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Introduction
The advent of democracy in South Africa in 1994 ushered in a new era for South African 
municipalities and redefined the role of local government. The transformation of local 
government was aimed at making municipalities pro-poor, developmental, inclusive and 
democratic. The transformation was imbedded in a host of legislative instruments and policy 
documents, key amongst them being the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 1996; 
the Local Government: Municipal Structures Act, No.117 of 1998; the Local Government: 
Municipal Systems Act, No. 32 of 2000; the Public Finance Management Act 1 of 1999; the 
White Paper on Local Government of 1998 and the White Paper on the Transformation of the 
Public Service (WPTPS) (Batho Pele White Paper) of 1997. These legislative instruments and 
policies were aimed at transforming South African municipalities into viable and effective 
entities. This article provides an overview of the meaning and implications of participatory 
local governance. 

The mandate of local government in South Africa is captured in section 152(1) of the Constitution 
of the Republic of South Africa, 1996. According to section 152(1) of the Constitution the ‘objects 
of local government are:

• to provide democratic and accountable government for local communities 
• to ensure the provision of services to communities in a sustainable manner 
• to promote social and economic development 
• to promote a safe and healthy environment 

Background: The need for participatory local governance is urgent, especially in the developing 
countries of the Global South, where local citizens have been disenfranchised for many years. 
The common practice in developing countries is that public policies, programmes and projects 
are designed by public officials and external ‘experts’ on behalf of local communities. Externally 
designed public interventions may fail to meet the needs of communities.

Aim: This article seeks to explore the mechanisms to strengthen participatory local governance 
for improved service delivery in South Africa. Specifically the article examines the mechanisms 
that could be put in place to enhance participatory local governance for improved service 
delivery in Khayelitsha.

Methods: The article is based on a qualitative case study conducted in Khayelitsha, an informal 
settlement in Cape Town. A combination of primary data collection instruments and secondary 
data collection instruments to gather qualitative data was employed. 

Results: Participatory local governance enhances the support and ownership of public 
interventions by local communities. Without community participation in local governance, 
public policies, programmes and projects are bound to fail due to lack of local support and 
ownership. In instances where local communities or their representatives are excluded from 
decision-making processes, a structural vacuum is created. Often the community were not 
consulted for their input, hence the failure of many public interventions.

Conclusion: A number of mechanisms can help promote and strengthen public participation 
in local governance, including: the creation of an enabling environment for citizen 
participation; building strong social capital; promoting collaborative engagements; increase 
capacity in the local community; holding regular public meetings and building strong ward 
committees. 
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• to encourage the involvement of communities and 
community organisations in the matters of local 
government’ (RSA 1996).

To achieve their constitutional mandate of local social, 
economic and environmental sustainability, it is imperative 
for local authorities to demonstrate good governance. 
Municipalities have a further mandate to create an enabling 
environment that allows citizens to participate in 
decision-making processes on matters of local governance 
and public interest. Hillard and Wissink (2000:97). Concurred 
that ‘South African local authorities must become catalysts of 
growth and development; otherwise they might be unable to 
justify their continued existence in the local sphere’. Van der 
Waldt (2017:97) agreed that the local sphere of government 
is ideally placed to address local needs and concerns.

The article seeks to explore the strategies to strengthen 
public participation in local governance for improved 
service delivery in Khayelitsha. Firstly, this article will 
discuss the problem statement, the objectives of the study 
and the conceptual framework of the study. The article then 
discusses the findings and recommendations.

Problem statement 
Despite the legislative mechanisms put in place to promote 
and guide public participation in local governance, 
participatory local governance in South Africa remains 
problematic. Lack of public participation in matters of 
local governance manifests itself in the many problems 
faced by municipalities. Ramjee and Van Donk (2011 in 
Good Governance Learning Network 2011:10) asserted that 
‘local government in South Africa is faced with problems of 
low fiscal reserves, poor management, service delivery 
backlogs and increasing community protests’. The grim 
picture facing South African municipalities is further captured 
by Mchunu, Theron and Mubangizi (2016 in Theron & 
Mchunu 2016:177), who mentioned that ‘the current 
structure of public participation provided for by local 
government legislation is largely inadequate for facilitating 
meaningful and inclusive expressions of voice, particularly 
for poor and marginalised grassroots beneficiaries’. Poor 
communities remain sidelined in decision-making on 
matters of local governance. Department of Cooperative 
Governance and Traditional Affairs (1998: 23) argued 
that ‘millions of our people live in dire poverty, isolated 
from services and opportunities’. 

