public participation.  In these instances, the federal 
administrator said, “we always want to see evidence that he [the project 
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developer] has consulted the community, the community has agreed what were 
the issues that there is, so the project developer does that and shows us 
evidence of that.  But from our side also, once he submits, we put the document 
for public commentary.  Yes, we require public comments so that anyone who 
may have objections, example, who may have missed the project developers, 
public consultation processes.  They can raise some issues or objections to the 
project.”  The location is important: “For project developers, the participation 
usually happens at the community level because it is usually the community, the 
immediate community that will be affected.  So they do those at community level 
so they will select the appropriate venue.” 

 Budget consultations.  “Firstly, the process is initiated by ourselves,” said the 
local administrator.  “We have developed a program that says during the budget 
processes, we will consult the communities.  During the time where we need 
inputs from our communities… we call it [acronym] [description of acronym] 
processes.  [Acronym] process is more of your needs, where your communities 
give you their needs, and then during those needs, then you are able to then 
plan in terms of the budget.  So it is initiated by ourselves during those particular 
processes.” 

  
Who is included and excluded 
Interviewees discussed both who is included and who is excluded from participation. 
 

Who is included 
Who is included in participatory or deliberative events include 

 “consultants, who are project developers” (federal administrator),  
 “elected officials, government employees” (federal administrator),  
 “civil society, community, private sector” (federal administrator),  
 stakeholders or “customers” (local administrator), “elected representatives” (local 

administrator),  
 “consultants or service providers” (local administrator),  
 “the national government” (local administrator),  
 “departments and councils” (local administrator),  
 non-governmental organizations and “ward governance staff” (local 

administrator),  
 institutions and community-based organizations (local administrator).    

  
A public participation practitioner described who is included as:  “Engineers, for 
example, landowners, individuals, I suppose that they would fall under citizens, 
landowners, all sectors of society that are relevant to a particular application or a 
project, for example, say the transport sector, health sector, agricultural sector, 
education sector, labor, labor unions, and a whole host of them.  It‟s the broadest 
spectrum of sectors of society we involve in public participation in our projects...To me 
and to my colleagues here in my organization,” the practitioner said, “the term means a 
process which results in a joint effort between all the parties, that is the project 
proponent, the citizens or stakeholders, government, as well as the engineering, natural 
and social science expertise that we have here, and that process leads to better 
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decisions than each of those groups could have made independently.  That is what I 
believe, better decisions, and what my colleagues believe.  We have many, many, many 
examples where a citizen or government or even a proponent contribution to a process 
has led to a better decision after it has been discussed and modified by all parties.” 
  
According to this same public participation practitioner, “The degree to which it is 
practically implemented varies, depending on who implements the process.”  Moreover, 
it is not easy for some to be inclusive.  “Typically, some consulting firms that do public 
consultation would leave out the people that would be opposed to the project or 
vociferous or emotional or the project proponent may ask the consultants to leave them 
out, which I believe is unethical and stupid because if you leave people out they find 
their own way to get into the process....We always include them, and we go the extra 
mile to include people who are disadvantaged, marginalized, etc.” 
  
 
 
Community/Citizens as a Primary Focus 
At the project-development level that the federal administrator‟s agency is involved in, 
community participation is the focus.  “For project developers, the participation usually 
happens at the community level because it is usually the community, the immediate 
community that will be affected". Moreover, there is also encouragement at the federal 
level of the South African government to include or engage people, as the result of the 
policy or motto “People first.”  This means that the government should seek to involve 
all people and learn what people need. 
  
National Government and Elected Officials 
Colleagues are peripherally involved, said the federal administrator.  For these 
individuals, “It is more information sharing.  They say that even though they are not 
going to take part in the decision part, they need to be informed.  Sometimes, even 
about the rationale behind a decision, why we take a certain decision.” 
  
The local administrator noted the involvement of other colleagues, as well. “And then we 
also deal with the officials, other departments within the city which assist us.  For 
example, whenever we have a problem with the delivery of service, we need to get in 
touch with those particular departments so that they are able to assist us.  So we 
interact with the other departments internally within the municipality.  We also deal with 
departments within the provincial government because some of the services are 
provided by the provincial government, so therefore we interact with the provincial 
government.” 
  
