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Introduction

Participation in some form or the other has been included as an important element in development strategies of countries in sub-Saharan Africa. Indeed, participation has become an essential ingredient and a prerequisite of good governance. Development as a process of increasing people’s capacity to determine their future means that people need to be included in the process – the need to participate. Participation or empowerment is part of the process and definition of development. There is, therefore, a growing consensus that people everywhere have a basic human right to take part in decisions that affect their lives. 

Participation is also linked to poverty and social exclusion. This is because participation supports efforts at self-help, which are meant to eradicate poverty and encourages the growth of democratic institutions, which creates political space for disadvantaged groups, who were originally excluded from the decision-making process. Indeed, participation has been advocated as a way of solving the ethnicity problems in African states because it has been generally documented that the exclusion of social groups (ethnic, women, youth, tribal or religious) from participation in the decision-making process and governmental structures is the result of the catastrophic and harrowing conflicts in certain African countries like Rwanda, Burundi, Liberia, Somalia and Sierra Leone. Consequently, participation is regarded as a process of consciousness-raising, and that empowerment and change in the balance of power vis-à-vis the system, that is, capacity-building, is not only part of the definition of project success but also a means of bridging social inequalities, promoting gender balance and racial and ethnic harmony as well as empowerment of the youth. Education for critical consciousness and awareness of the possibilities for change are seen as prerequisites to improving the quality of life. 

Proponents of grassroots citizen movement and community development have advocated participation because power gravitates to those who solve problems. Thus, if people take a more active role in solving their own problems and meeting their own needs, they will acquire the power that was previously retained by governments by default. They value participation because it redistributes power more democratically. This school equates participation with democratic values, and believes participation will produce many additional positive results.

In summary, the call for participation has come from a broad spectrum of those concerned with development, poverty alleviation and eradication and social inclusion. Participation, in Sub-Saharan African states, has been promoted by the donor community, the agencies of the United Nations, the Organization of African Unity (OAU) and the governments themselves. 

This paper discusses the concept of participation, focusing mainly on what it is and what it is not within the African context. The paper is divided into four parts. First, it defines the concept of participation.  Second, it discusses the historical context of participation in Africa and the progress the continent has so far made with the concept of participation. Finally, the paper highlights the constraints on participation and the strategies that can be employed it. 

Clarification of the context and major issues around the theme

Defining participation

Participation has been defined in narrow and broad terms. In its narrow connotations, participation is defined as the active engagement of citizens with public institutions, an activity which falls into three well-defined modes: voting, election campaigning and contacting or pressuring either individually or through group activity, including non-violent protests (Verba et al., 1978; Parry et al., 1992). Excluded in this definition are attitudes towards participation and participation in rural development efforts. In its broad terms, participation is a “collective sustained activity for the purpose of achieving some common objectives, especially a more equitable distribution of the benefits of development” (UNESCO, 1979: 15).

Political participation has been an issue in development management from the beginning, but its significance has increased principally because it has become part of official rhetoric. Individual full participation in making societal choices and decisions is a natural outcome of the endowment of individual dignity because it contributes to individual self-development. Responsibility for the governing of one’s own conduct develops one’s dignity. In particular full individual participation within the local institutions contributes to the creation of community solidarity because everyone feels involved in what is going on relative to their welfare (Uphoff, 1986).

Individual full participation boils down to popular participation where the largest proportion of the citizenry is invited and expected to express their wishes on issues of governance. On every issue, the views of the majority should prevail. This popular participation may be achieved through meetings in small and large communities through ratepayers associations, neighbourhood groups, and other political and social associations. Public or popular participation in decision making is an imperative tenet for democratic local government (Giddenjuys et. al., 1991). But in order not to deny the minority its rights of self-assertion, it is also a democratic imperative that while the majority would have its way, the minority must have its say. In return, the minority must accept the majority decision once that decision has been freely arrived at.

Although there are different ways to define participation, the dominant perspective is to treat it pragmatically and to view it as a strategy to improve the development process.