The imperative of participatory local governance cannot be 
overemphasised. Without public participation in decision-
making processes on matters of public interest, public policies, 
programmes and projects may fail to meet the felt needs of 
local communities. Poor public participation also leads to lack 
of support for public programmes and interventions by the 
intended beneficiaries. Cloete (2018 in Cloete et al. 2018:143) 
concurred that participation is essential to legitimise the 
decisions and actions of the government and to inform the 
government of public views and perceptions. Lack of public 

participation has also been shown as a source of violent 
service delivery protests that are prevalent in South African 
municipalities. In this regard, Siddle and Koelble (2012:9) 
postulated that ‘community protests against poor service 
delivery have become a constant feature of South African life, 
starting in 2004 and continuing to date’. The local communities 
resort to violent protests as a mechanism to express their 
disillusionment and dissatisfaction when they face unfulfilled 
promises, deteriorating living standards and public officials 
who lack political will to serve the interests of the poor. 

The informal township of Khayelitsha, like other poor urban 
communities in South Africa, is faced with problems associated 
with poor public participation in matters of local governance. 
Khayelitsha has been bedevilled by poor basic services delivery 
and the problem of violent service delivery protests. It is against 
this background that this article seeks to examine the 
mechanisms that could be put in place to enhance participatory 
local governance for improved service delivery in Khayelitsha.

This study seeks to address the following primary research 
question: What are the mechanisms for strengthening 
participatory local governance for improved service delivery in 
Khayelitsha? In order to address this question, the research is 
guided by the following objectives:

• to explore the conceptual framework of participatory 
local governance for improved service delivery in 
Khayelitsha

• to examine the regulatory and policy contexts of 
participatory local governance in South Africa

• to determine the key role players in local governance in 
Khayelitsha

• to explore the benefits derived from citizen participation 
in local governance in Khayelitsha 

• to examine the contribution of citizen participation to 
good local governance in Khayelitsha

• to suggest proposals on how participatory local 
governance could be strengthened for improved service 
delivery in Khayelitsha.

Conceptual clarification and 
framework 
A conceptual framework is critical to place a study into 
context and to aid communication of the main concepts 
specific to the study to various audiences. Neuman (2011:205) 
posited that ‘as researchers gather and analyse qualitative 
data, they develop new concepts, formulate definitions for 
major constructs, and consider relationships amongst them’. 
According to Babbie (2016:128), conceptualisation can be 
seen as ‘the process through which we specify what we mean 
when we use particular terms in research’. 

Conceptualisation, in relation to this article, is critical to help 
the researcher unpack the key concepts related to the 
topic under investigation, operationalise the concepts and 
communicate the concepts and theories to the audience of the 
article. Without a clear and detailed conceptual framework, it 
becomes difficult for the audience to comprehend the 
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article. Concepts relevant to this research are clarified in the 
following sections. 

Conceptualising ‘local governance’
In its simplest terms, local governance can be seen as referring 
to how power is exercised, shared and checked through 
mechanisms of participation, accountability, transparency, 
rule of law and a responsive public sector at the local level of 
government. The United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP 2009:173) defined local governance as ‘a set of 
institutions, mechanisms and processes through which 
citizens can express their interests and needs, mediate 
differences and exercise their rights and obligations at the 
local level’. Local governance encompasses a system of values 
and policies that govern behaviour at the local level. Local 
governance entails a system of interactions and relationships 
between public officials and citizens at the local level of 
government. Governance at the local level is also concerned 
with the provision of basic services to meet the needs of local 
communities. In general, it is on ‘the local levels of governance 
where sustainable development programmes are executed via 
service delivery projects and where people acutely experience 
the level of goodness of governance’ (Van der Waldt 2017:97).

Conceptualising ‘good local governance’ 
A discussion of local governance is incomplete without 
mention of the concept ‘good local governance’. In its simplest 
terms, good local governance can be seen as referring to the 
desired standards of practices at the local level of government. 
Good local governance entails mechanisms and processes of 
local governance that promote equality, local democracy, 
citizen participation and inclusive decision-making processes. 

According to the UNDP (2009:174), ‘good local governance 
systems require engaged and empowered local communities 
capable of articulating their needs and participating in setting 
priorities, making decisions and monitoring and 
implementing programmes’. In short, good local governance 
is achieved when public officials create an enabling 
environment that allows citizens to participate in decision-
making processes on matters that affect their lives. Good 
local governance creates opportunities for citizen 
empowerment and participation in public affairs. According 
to the UNDP (2009:174) ‘good local governance is 
characterised by the following building blocks:

• citizen participation
• partnerships amongst key actors
• capacity of local actors
• multiple flows of information
• institutions of accountability
• pro-poor orientation’.