In addition, “The other customer that we deal with is the national government.  For 
example, the president or deputy president would have a walkabout - we call them 
„imbizos‟ - where he goes to communities to understand what the communities‟ needs 
are.  We also deal with that, with national government on various issues.” 
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Elected officials are important partners “because these are the people that have been 
elected democratically by the people.  So our responsibility, generally, as the 
department is to ensure that we work with them.  For example, we have to understand 
what the needs of the communities are.  It is these elected representatives that must 
convene those particular public meetings so that we are able to get the information that 
we require,” said the local administrator. 
  
“So we work with the elected representatives, which are councilors.  We also work with 
communities directly.  Some of the communities come to us directly to say, “There is a 
need to address these particular issues,” so we deal with the communities directly so 
that they can be in a position.  We also deal with departments, departments and 
councils.” 
  
Finally, “we also have staff members which are called „ward governance staff.‟  The 
ward governance staff, these are ward administrators.  We call them „ward 
administrators‟ because these are the people that assist elected representatives to 
ensure that those particular wards run smoothly.  They address problems of those 
particular areas in assisting an elected representative.  They are more like 
administrators.  So those are people that I work with, that if there is a problem that 
arises in a particular ward, the immediate person that I would get in touch with is the 
ward administrator that will tell me exactly what the problems are.” 
  
Among these many examples, a state administrator cited a best practice in engaging 
people.  “I will give an example of our last campaign on pollution.  We asked them about 
the type of pollution that they think is happening on water, the agents of pollution, the 
different types of pollutants, and if they ever knew that blocked sewage pipe actually 
pollute the river.  Does it affect ourselves only as human beings or it also affects the 
aquatic life in the river system?  So they will talk about that.  And we also ask them to 
say, „Are you aware that when you are drinking a can of cold drink or beer and you 
throw this can through the window, eventually through run-off and the floods it will end 
up in the river and it would affect what we call the water reserve?‟  So what is it that we 
can do?  Recycling of these items and the strict laws and the policies on environmental 
pollution and the like.  So the list is endless but then there is still a very long way to go 
because of the people who necessarily never attended water meetings, who do not go 
there and they continue to do the don‟ts against the dos.” 
  
Consultants/Service Providers 
“Over and above that we also, from time to time, deal with consultants or service 
providers.  We need service providers to assist us on particular issues.  For example, I 
will be involved with service providers in the next few weeks where I have to be training 
ward committees, so I normally get the services of those experts to be able to assist us 
to train ward committees.  So we use them from time to time, but it is not something that 
we use often.” 
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Who is excluded 

Interviewees also discussed who is excluded from participating. 
  
However despite extensive efforts at the local level, there are limitations.  “To be honest 
with you, we have not been able to reach all the people because the process is 
voluntary,” said the local administrator.  “Those people who are vocal, who have 
particular issues, and who are educated, if I can put it that way, in terms of 
understanding government processes, they have an advantage.  They are able to raise 
these issues with government.  And you have marginalized communities that do not 
necessarily have information.  If I have a busted pipe, or a robot is not working where to 
go, they do not even care because it is not their responsibility.  They have not been 
educated that you can be able to report these things.  So you have a situation whereby 
you have people who are able to raise these issues and there are people who are not 
because you have not been able to educate them to be able to do that.” 
  
The local administrator also said, “The marginalized community is a community that is 
not informed about government processes.  For some of them, it is because they do not 
necessarily have an interest.  They want to live their lives so they do not care whether a 
government exists or not as long as they go on with their lives.  So they do not see.  So 
you have those kinds of communities which I normally call “marginalized,” in a sense 
that it is either we are not reaching them in order to ensure that - and they also do not 
make an effort to actually reach the government.” 
  
A state administrator said, “You are not very sure whether the very, very last people in 
the line of receiving information did receive information and interpret it accordingly.” 
  