Varieties of participation

Joan Nelson (1979) has identified three varieties of participation. They are:

· Horizontal variety of participation, involves partisan or political behaviour – voting, campaigning, interest group activity and lobbying. In other words, the horizontal type of participation relates to activities to get people involved collectively in efforts to influence policy decisions.

· Vertical variety of participation includes any occasions when members of the public develop particular relations with elites or officials, relations that are mutually beneficial. Examples include patron-client networks and political machines. In both these cases the public is not as concerned with influencing the government as it is with developing the particular relationship and receiving benefits from it.

· Participation in administrative processes (which may overlap with either horizontal or vertical participation) takes the form of interest group activity to shape administrative decisions, or of a particular exchange between patron and client; but usually it is more inclusive than either of the other two varieties. It includes decisions by farmers whether to adopt a new technology, rural dwellers meeting together to plan communal efforts to put up a market or taking part in civic education programmes.

Changes in the meaning of participation

Byrant and White (1982) have postulated that the dominant concern during the 1950s and 1960s was controlling the amount and type of participation. For example, military regimes were efforts to foreclose participation at the national level. Indeed, participation was feared as a disruptive influence. Even where participation was encouraged in a community development programme, it was usually very limited in its scope. This preoccupation with the dangers inherent in participation was consistent with definitions of development as capital intensive and growth oriented and with administration as a hierarchical top-down structure.

Participation, during the 1950s and 1960s, was defined in purely political terms; it meant voting, party membership, activity in voluntary associations, protest movements, etc. As modernization proceeded, it was assumed that the benefits of growth would trickle down to the public and gradually stimulate their involvement in these political processes. In the meantime, it was important to provide institutions to channel participation so as to prevent its potentially unstable results. Parties were particularly encouraged as a means to harness and manage the political energies and demands of the public (Deutch, 1961; Parry, 1972).

By the 1970s, the meaning of participation in the development context began to be redefined. Rather than being identified with political and electoral processes, it became associated with the administrative or implementation process. A number of reasons account for the redefinition of the political scope of participation. First, according to John Cohen and Norman Uphoff (1978: 11), the change of attitude was initially spurred by politicians, and “had a notable counter insurgency quality about it”. Participation was valued as an alternative to revolutionary movements and uprisings. The reasoning was that if people could be mobilized to be part of the development process, they would be less available to revolution. Second is the realization that the political process was too undeveloped to elicit preferences or involve the public, and therefore participation would have more impact within the implementation process. In the words of Grindle (1980:3):

The implementation process may be the major arena in which individuals and groups are able to pursue conflicting interests and compete for scarce resources. It may even be the principal nexus of the interaction between a government and citizenry.

Those in development projects picked up the involvement of the public in the implementation phase of development and particularly in administrative processes and referred to the practical values of involving farmers or peasants in the development taking place in their villages. For example, Uma Lele (1975) reviewed African rural development projects and found that participation had been a significant and positive component. This because:

Participation in planning and implementation of programmes can develop the self-reliance necessary among rural people for accelerated development (Lele, 1975:150).  

A similar study of thirty-six projects carried out by Morss et. al (1975) tried to explain why some were more successful than others. Success was measured by benefit-cost ratios, the number of new agricultural practices, the extent to which the projects increased the farmer’s capacity for self-help, and the project’s capacity to be self-sustaining. They found that the best predictor of success was the extent of local action in the project. They defined participation as involvement by the farmers in project design and implementation and as commitment of either labour or money.

The history of participation in Africa

The history of participation in Africa could be classified into two categories and periods:

i. non-participation from independence in the 1960s to 1990;

ii. limited or low level participation from 1990 to date.

Non-participation from 1960s to 1990

Participation has had a chequered history in African politics. Political participation of the citizens did not feature on the agenda of political leaders over the several decades of the independence era. Rather the immediate post-independence period in Africa witnessed political leaders who had tended to turn to authoritarian practices in efforts to enhance their political control and governmental effectiveness. Many of them argued that long-term development could be achieved only if society is regimented or disciplined. In an effort to impose this regimentation, some used raw force in the form of military rule; others governed through de jure or de facto single-party mechanisms. In either case, ideology was often used to rationalize statist rule. For example, various forms of African socialism (Tanzania’s ujamaa) were used to justify the one-party system and to exhort the populace to be willing to make sacrifices in the interest of development and national unity. In other countries like Ghana, it was Afro-Marxism which laid the ideological foundation of authoritarian rule (Keller1995). 