Conceptualising ‘public participation’ 
‘Participation’ and ‘public participation’ are popular concepts 
in the social sciences. According to Theron and Mchunu 
(2014 in Davids & Theron 2014:113), public participation has 

become a buzzword and a ‘feel good’ concept. Citizen 
participation in governance has been widely accepted as one 
of the key elements of good governance. However, Cooke 
and Kothari (2001:1) cautioned against the use of the concept 
of ‘participation’ in a misleading fashion in what they term 
the ‘new tyranny’ in development work. According to Cooke 
and Kothari (2001:1), development practitioners should 
guard against looking at participation as a panacea for all 
development problems. Public participation can be defined 
as the involvement of citizens in decision-making processes 
on matters that affect their day-to-day living. Andre et al. 
(2006) defined public participation as: 

[T]he involvement of individuals and groups that are positively 
or negatively affected by a proposed intervention (e.g. a project, 
a programme, a plan, a policy) subject to a decision-making 
process or are interested in it. (p. 1) 

In this regard, public participation entails involving the local 
community in the planning, implementation, monitoring 
and evaluation of a public policy, programme or project. 

Conceptualising ‘participatory local governance’
Participatory local governance, also known as ‘democratic 
local governance’, entails the involvement of local citizens in 
decision-making processes in the affairs of a city or town. 
It involves the creation of an enabling environment that allows 
local citizens and their organisations, to participate in decision 
making on matters of local governance. In this regard, Van der 
Waldt (2014a in Van der Waldt 2014) mentioned that: 

[T]he local sphere is an arena where citizens and civil 
organisations, such as NGOs, CBOs, or ratepayers’ associations, 
can participate in decision making with regard to the 
environments in which they live, and exercise and extend their 
democratic rights. (p. 53)

Models of public participation in local 
governance
Various models have been put forward by social science 
practitioners in an effort to describe the levels of public 

Source: Arnstein, S.R., 1969, ‘A ladder of citizen participation’, Journal of the American 
Planning Association 35(4), 216–224.

FIGURE 1: Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation.
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participation in decision-making processes. The models 
describe the degree of public participation and control over 
decision-making processes in community development 
initiatives, programmes and projects. The models are also 
applicable to describe public participation in matters of 
local governance. For the purposes of this study, Arnstein’s 
(1969) Ladder of Citizen Participation was adopted and 
described here (see Figure 1). 

Arnstein’s (1969) model is used to illustrate citizen 
participation in decision-making processes. The typology 
gives eight levels or rungs on a ladder that depict citizen 
participation, control and influence in decision making.

Manipulation
Manipulation is one of the two bottom rungs of the ladder. 
Manipulation describes a distorted form of participation by 
citizens in decision-making processes. Citizens at this level 
are powerless and have no influence over public interventions. 
Public officials and external experts decide the problems, 
alternatives and solutions on behalf of the beneficiaries. In 
the name of public participation, ‘people are placed on 
rubberstamp advisory committees or advisory boards for the 
express purpose of “educating” them or engineering their 
support’ (Arnstein 1969:218). The local community has no 
significant impact on the decision-making process. Decisions 
are made by the powerful groups on behalf of citizens.

Therapy 
Like manipulation, therapy depicts lack of control and 
influence by citizens. The objective in both manipulation and 
therapy ‘is not to enable people to participate in planning or 
conducting programmes, but to enable powerholders to 
“educate” or “cure” the participants’ (Arnstein 1969:217). No 
attempts are made to transfer control and influence to the 
local community over the design of policies, programmes 
and projects. As a result, local communities have less impact 
and control on envisaged public interventions.

Informing
This is one of the three rungs that represent tokenism. Citizen 
participation is used as a token to gain support for public 
policies, programmes and projects. Citizen input is not 
implemented. According to Arnstein (1969:217) at the levels 
of informing and consultation, citizens lack the power to 
ensure that their views are heeded by the powerful. Public 
officials and external experts wield more control and 
influence than the local community. The local community is 
not yet given full control to make independent decisions.