The administrator differentiated between who is included.  “It is -- you see, in clients we 
have two types of clients - internal and external clients.  When I say internal, I am 
referring to employees of the institution and the [agency]; those are internal clients.  But 
then external clients are all these -- are the institutions other than [agency] and 
ourselves - sector departments in government, provincial and the national; and also 
structures in the community, most especially those dealing with water.  All users of 
water, be it from the business sector or the general public as ordinary consumers and 
other NGOs and other structures, especially the farmers.”  These individuals are large 
users of water in this area.  Mines and industries are also involved, as well as “the PDIs, 
the previously disadvantaged individuals.”  
  
For each participatory effort, the administrator also noted that the agency “target[s] 
specifically people who belong to that particular area and talk to them.”  Emphasis is 
placed on those “people who are involved in taking decisions, it is ourselves as the 
officers and also our client as the recipients of the service or the people should be 
informed about our services.”  These efforts are open to everyone; participation “only 
depends on the level of reception and perception.” 
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As a result, those “who are located nearer to the offices of the particular institutions, it is 
easy for them.  And people who have knowledge about the different institutions of water 
management, it is easy for them to engage with us.” 
  
This interviewee also noted the exclusion of “those who are far away, especially in the 
most rural communities, people who can wait for about two to three hours for transport 
to travel a distance of more than 100 kilometers, obviously that will be very meaningless 
and less effective for them and they would entirely rely on public media to access 
information about water campaigns and other programs that affect them directly.” 
  
An NGO leader, by comparison, defined who is included as “All people that engage in 
public involvement....And then we try to educate those that do not, to actually do public 
involvement.”  This organization “work[s] with the public, we work with government, we 
work with private industry, we work with consultants, we work with other NGOs.  We 
work with everybody.” 
  
However, “the public involvement that I have seen is it is always the middle and upper 
class that actually attends the public involvement meetings because the people that are 
previously disadvantaged or are financially disadvantaged cannot attend these 
meetings because they do not have the money for transport, they do not understand the 
real issues, they do not have the education to actually address the issues and that is the 
problem, the real people, that the real effect of certain projects are actually going to 
have on cannot attend the public involvement meetings.” 
  

Barriers to participation  

Barriers to participation included conceptual as well as more concrete impediments. 
Among the barriers to participation that South African interviewees noted were: 
 
Institutional Barriers 

 Resource limitations.  “So, part of education is also to ensure that we 
educate them that, as much as you want a community center, if we are 
unable to bring this community center in this financial year, it is something 
that we will consider as time goes on because we do not necessarily have 
enough resources to be able to do that,” said a local administrator.  “Over 
and above that, it is also to ensure that we educate them, that they must also 
understand that there are other priorities.  For example, because 
communities - their understanding of public participation is more 
visual.  They want a community center but they would not be able to tell you 
about the underground infrastructure that needs to be improved.  So those 
are some of the things that we need to bring to their attention.” A state 
administrator said, “some of our people cannot afford to buy 
newspapers.  They still do not understand how valuable a newspaper is but 
they listen to the radio so much and we use a combination” of approaches as 
a result.  



© 2008 International Association for Public Participation 

 

 Lack of transparency.  An NGO leader said, “...what I have seen in South 
Africa is that people already have made decisions before they actually go do 
public involvement....And I do not think that is transparent because they 
know already that the public involvement process is not going to change the 
decisions because the budget has already been set, and usually if you do 
proper participation, you cannot have a set budget because there are always 
unforeseen circumstances.  So especially from the industry point of view and 
from government point of view, I do not think it is transparent because the 
decision has been made beforehand.”  

 Dissemination of information.  “The other challenge, it is the dissemination 
of information,” said the state administrator.  “You are not very sure whether 
the very, very last people in the line of receiving information did receive 
information and interpret it accordingly.  Hence, intended that our main worry 
is decoding of information, perception and understanding this.”  This person 
also said, “Not that much that I could have seen but except of people 
centralizing information to themselves, not sharing information properly.   

 
 
Public Perception 

 Failure to meet expectations. “But unfortunately, because you have 
elected representatives that have a particular mandate, that also have limited 
resources, therefore, you find that these elected representatives are unable 
to meet the expectations,” said a local administrator. “I normally call that the 
„expectations of the people.‟  For example, when we have these particular 
meetings, they will raise all sorts of issues.  „We want this. We want that.‟ 
And you find that elected representatives and the institutions are unable to 
respond to all of those things because of the backlog that day.  So what it 
means to them is that they would want, when they raise issues, immediately 
address them, irrespective whether you have those resources or not.”  