In addition, most African leaders were more concerned with asserting their power, authority and hegemony over their subjects than with enhancing their participation and legitimacy. In a context where there were new political and economic resources which could allow leaders to purchase this legitimacy, the natural tendency was for them to attempt to establish the security, control and autonomy of their regimes. Consequently, in  countries like Ghana, Nigeria, Kenya, Uganda and Ethiopia, politics and economics came to be tightly controlled by the state; and the “state class” – reigning political authorities, the central bureaucracy and its regional functionaries, the top echelons of the military and members of the dominant political party (where it existed) – were shielded from popular demands for public accountability (Chazan et.al. 1992; Keller, 1995).

The increase in the concentration of power around the state in order to reduce social and intra-elite competition was achieved mainly through either the weakening or elimination of participatory institutions. A number of measures were taken to either weaken or eliminate participatory institutions. First, the opportunities for opposition were limited through the dismantling of the constitutional provisions put in place at the time of independence. Quasi-federal provisions in pre-independence constitutions in Ghana, Kenya and Uganda were emasculated by the leaders denouncing regionalism and regional structures, with the claim that these structures not only hindered national unity but also their acceptance prior to independence was an expedient that was no longer tolerable. The result is the place of local government bodies (effective means of participation) under the aegis of central institutions and the elimination of regional political bases that could enhance the power and autonomy of local leaders (civil society institutions) in competition with ruling coalitions at the national level (Chazan et. al., 1992). Second, coercive politics and other strategies were employed to weaken the opposition. They include the following:

· manipulation of the electoral system, for example, manipulation of elections to strengthen the control of the majority party as happened in Cote d’Ivoire where PDCI election lists were not made public until hours before the filing of deadlines;

· intimidation of opposition candidates or members as in the Ghanaian and Nigerian elections in the early 1960s. In Tanzania, members of the minority party were threatened with loss of jobs and had public meetings banned;

· cooptation of  members of the opposition. For instance, in Senegal, Muslim religious authorities were either coopted or discredited; in Sierra Leone, traditional institutions were manipulated;

· outlawing of rival political organizations based on particularistic, sectarian or ethnic interests. Ghana and Guinea paved the way for such actions by declaring local political parties illegal and contrary to national interests;

· detention, harassment and exile of stubborn opponents. In Kenya, for instance, President Kenyatta hounded opposition leaders and accused them of fuelling regional and separatist tendencies while in Ghana, some opposition leaders were either incarcerated or forced to go on exile (Chazan et. al. 1992). 

The emasculation of political parties also led to the narrowing of the scope of tolerable public debate and discussion that adversely affected the role of civil society institutions. In the words of James Wunsch (1995: 49):

Public roles formerly legitimate for unions, producer associations, regional and religious leaders, the press and other private interests and groupings were closed off. These events were particularly visible in Ghana, Tanzania, Kenya and Zambia, with the vital and lively late-colonial public lives of these institutions slowly stifled in the interests of “unity” and “harmony”. Governmental leaders often pressured these groups and their leaders to close down open political debate on public questions. In most states, once free and active trade unions and agricultural producers’ cooperatives were co-opted, stripped of authority, or banned. Most newspapers and all radio and TV stations, furthermore, are government owned and/or managed. 

Limited or low level participation from 1990 to date

The pattern of non-participation on the African continent changed in the early1990s to limited or low level participation. A number of factors explain the shift or change in mode of participation. First, the Organization of African Unity (OAU) in its Arusha Declaration on Participation in 1992 reinforced the beneficial outcomes and virtues of participation to the development process and a means of opening up the repressive political system of African countries.