Consultation
Like informing, consultation is used as a token for public 
support. When powerholders restrict the input of citizens’ 
ideas solely to the level of consultation, participation remains 
just a window-dressing ritual (Arnstein 1969:219). The most 
common methods used for citizen consultation include 

attitude surveys, neighbourhood meetings and public 
hearings. At the level of consultation, people are perceived as 
statistical abstractions and participation is measured in terms 
of the number of people who attended the meeting and 
answered the survey questionnaire (Arnstein 1969:219). No 
serious attempts are made to give feedback and to transfer 
power to the local citizens.

Placation
Placation is the higher level of tokenism. At this level, public 
officials create conditions that allow for citizen participation. 
However, the powerful retain the right to decide on behalf 
of citizens. Citizens still lack the power to control and 
influence decisions.

Partnership
Partnership is the beginning of genuine citizen participation 
and influence over public policies, programmes and projects. 
Local citizens enter into partnership with public officials that 
give them control and influence over public interventions.

Delegated power
Delegated power gives local communities the power to make 
decisions on matters that affect their lives. This approach 
resonates with ideas put forward by Swanepoel and De Beer 
(2011:76) who recommended that ‘local knowledge and skills 
should be used through participation’ to solve local problems. 
The local community, through their representatives and 
community structures, is actively involved in the design, 
planning, implementation and evaluation of public policies, 
programmes and projects.

Citizen control 
Citizen control is the highest rung on the ladder. Citizens 
have full control and influence over decision- making 
processes. The community takes full responsibility for and 
control over projects and processes they have embarked 
upon (Swanepoel & De Beer 2011:77). Public officials and 
external experts seek the advice of local citizens. Citizens 
have the power to decide public interventions that are 
appropriate to meet their needs and local circumstances. 
Citizens actively participate in the entire programme or 
project process – designing, planning, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation. The role of public officials is 
to implement, together with the local community, what 
people decided.

Research methodology
The study employs a qualitative approach. According to 
Babbie and Mouton (2001:270), ‘qualitative research is 
conducted in the natural setting of social actors and 
the primary aim is in-depth (thick) descriptions and 
understanding of actions and events’. Qualitative research is 
based on the interpretation of the subjective meanings 
research participants attach to their lived experiences. Unlike 
the quantitative approach that produces numerical data, the 
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qualitative approach produces non-statistical results. 
The qualitative approach enables the researcher to gather 
in-depth descriptions of a social phenomenon under 
investigation. 

Case study design
This article is based on the results of a single case study of the 
Development Action Group (DAG), a non-governmental 
organisation (NGO) that runs developmental programmes in 
Khayelitsha. A single case study focusses on a single area of 
concern, which the researcher then investigates in a bounded 
context. Yin (2012:7) posited that ‘if you were limited to a 
single organisation, you would have an embedded, single-
case study’. Development Action Group’s programmes are 
aimed at enhancing participatory local governance in 
Khayelitsha. The flagship programmes include the People’s 
Housing Process (PHP), Enhanced People’s Housing Process 
(EPHP), neighbourhood development and local leadership 
training. The programmes enable local citizens in Khayelitsha 
to be involved in their development in partnership with 
Ward Councillors and DAG.

Data collection methods and analysis of 
the data
The researcher employed a combination of primary data 
collection instruments and secondary data collection 
instruments to gather qualitative data. 

Primary data collection
Primary data were collected using semi-structured interviews 
and informal observation at the research site. Face-to-face and 
telephonic interviews were conducted with members of the 
local community in Khayelitsha, Ward Councillors 
in Khayelitsha and DAG officials and beneficiaries from DAG’s 
programmes. Creswell (2009:181) asserted that in ‘qualitative 
interviews, the researcher conducts face-to-face interviews 
with participants, interviews participants by telephone or 
engages in focus group interviews’. Informal observation, on 
the other hand, entailed the researcher visiting the research site 
for a day to observe the activities at the site. In this regard, 
Neuman (2011:426) mentioned that a field researcher ‘observes 
ordinary events and everyday activities as they happen in 
natural settings, in addition to unusual occurrences’. The 
researcher wrote down notes during the observation.

To analyse primary data, the researcher employed ‘thematic 
analysis’. A theme is a recurring or patterned idea that 
relates to the research question and the responses from the 
research participants. The researcher established core 
themes from the interview questions and recurring concepts 
from participants’ responses. The core themes extracted 
were used as focal points to analyse the research data. 