 ‘Blame culture.’ “So somebody has -- the buck stops somewhere and 
somebody has to say that, „I‟m the decision-maker and I will take 
accountability for the decisions made.‟  In South Africa, that does not happen 
often because the blame culture is just too big,” said an NGO leader.  

 Lack of interest.  “The biggest challenge is the responsiveness of our 
clients,” said a state administrator. 

 
Education/Understanding 

 Low literacy.  “Well, I think from my side, I think it is… people have different 
levels of literacy,” said a federal administrator.  “We find that now, others will 
understand, others will not.  But people are at different levels.  So then I think 
those who understand maybe would be few in a community.  So find that now, it 
will be difficult to get by-ins it because people do not understand what you are 
talking about and therefore they are not interested.”  

 Misunderstandings.  In some instances, “people misunderstand you 
completely,” said a federal administrator.  A state administrator said there were 
instances of “misconcepting the purpose of the meeting to which we are inviting 
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them for, and also to fail to understand the difference between the municipality 
and ourselves....It is about lack of understanding our roles.  You can tell them 20 
times but as long as people do not have water to wash, to drink -- ....And all of 
these -- as long as you are said to be working with water, they will give you the 
same picture.” 

 
Access 

 Personal disadvantages.  In South Africa, “the people that are previously 
disadvantaged or are financially disadvantaged cannot attend these meetings 
because they do not have the money for transport, they do not understand the 
real issues, they do not have the education to actually address the issues and 
that is the problem, the real people, that the real effect of certain projects are 
actually going to have on cannot attend the public involvement meetings,” said 
an NGO leader.  

 Discrimination.  “Typically, some consulting firms that do public consultation 
would leave out the people that would be opposed to the project or vociferous or 
emotional or the project proponent may ask the consultants to leave them out, 
which I believe is unethical and stupid because if you leave people out they find 
their own way to get into the process,” said a public participation practitioner. 

 
  

Research Question 3 

What positive and negative outcomes occur as a result of public 
participation/deliberation in government decision-making processes? 
  
This question sought to examine the results of participatory or deliberative processes 
and associated accountability mechanisms.  The goal was to isolate what interviewees 
and their respective organizations saw as beneficial and also not beneficial as a 
byproduct of such efforts.  The ethical dimension of engagement was also considered.   
 
Outcomes of participatory or deliberative processes that were identified by South 
African interviewees included: 

 Acceptance of decisions.  “Well, I think it makes decisions more 
acceptable because people are more informed even about why is it the 
decision that had to be taken?  It makes them more acceptable,” said a 
federal administrator.  

 Responsiveness to public concerns.  “When we refer the project.  Or 
perhaps we refer the issue raised by a member of public back to the 
project.  So we delay the approval.  It delays… not delayed, but once a 
member of public raises an issue about the project, then we say to the 
project developer he must address that before we approve it,” said a federal 
administrator.  In this situation, the project proposal would not be approved 
unless that particular issue has been addressed.  

 Improved quality-of-life.  “I think it has improved the quality of life of the 
people of [community name] because by engaging with the people on an 
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annual basis, that has improved the life of the people in my area,” said a 
local administrator.  “One of the major things, for example, is all the streets in 
Soweto have been tarred.  Soweto is the biggest township in the southern 
hemisphere.”  This improvement came about “because of the public 
participation process that came as a result of where communities were 
directing us, where the need is, hence, as we speak now, if you go to 
Soweto there is no street in Soweto that is not tarred.”  The process “has 
also helped us to establish…companies that are established by the 
[community name].  We have got a company that is running water that is 
owned by the city so that because of the efficiency.  We also have another 
company that is running we call it the “PIKITUP”, your refuse removal.  That 
came as a result of communities making sure that we address these 
particular issues.  Hence we established those companies so that they are 
more focused, more specific on those issues.” Other examples are a bus 
company and “also your fresh produce market.  That is where we provide the 
service of vegetables and fruits to our communities.  So these companies 
have been established to - oh, there is also Roads Agency.”  

