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HE VISION of active
" citizenship that is
enshrined in South
Africa’s constitution
has not yet been
realised in the public participation
models set out in laws and practice.

In particular, poor South
Africans have little voice in the
processes of local-level develop-.
ment that impact divectly on them.,

The responseé from the govern-
ment to this eriticism has been to
talk up the country’s municipal
ward committee system, which it
sees as a proxy for public participa-
tion. While ward commitiees in
some dreas have notched up
important achievements, these
committees cannot adequately
ensure the participation of resi-
dents in development that affects
them. In particular this is so for
residents of South Africa’s growing
informal settlements.

Ward committees are elected
structures chaired by the local
ward councillor. They are meantto
reflect the diversity of a particular
ward, and positions are voluntary.

Amajor limitation is that
municipal wards are large struc-
tures, representing thousands of
people, which means that when
development is being planned at
the neighbourhood level, the elect-
ed ward committee may not
include representatives of the
neighbourheod in question.

This disjuncture is in evidence
across the country, and contributes
to the complex and myriad factors
driving service delivery protests
with the government and citizens
at times seeming to speak past one
another.

As we approach the second
decade of our democracy, there is
room for a frank evaluation of what
has and hasn’t worked when it
comes to local participation.

In contrast with South Africa,
participation models in other
countiries of the global south have
been able to deliver better returns
for residents and have tackled
issues of inequality with more
SuCCess.

In particular South Africa can
learn a lot from Brazilian cities
where partnerships between citi-
zens and state have been able to
speed up the delivery of housing, A
particularly successful element of -
the model that has developed in
Brazilian cities like Sao Paulo is the
depth of participation by oﬁnmnm
and civil society.

To address the weaknesses of the
current participation model, par-
ticularly regarding upgrading
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informal settlements, the Isandla = |
¢ Institute proposes anew method of :

participation that links project
level participation to city level

¢ planning.

This does not require formal

: changes in legislation or poliey, but

a commitment from municipalities

i to hear from and hold meaningful -

dialogues with the communities
they'seek to serve when planning

¢ and implementing development

interventions, particularly in infor-
mal settlements where the poorest
and most marginalised live.
Informal settlements have
grown rapidly in all our major
cities and towns over the past 20
years. In 1994 there were an esti-

i mated 300 informal settlements.

In less than two decades, this
number has increased almost ten-
fold. What is driving the continued

i growth of informal settlements is

not well understood and few
municipalities have a comprehen-
sive list of informal settlements

! with details of their size and com-

! position, priority needs and poten-
i tial for incremental upgrade.

One way of improving base level
data about informal settlements
and ensuring that development
interventions are appropriate is
through a change in mindset about
public participation. .

Currently the approach to par-
ticipation could be described as -
“compliance driven” with Integrat-

: ed Development Planning and
- i other processes designed to meet
-the needs of legislation and no

more. HEven runicipal officials
acknowledge that public participa-
tion is implemented without being

FEEDBACK TO

 COMMUNITIES ON

THE OUTCOMES
OF PARTICIPATION
PROCESSES
ISRARE

| | tied to budgets and that feedback !
- i to communities on the outcomes of
: participation processes is rare. i

To address this gap for the most

! marginalised and poorest residents
i of towns and cities Isandla Insti-

i tute has proposed a set of new

i forums that can be mixed and

: matched based onJocal conditions.

The first of these is a project

! committee located at the neigh-
- bourhood level.

These should be established in

the project initiation stage of an
i informal seitlement upgrading
i process with community members,

representatives of the ward com-
mittee, the Iocal noﬁbnEoH.u wnou ject
staff and officials.

It should agree on Uﬂcﬂﬁmm and
trade-offs and should actively
shape the project.

Skilled social facilitators should

: facilitate the election of represen-

tatives to this forum.

At the meso level, learning
forums should be established com-
prising community members and

i officials and facilitated by the aca-
i demic or non-governmental sector.
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These should acias a stimulus
for innovation and peer-learning.
At the city level, a “planning for

i informality” forum should be

. established comprising elected

i representatives of stakeholder

{ groups, community members, key
{ organisations, experts and relevant
i municipal departments and led by
{ asenior member of the municipal

¢ council. Tts deliberations should

inform policy, planning and the
development of systéms. These
structures would represent a sub-
stantive deepening of citizen par-
ticipation from d&m current Tow
base.

Informal settlements, perhaps
more than anything &mm reflect the
deep inequalities that persist in our

; doclety. Aswe move toward the
i third decade of democracy, local -

government in particular has an
obligation to prioritise this chal-

i lenge, or fail ancther generation of
¢ children who are yet to taste the
¢ fruits of our democracy.

@ Mirfamn van Donk is the direc-

tor of Isandla Institute, a public
i interest think-tank.

we

mail.