Secondary data collection
Secondary data were collected from secondary sources to 
enhance the scientific vigour of the research. These data 

were also used to substantiate primary data. The secondary 
sources used as a source of secondary data included 
the internet (online) sources, DAG’s website, academic 
textbooks, government legislation, unpublished master’s 
and doctoral theses and peer-reviewed journals. Secondary 
data were analysed by means of unobtrusive techniques. 
Unobtrusive research techniques involve the collection of 
data without interfering with the sources of the data. 
Auriacombe (2016:6) concurred that unobtrusive 
techniques ensure that there is no direct interaction 
between researchers and respondents. When using 
unobtrusive techniques, the researcher does not interfere 
with or influence responses from the participants. Two 
unobtrusive techniques were utilised: conceptual analysis 
and documentary analysis. Conceptual analysis involved 
extracting concepts from the collected data in order to 
interpret, explain and extrapolate meaning from the data. 
Documentary analysis, on the other hand, entailed the 
systematic study of documented information in order to 
extract meaning from the documents. 

Research sample
The researcher employed purposeful sampling techniques 
to select participants for the research. Purposive sampling 
entails selecting research participants on the basis of 
their knowledge and experience about the subject 
under investigation. According to Creswell and Creswell 
(2018:148), purposeful sampling is ‘a type of non-probability 
sampling that enables the researcher to intentionally sample 
a group of people who can best inform the researcher about 
the research problem under investigation’. It is important to 
note, however, that the goal of this study was not to 
generalise the research results; hence a small sample is 
appropriate. According to Patton (2002:14), qualitative 
methods, unlike quantitative approaches, produce in-depth 
information about a smaller number of people and cases but 
reduce generalisability. This study was small-scale in nature 
and the researcher interviewed a limited number of 
participants. Time and cost constraints were also factors 
that limited the size of the sample. Table 1 provides an 
overview of the sample employed in this research.

Key findings of the study
The researcher employed key themes (thematic analysis) 
to help focus the discussion of the findings. Data from 

TABLE 1: Research sample.
Participant Pseudonym Organisation Number of 

participants

Ward councillor WC-1 Sub-council 9 1
Ward councillor WC-2 Sub-council 10 2
Programme manager PM DAG 1
Programme beneficiary 
(Housing programme)

PB-1H DAG (sub-council 10) 1

Programme beneficiary 
(Training programme)

PB-2T DAG (sub-council 9) 1

Local community member LCM-1 Sub-council 9 1
Local community member LCM-2 Sub-council 10 1
Total number of participants - - 8
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secondary sources such as academic textbooks, peer 
reviewed journals and the internet were also used to support 
and substantiate primary data. The key findings of the study 
are discussed next.

Key role players in local governance in 
Khayelitsha
The theme is based on the research question: Who are the key 
role players in local governance in Khayelitsha? Local governance 
is an arena that consists of a diversity of actors. Research 
participants were able to identify the key role players in 
local governance in Khayelitsha such as the local community, 
Ward Councillors, the private sector (business) and civil 
society organisations (CSOs) such as NGOs, Trade Unions 
and community-based organisations (CBOs). Swanepoel 
and De Beer (2011:76) asserted that local government is 
not the only development role player in service delivery in 
local communities. Participants gave varied responses 
about the roles of ward councillors. Ward Councillors were 
seen as representing the government and acted as a link 
between the government and local communities. Participants 
mentioned that ward councillors were responsible for 
ensuring that citizens’ concerns and needs were presented 
to the relevant government authorities. Ward councillors 
were also seen as being responsible for the provision of 
basic services to local citizens. 

Local government as a role player in local 
governance 
As the key actor in local governance, local government is 
responsible for the design, promotion and implementation 
of local policies in collaboration with other actors. 
Local government officials have a responsibility to render 
ethical leadership to ensure the achievement of sustainable 
economic and social development of the local community. 
Local government: 

[C]an play an important role in bringing together the actors to 
build a common vision of how to respond to a locality’s 
problems in a coordinated way in order to promote 
sustainable improvements to the quality of local people’s lives. 
(UNDP 2009:173)

Bringing together the various role players in a coordinated 
manner to achieve local development is achieved through 
integrated development planning (IDP) processes. The 
introduction of the IDP system in 2001 required that 
all municipal councils develop strategies for community 
involvement (Skenjana & Kimemia, in GGLN 2011:59).