 Partnerships.  “Yes, the partnership between ourselves and our 
communities, it is an ongoing one,” said a local administrator.  “So it is an 
ongoing partnership.  As we said in terms of our legislation, communities are 
part of government.  These are not two separate things.  For us, it is like one 
institution and so we are one.  They have assisted us to be able to plan 
properly and do things in a particular way.”  

 Trust, respect, accountability, feelings about government.  Public 
participation increases trust and respect, provides better accountability and 
stimulates better feeling about the government, according to a public 
participation practitioner.  “Although our job is not to promote the cause of 
anybody in the process, we often find that just by putting people together and 
helping them to talk to each other and to understand each other, trust 
between the stakeholder and the project proponent increase, trust between 
stakeholders and government increase.  And we find often that our activities 
bring people together that have been virtual neighbors and that had never 
met each other, or bring government departments together that have never 
actually sat in the same room together.”  

 Ownership. “This could be a part of what is happening.  for example, the 
development of the [program name] strategy, taking decisions in terms of, 
let‟s say, talking about the [initiative name], you involve them in whatever 
deliberations you are engaging in so that at the end of the day they could be 
able to own the outcome of the deliberations -- just like that.  So that nobody 
should be feeling like, „I have never been consulted.  I was not part of that,‟” 
said the state administrator.  

 Yardstick of understanding. “We use the attendance register as a yardstick 
and also use the level of participation and understanding, and follow up on 
what we did as a yardstick for understanding what we are doing and also to 
come up with suggestions for the future plans or way forward long after the 
engagement,” the state administrator said.  
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 Changes in behavior, expectations.  “Respondent:  Though we are still 
very young as an institution, but I know for a fact that people do no longer 
waste water in general,” said a state administrator.  “If there is a leaking pipe, 
they will always report it, and the awareness of various aspects of water loss 
is being taken serious.  Different aspects of pollution that compromises the 
water quality is being reported.”  This person also said: “Even people who 
intentionally do not follow prescriptions of the type of fertilizers -- I mean 
commercial farmers.  And even the industries on the discharges that they 
discharge back to the river.  You will see the public complaining about they 
saw dead fishes down the stream, the water does this and that, it is 
itching.....And all of these things.  When you open a tap, instead, are worms, 
there is that and things like that.  So that is some sort of awareness and the 
feedback.” 

  
Political Influence 
The potential for influence or impact as a result of participation was also discussed.  A 
local administrator said such efforts “have assisted us to plan properly, these entire 
actions.  They have assisted us to plan properly and we have been able to channel 
resources where they are needed most.  Because by ensuring that they raise these 
issues with us, we are able then to channel resources in the correct areas where they 
are needed the most.”  This interviewee also expressed a desire to ensure “that more 
communities get involved in these particular processes, particularly the marginalized 
communities.” 
  
A state administrator said that participation “does have a good impact because, I mean, 
the annual State of the Nation Address from the state president, our national minister, 
our premiere, the priorities of our local and district municipalities also impact to the 
same thing because the biggest challenge of South Africa in every corner of the 
community is water availability.....So access to water is key so we are addressing it in 
one way or another.”  Moreover, participation can result in increased trust and respect, 
better accountability and a better feeling about the government, this person said.  “It 
even opens avenues for continuous engagement.”   
  
Behavioral Shifts 
Participation also “is meaningful because you could see a change of behavior” at the 
community level. For example, this person said, efforts to engage schoolchildren “on 
environmental pollution, which eventually ends up impacting on marine or water 
pollution, and we you talk to the students in schools and say, „Look at your 
environment.  It is littered all over.‟  And we have a competition, say, want to engage in 
the cleanest community or the cleanest school in the catchment.  The minute you see a 
change in the cleanliness of the environment and then all of those things and we give 
incentives to people to become -- to be environmental conscious.  Like the cleaning 
campaign - you buy T-shirts, you give them and take refuse bags and they have gloves 
and target a particular area and you do that, so much the better.  And also in punishing 
institutions and shops -- bottle store owners who do not implement environment-friendly 
policies.” 
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There are other societal influences, the state administrator said.  “Though we are still 
very young as an institution, but I know for a fact that people do no longer waste water 
in general.  If there is a leaking pipe, they will always report it, and the awareness of 
various aspects of water loss is being taken serious.  Different aspects of pollution that 
compromises the water quality is being reported.” 
  