The local community as a role player in local 
governance
The local community has a critical role to play in terms of 
their input in decision-making processes on matters of 
local governance. The local community plays an important 
role in development programme planning, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation. According to the White Paper 
on Local Government (CoGTA 1998:33–34), municipalities 

require active participation by citizens on the following 
four levels:

• ‘as voters, to ensure maximum democratic accountability 
of the elected political leadership for the policies they are 
empowered to promote

• as citizens, who express, via different stakeholder 
associations, their views before, during and after the 
policy development process in order to ensure that 
policies reflect community preferences as far as possible

• as consumers and end users, who expect value for money, 
affordable services and courteous and responsive services

• as organised partners, involved in the mobilisation of 
resources for development via for-profit organisations, 
businesses, NGOs and CBOs’ (CoGTA 1998:33–34).

Public officials at the local level have a constitutional mandate 
to create an enabling environment that promotes the 
participation of local communities in decision-making 
processes on matters that affect their lives. Without the 
support, participation and ownership of local communities, 
public policies, programmes and projects are bound to fail. 
When development processes do not take the local structures 
into consideration, an institutional vacuum is created, with 
the result that efforts collapse as soon as benefactors start to 
withdraw structural support (Swanepoel & De Beer 2011:76).

Non-governmental organisations as a subset of 
civil society organisations 
As a subset of CSOs, NGOs create political spaces for the 
local community to participate in matters of local governance. 
Non-governmental organisations are mechanisms through 
which the voices and concerns of the local citizens are 
expressed as a collective. Writing on the role of NGOs in 
local governance, the World Bank (1989:54) mentioned, 
‘The aims should be to empower ordinary people to take 
charge of their lives, to make communities more responsible 
for their development and to make governments listen to 
their people’. Non-governmental organisations may therefore 
advocate for human rights, act as watchdogs to local 
government officials and participate in local service delivery 
through community development programmes and projects. 
However, participants argued that NGOs in Khayelitsha, 
such as DAG, were not visible enough to represent the 
interests of the poor masses in the community. Participants 
argued that without a vibrant NGO sector, their concerns 
were not taken seriously by government officials. 

Basic services provided by local government in 
Khayelitsha
The theme was based on the question: What are the basic 
services provided by local government to citizens in Khayelitsha? 
Participants gave a comprehensive list of basic services 
provided by local government to citizens in Khayelitsha. The 
services mentioned included electricity, water and sanitation, 
refuse collection, internal roads and road maintenance and 
zoning and allocation of land and houses. Participants also 
mentioned public amenities such as recreational parks and 
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libraries, healthcare facilities and job creation through the 
expanded public works programme (EPWP).

However, it is important to note that participants 
mentioned that service delivery in Khayelitsha was 
characterised by huge backlogs and unresponsive local 
government officials to the needs of local citizens. In this 
regard, Ramjee and Van Donk (GGLN 2011:11) asserted 
that local government has not responded to the needs 
repeatedly raised by communities during protests and has 
failed to communicate clearly as to why these needs have 
not been adequately addressed. 

The benefits of citizen participation in local 
governance in Khayelitsha
The theme was based on the research question: Are there any 
benefits derived from citizen participation in local governance in 
Khayelitsha? Research participants argued that citizen 
participation was an imperative that could ensure that the 
voices and concerns of the local community, especially the 
poor masses, were brought to the attention of public officials. 
Furthermore, the participants mentioned that the community 
of Khayelitsha had a host of service delivery problems (such 
as lack of housing, service delivery backlogs, unemployment 
and crime) that could only be explained by the local people 
themselves and not the outsiders. 

The UNCHS-Habitat (2000:11) asserted that ‘civic 
engagement implies that living together is not a passive 
exercise: in cities, people must actively contribute to the 
common good’. Public participation ensures that public 
policies, programmes and projects are tailor-made to meet 
the actual, felt needs of the local communities. In this regard, 
Swanepoel and De Beer (2011:76) argued that ‘local people 
have a much better understanding of their own circumstances, 
needs and aspirations than anybody on the outside’. Instead 
of waiting for public officials and external experts to design, 
plan and implement development interventions on their 
behalf, local communities should be actively involved in 
deciding the public interventions that are appropriate to 
meet their needs. 

Research participants and secondary data confirmed that 
public participation improves the quality and sustainability 
of public interventions. Without the participation of local 
communities or their representatives, public policies and 
interventions are bound to be seen as ‘exotic’ and not meeting 
the needs of local citizens. 

It is often argued that the participation of citizens in 
policy-making processes leads to qualitatively better policies 
and increased legitimacy of these policies in the eyes of the 
citizens (Van der Waldt 2014b in Van der Waldt 2014:7). 
Swanepoel and De Beer (2011:76) attested that local people 
are the experts on their own situation and this expertise 
should be used in solving local problems instead of relying 
on solutions from outsiders.

Participatory local governance enhances the support and 
ownership of public interventions by local communities. 
Research participants confirmed that without their 
participation in local governance, public policies, 
programmes and projects are bound to fail because of lack of 
local support and ownership. In instances where local 
communities or their representatives are excluded from 
decision-making processes, a structural vacuum is created. 
We need local structures created by the people themselves to 
carry the development (Swanepoel & De Beer 2011:76). 
Research participants, however, argued that often they were 
not consulted for their input, hence the failure of many public 
interventions.

Participatory local governance allows citizens to express 
their concerns regarding matters of public interest. It helps 
citizens to be heard by public officials and decision makers. 
Cornwall and Gaventa (2006 in Shafiqul & Habib 2006:406) 
agreed, ‘As concerns about good governance and state 
responsiveness grow, questions about the capacity of citizens 
to engage and make demands on the state come to the fore’. 
The ability of the local community to voice their concerns is 
critical to ensure that public officials are responsive to the 
needs of citizens. However, research participants argued 
that in most cases their concerns are not attended to by 
public officials. This has led to the prevalence of violent 
public protests as local citizens feel let down by the 
municipality.

The contribution of citizen participation to good 
local governance in Khayelitsha
The theme is based on the research question: What contribution 
does citizen participation make to good local governance in 
Khayelitsha? Participatory local governance brings citizens 
closer to local government institutions to foster accountability, 
transparency and responsiveness of public institutions and 
officials. Cornwall and Gaventa (2006, in Shafiqul & Habib 
2006:408) asserted that citizen engagement in public affairs 
has brought citizens in closer contact with institutions and 
processes of governance. In addition: 

[W]here citizens have been able to take up and use the spaces 
that participatory processes can open up, they have been able to 
use their agency to demand accountability, transparency and 
responsiveness from government institutions. (Cornwall & 
Gaventa 2006 in Shafiqul 2006:408)

Research participants, however, mentioned that the gap 
between public officials and the poor kept on widening 
because of lack of civic education in Khayelitsha.

The benefits derived from collaborative 
engagement amongst the various stakeholders 
in local governance in Khayelitsha
Research participants reiterated the need for strong 
collaborative engagements amongst the key role players in 
local governance. Collaboration is critical to ensure that all 
parties work cooperatively towards common goals for 
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the betterment of the local community. Swanepoel (1985 in 
De Beer & Swanepoel 2000:76) concurred that through 
collaboration, ‘all the participating organisations, be they 
governmental or private, have the same goals and objectives 
that they strive to obtain through interrelated and integrated 
programmes’. Furthermore, participants argued that effective 
collaboration should be based on equal power relationships 
between the poor and public officials. 

However, research participants mentioned that collaboration 
was lacking in Khayelitsha. The local community was not 
directly involved in public policy formulation and in 
decision-making processes on matters of public interest. 
According to Skenjana and Kimemia (in GGLN 2011): 

[T]he failure to adequately cater for the broad spectrum of the 
populace and to appreciate the various societal dynamics has 
resulted in the exclusion of sizeable segments of the population 
from the invited spaces. (p. 58)

Participants argued that decisions and policies were made 
at the top by the government and then imposed on local 
communities. 

Conclusion
Based on the given findings, one can mention that there is an 
urgent need for effective public participation in matters of 
local governance if South African municipalities are to 
achieve the goals of developmental local government 
enshrined in the White Paper on Local Government, 1998. 
The research findings indicated that citizen participation in 
decision-making processes is an imperative that brings 
citizens closer to local government. Citizen participation 
ensures that local citizens’ voices and concerns are heard by 
public officials. Participatory local governance is essential to 
ensure that public policies, programmes and projects are 
tailor-made to meet the actual needs of local communities 
as defined by the communities themselves. Public 
participation is an imperative for good local governance. 
Furthermore, the article drew from Arnstein’s (1969) 
typology of citizen participation. According to the model, 
effective participation takes place under conditions of shared 
power and equal power relationships between the elite and 
the poor masses. Without citizen control and influence, 
public interventions are bound to fail because of lack of local 
support and ownership. The findings further revealed an 
urgent need for mechanisms that help to promote and 
strengthen public participation in local governance. 

Recommendations
Creating mechanisms that help to strengthen participatory 
local governance for improved service delivery in 
Khayelitsha is an imperative, if local communities are to 
fully participate in decision-making processes on matters 
of local governance. Mechanisms that could be put in 
place to strengthen participatory local governance in 
Khayelitsha include the following.