“Even people who intentionally do not follow prescriptions of the type of fertilizers -- I 
mean commercial farmers,” said the state administrator, can be influenced.  “And even 
the industries on the discharges that they discharge back to the river.  You will see the 
public complaining about they saw dead fishes down the stream, the water does this 
and that, it is itching ....And all of these things.  When you open a tap, instead, are 
worms, there is that and things like that.  So that is some sort of awareness and the 
feedback.” 
  
An NGO leader had a more negative view of participation.  Industry and the government 
“do not tell you about the negative impacts.  They only tell you about the positive 
things.  So that transparency is beginning of the process, giving the people the 
opportunity to influence the decision, and telling them what the negative impact is going 
to be as well.” 
  

How is feedback provided? 

Feedback is provided about decisions made and actions taken as a result of 
participation.  A federal administrator detailed the types of inquiries made a public 
workshops hosted by this particular agency.  “I think people appreciate information 
dissemination.  They talk about those issues and they ask questions for clarity.  They 
always want to know the processes, what processes do we follow, and also the 
rationality behind, how we do things.  They also make suggestions sometimes.  We 
welcome suggestions and input so that whenever we make a decision, that will be 
guided by those inputs and suggestions.”  At these workshops, “we always provide 
information and of how many projects that we have been approved, what type, and so 
on.”  
  

 Internet. Feedback is also available on the internet.  “I think from our [web]site, I 
do not know how project developers do it.  But from our site, we publish 
whatever… go to our website,” said the federal administrator.  “We publish our 
projects that we have approved or even the final criteria, for example, we 
published it.  It is going to be a well-known -- I mean it is not a secret.  We are 
not -- we will not keep it as a secret.  So we publish it so that everybody can 
know.” 

  
 Two-Way Communication. At the state level, a state administrator said the 

emphasis on two-way communication is an essential dimension of 
feedback.  “We are talking about things that affect them directly, which is water 
demand management, water allocation, licensing, requirements, who should be 
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receiving water and what are their challenges.  And we will take it up like that 
and this is supposed to be a two-way process so that we are able to understand 
exactly what their needs are and what is it that needs us all.”   

  
Once decisions are reached by this particular agency, however, the public is not 
involved in updates, reviews, analysis, and adjustments – “Not for now, to be 
honest,” said the state administrator.  “Not for now.  But, you know, in passing as 
you give feedback to schools -- to say, „Your school is regarded as the best or the 
second best or the third best,‟ things like that, it is a way of a feedback.  But on a 
large scale, broadly, I do not think it is happening well because of these 
challenges.  There was supposed to be some sort of your job creation on 
environmental cleaning and things like that.  That would mean, if a person is 
given agenda to clean all of these things in a particular area, especially in spaza 
shops and in shopping complexes and other places, and the dumping sites 
should be controlled and all of these things, then we could be able to see the 
impact in the ecosystem.”  The administrator also said, feedback occurs on “a 
small scale when we engage with other stakeholders, of course, will reflect on the 
level of participation we got from different area but not as a formal report back to 
the participants per se.” 

  
 Feedback Sessions. A local administrator described a particular phase of the 

local participatory process that is oriented around feedback.  “Our third phase 
happens between June and July.  We call that phase a „feedback session.‟  A 
feedback session is when we go back to them and inform them what is in the 
budget, what we are able to budget for and what we are not able to budget 
for.  So that all these other things that were not budgeted for because of the 
resources that we have, then other things would actually take them to the next 
financial year.” 

  
The local administrator also said, “We do give them that particular… and those 
reports are… we have a document which I will give you now so that you can see 
so that we recall those things.  After adopting them, they know exactly what the 
situation looks like.” 

  
This interviewee expressed a wish for continued involvement after decisions have 
been made, during the evaluation phase.  “Because it is very critical that 
communities participate in ensuring that they evaluate the programs of 
government and see if those programs are working.  Yes, it is very critical that 
they evaluate those programs.” 

  

Efforts to balance opinions 

Interviewees said that it can be challenging to balance opinions across the wide range 
of people and groups involved in participatory or deliberative processes.  “I think one of 
our major challenges is the challenge that the needs of the communities are more than 
the resources that we have to meet those particular needs,” said a local 
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administrator.  “That is one of our major challenges.  Hence, we ensure that 
communities need to understand that there are certain things that we can do within a 
certain period of time, that we cannot do everything.” 
  
However, this can be managed “by ensuring that they understand the realities of our 
institution and they understand that…  I think it goes back to the same question that you 
asked me earlier on, the previous question.  That they understand that government has 
these particular resources but our needs on the ground are as much, but we can only 
be able to achieve this around this particular time.” 
  
The approach in this particular community is based on needs and wants.  “What we 
have done is that we have informed communities that what is critical for them is to look 
at their needs, because we have divided the needs and the wants.  We have what is 
called the wants, „We want this.  We want this.‟  But then what is called the needs, 
things that they cannot do without.” 
  
“Let us concentrate on the needs.  When we have the needs, then we can look at the 
wants that we have.  So, in trying to balance that, we have to ensure that let us 
concentrate on what are their needs.  If the need, for example, if the sewer system is a 
need, let us concentrate on the sewer system.  Let us leave meeting places and 
community centers and all.  Let us look at the sewer system.  It is a need.  We need to 
address that.” 
  
A state administrator said, “We are talking about things that affect them directly, which 
is water demand management, water allocation, licensing, requirements, who should be 
receiving water and what are their challenges.  And we will take it up like that and this is 
supposed to be a two-way process so that we are able to understand exactly what their 
needs are and what is it that needs us all.  That means land affairs of the traditional 
authority or any other sector departments because we are not the only people who 
should take care of the issues of land.  It‟s water, it‟s land -- ....It is the needs of the 
communities, the municipality, the community -- it is everybody else.  So it is like 
integrated development. “ 
  

Expectations 

The expectations for participation are an important element of understanding the 
viewpoints of stakeholders or the public, although managing these expectations is not 
always easy.  The federal administrator said, “Of course, we are a decision-making 
body, sometimes the decisions that we make, the people that I interact with, sometimes 
they would like to influence those decisions.  So to them, public participation sometimes 
to them, the way I view it, it means that we do what they want.”  Doing so can be tricky, 
though; “Because they would say if now something is not in line with what they want, 
then they will say we have not consulted them.” 
  
Often the discussion is focused around limitations as well as political realities.  “But 
unfortunately, because you have elected representatives that have a particular 
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mandate, that also have limited resources, therefore, you find that these elected 
representatives are unable to meet the expectations,” said the local administrator.  “I 
normally call that the „expectations of the people.‟  For example, when we have these 
particular meetings, they will raise all sorts of issues.  „We want this. We want that.‟ And 
you find that elected representatives and the institutions are unable to respond to all of 
those things because of the backlog that day.  So what it means to them is that they 
would want, when they raise issues, immediately address them, irrespective whether 
you have those resources or not.   
  
For this reason, “part of education is also to ensure that we educate them that, as much 
as you want a community center, if we are unable to bring this community center in this 
financial year, it is something that we will consider as time goes on because we do not 
necessarily have enough resources to be able to do that.  Over and above that, it is also 
to ensure that we educate them, that they must also understand that there are other 
priorities.  For example, because communities - their understanding of public 
participation is more visual.  They want a community center but they would not be able 
to tell you about the underground infrastructure that needs to be improved.  So those 
are some of the things that we need to bring to their attention.” 
  
The organization‟s own expectations for processes also need to be considered.  “We 
expect them to be able to advise us on areas that we need to address,” said the local 
administrator.  “So those generally are our expectations, that we expect them to be able 
to advise us based on our policies so that things that they raised are in line with the 
policies of government and the institution itself.” 
  
Interviewees reflected on the effect that participation has on the capacity of the public or 
stakeholders.  In some instances, the provision of information can guide people to know 
what questions to ask as well as to help them understand the decisions and actions 
taken by governments.  “I think people appreciate information dissemination,” said a 
federal administrator.  “They talk about those issues and they ask questions for 
clarity.  They always want to know the processes, what processes do we follow, and 
also the rationality behind, how we do things.  They also make suggestions 
sometimes.  We welcome suggestions and input so that whenever we make a decision, 
that will be guided by those inputs and suggestions.” 
 