Creation of an enabling environment for citizen 
participation
It is imperative for local government officials to create an 
enabling environment that encourages and promotes 
public participation in decision-making processes on matters 
of local governance. An environment based on equal 
relationships, freedom of expression and association should 
be created in local communities. The UNCHS-Habitat 
(2000:11) recommended practical mechanisms such as public 
hearings, town hall meetings, citizens’ forums, city 
consultation and participatory strategy development. A legal 
environment that promotes the establishment and 
functioning of a vibrant civil society capable of participating 
in urban affairs should also be developed.

Building strong social capital in Khayelitsha
Based on the writings of Robert Putnam (2000), social capital 
can be seen as referring to citizens’ organisations and social 
networks based on feelings of trust, community involvement 
and reciprocity. According to Giddens (2006:673), social 
capital ‘includes useful networks, a sense of mutual obligation 
and trustworthiness, an understanding of the norms that 
govern effective behaviour and other social resources 
that enable people to act effectively’. Building strong social 
capital entails creating an enabling environment that 
encourages local citizens to belong to CSOs such as 
NGOs, CBOs, faith-based organisation (FBOs), labour 
movements, citizens’ forums and clubs. Strong social capital 
is an imperative that enables local communities to collectively 
participate in public affairs. Hustedde (2009 in Phillips & 
Pittman 2009:22) postulated that ‘social capital is often 
correlated with confidence in publicinstitutions, civic 
engagement, self-reliance, economic development and 
overall community well-being and happiness’. Fukuyama 
(2001:7) saw social capital as important to the efficient 
functioning of modern economies and as the foundation of 
stable liberal democracy. 

Promoting collaborative engagements
Collaborative engagements based on equal power 
relationships are essential to strengthen participatory local 
governance for improved service delivery in Khayelitsha. 
There is an urgent need for collaboration amongst the key 
role players in Khayelitsha – municipal officials (ward 
councillors), business, the local community and NGOs. 
Collaboration is critical to ensure sharing of ideas and 
best practices. Collaborative engagement resonates with 
Arnstein’s (1969) level of ‘partnership’ on the ladder of 
citizen partnership. According to Arnstein (1969:221) at the 
partnership level, citizens and powerholders ‘agree to share 
planning and decision-making responsibilities through such 
structures as joint policy boards, planning committees and 
mechanisms for solving impasses’. Collaboration gives 
power to the previously disadvantaged groups.

Capacitation of the local community
One of the most popular causes of poor citizen participation 
in local governance matters is lack of knowledge about their 
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rights and responsibilities. Community capacitation, through 
public workshops and civic education programmes organised 
by NGOs, is critical to empower local citizens to participate 
in matters of public interest. Cornwall and Gaventa (2006 in 
Shafiqul & Habib 2006:408) concurred that ‘in the field of 
political participation, methods such as popular education 
on rights and responsibilities, are often aimed towards 
developing a more informed citizenry who could hold 
elected representatives accountable’.

Holding regular public meetings
Holding regular public meetings for the purposes of 
deliberations, communicating changes to public policies and 
giving feedback to local communities may also go a long way 
in strengthening participatory local governance. Local citizens 
have a constitutional right to receive regular and appropriate 
information and feedback from public officials. Regular 
meetings are critical to ensure continued transparency of 
public institutions. According to Cornwall and Gaventa (2006 
in Shafiqul & Habib 2006:409), public meetings and committees 
are transformed when user groups and citizen councils are 
given new powers and responsibilities and when these spaces 
are effectively used for the exchange of information, views 
and reasoned argument on policy possibilities. 

Building strong ward committees
Ward committees are critical mechanisms for citizens’ 
participation in local government affairs. Ward committees 
are used for purposes of deliberations on council budgets 
and to allow citizens to participate in IDPs. Ward committees 
as the formal forums for public participation are mainly 
established in local municipalities to enhance participatory 
democracy and to serve as advisory bodies to councillors 
(Skenjana & Kimemia, in GGLN 2011:58). Participation in 
municipal IDPs is critical to enable citizens to understand 
the municipality’s development trajectories and plans. It is 
also important for public institutions and officials to be 
open for scrutiny to members of the public and the media. 
This is essential to promote transparency and accountability. 
The UNCHS-Habitat (2000:11) agreed that participatory 
local governance is achievable under conditions of open, 
timely and free debate about urban issues in the media.
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