Building Capacity 
The role of the „imbizos‟ – the South African government‟s effort for building capacity in 
the public in terms of input in the decision making – has also been valuable, according 
to this interviewee. 
  
Building capacity also involves the education of communities, said a local 
administrator.  Training is another way that capacity is being built, such as through the 
efforts of the NGO leader interviewed.  The goal “is to empower people so that they can 
participate in the process meaningfully and actually be then in the position that they 
know when a decision is actually going to affect them.” 
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Likewise, there must be honesty about both the good and the bad.  Industry and 
governments “do not tell you about the negative impacts,” said an NGO leader. “They 
only tell you about the positive things.  So that transparency is beginning of the process, 
giving the people the opportunity to influence the decision, and telling them what the 
negative impact is going to be as well.” 
  
A state administrator said this particular agency was working on developing capacity 
among stakeholders.  “For now not too much has been done but we are trying our level 
best to develop and come up with what we would call water champions; for example, 
the community development workers who are representatives of the wards and 
communities.  Those are the only people for now that we think would be able to 
engage.” 
  
“Like I said if we are to identify and develop individuals as champions of environment or 
water champions and things like that, they will eventually come up with other supporting 
structures which, if our education is anything to go by, they will be empowered to 
understand that it needs us and nobody else to take care of our environment.  Like if 
you drive around the towns you will see a dead dog in the street.  Nobody bloody cares 
about a dead dog; even the owner does not care.  So it dies today, it rots, it rains 
tomorrow, the dog goes to the river.  A blocked sewage pipe goes to the river but starts 
from somewhere.  The public engagement in respect of municipality IDPs on the 
different sections of these people that -- they will use more pipes and reticulation and 
proper functioning of the sewage system depends on the size of the pipe and the 
knowledge on what to use to make these things effective.” 
  
Education is part of it.  This agency also runs “awareness campaigns and workshops” 
that the administrator facilitates.  “We even post questions and give them flip charts to 
say, „List all known pollutants of water.‟  And they list them and describe them and we 
ask them, „What do you think you can do to do away with all of those things because 
these are not -- these are environment-unfriendly?  What is it that we can do?  What 
effect do all of these things have in our water system?‟” 
  
However, developing such capacity for people to remain engaged over a long period of 
time is “difficult,” the state administrator said, “because of the level of capacity of our 
municipalities, you know.  I could say things that I think should be but our municipalities 
are not up to that level for now, except in towns and the big towns where the people 
who are of high social class who knows exactly what to expect from the service provider 
or the municipalities, then that it could be anticipating such level of responses.” 
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Summary 

 

South Africa 
 

Common Terms For P2 Common terms for public participation/deliberation used by 
interviewees included: 

 Consultation, such as in “consulted the community” 
and “public consultation processes” (federal 
administrator) as well as “consultation” (local)  

 “Consulted the community” and “public consultation 
processes” were both common phrases  

Conceptual Definition 
For P2 

 Consultation   
 Taking action in response to public wishes  
 Information-sharing, transparency and accountability 
 Interaction 
 Addressing the public‟s needs  
 Creating understanding of limitations  
 Awareness of political leadership and mandates   
 Empowerment 
 Airing of grievances 
 Joint process that leads to better decisions 

Select Barriers To 
Participation 

 Low literacy   
 Misunderstandings   
 Failure to meet expectations   
 Resource limitations   
 Lack of transparency   
 „Blame culture‟  
 Personal disadvantages   
 Discrimination 
 Lack of interest  
 Dissemination of information   

Select Examples Of 
Best Practices 

 „Imbizos‟ that build capacity in decision making by 
listening and letting people air their views  

 Programs of action  
 Breakfast meetings  
 People centers  
 Training opportunities and education drives 

Select Outcomes  Acceptance of decisions   
 Responsiveness to public concerns   
 Improved quality-of-life 
 Partnerships 
 Trust, respect, accountable, feelings re government  
 Ownership 
 Yardstick of understanding  
 Changes in behavior, expectations 
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