Second, the end of the Cold War and the collapse of communism have emboldened civil society organizations in Africa because of the role of such organizations played in the dismantling of communism. 

Third, pressure from the donors for political liberalization as a condition for loans and development assistance. 

Fourth, efforts to implement structural adjustment measures have caused further strains in the domestic economies of certain African states, and this has had a ripple effect in exposing the political failings of the regimes concerned. These strains have escalated to crises and thus provided a spark to ignite popular discontent and set off calls for democratization. 

Fifth, the weakness of, or division within, (or both) authoritarian regimes. Civil society or mainstream opposition are unlikely to successfully challenge autocratic regimes unless the regime is weak or divided against itself. In Benin, the Congo and Zambia, for example, popular movements forced authoritiarian regimes (who had eschewed excessive repression) to open up their political systems and submit ultimately to constitutional reforms and multi-party elections. On the other hand, the authoritarian regime of Samuel Doe in Liberia, those of Obote and Okello in Uganda, Siad Barre in Somalia and that of  Mengistu Haile Mariam in Ethiopia were all brought to a violent end by revolutionary movement. The regimes in these countries had remained cohesive and had made only token gestures toward liberalization. Opponents had been left with no alternative but to resort to violence as a form of political expression (Keller, 1995). 

Sixth, the resourcefulness, tenacity and dedication of civil society. In the words of Gyimah-Boadi, domestic civil society had not initiated and sustained the process of transition in Africa but are “among the forces that dislodged entrenched authoritarianism and brought about the beginnings of formal democracy in the early 1990s” (Gyimah-Boadi, 1996: 118). A number of examples will be appropriate to show the contribution of civil society to anti-authoritarian struggles of the early 1990s. In 1989, civil servants, teachers and traders demonstrated in Benin to demand an end to autocracy and economic mismanagement. That was the nemesis that showed the exit of the then despotic President, Matheu Kerekou. In 1991/92 in Zambia, the Congress of Trades Unions led by Frederick Chiluba, successfully challenged the three-decade incumbency of Kenneth Kaunda. Similarly, in Ghana, Kenya and Togo middle-class associations of lawyers, university lecturers and students were highly active in the opening up their repressive regimes. Civil society groups also rendered apartheid-era South Africa ungovernable and opened the way for a democratic settlement. In 1996, the Women’s Forum of Sierra Leone thwarted the attempt by the country’s military regime to prevent the return to constitutional rule (Gyimah-Boadi, 1996).

The contributions of religious based civil society groups to democratization and dismantling of authoritarianism in Ghana, Nigeria, Zambia and Malawi cannot be glossed over. For instance, in 1992 a pastoral letter from Malawi’s Catholic bishops, opening criticizing both political repression and the government’s mismanagement of the economy, marked the beginning of the end of Kamuzu Banda’s autocratic rule. Also the National Council of Churches in Kenya has been at the forefront of opposition to the authoritarianism of Daniel arap Moi and his Kenya African National Congress. The role of Christian prelates such as Archbishop Desmond Tutu in South Africa, Bishop Isodere de Souza in Benin and Fonako Kpodro in Togo to democratic transitions in their respective countries cannot be overemphasized.

A number of institutional mechanisms have been put in place to promote participation in Africa. They are:

· convening of sovereign national conferences and constituent assemblies in West and Central Africa;

· competitive elections in 60 African countries which were declared “free and fair” by international observers such as the Commonwealth Secretariat, the Carter Centre and the OAU;

· insertion of decentralization and local government clauses in constitutions in countries like Ghana and South Africa. For instance, Ghana has had these clauses in the constitutions of 1969, 1979 and 1992;

· holding of national fora between the government and the private sector to discuss issues concerning the economy and private sector growth. For instance, in Ghana, consultative mechanism between the government and the private sector with the creation of the Private Enterprise Foundation (PEF) which is an advocacy and promotional group of the private sector.  The PEF played a key role in organizing the National Economic Forum on the state of the Ghanaian in 1995. Similarly, the Vice-President meets private sector officials bi-monthly to discuss issues affecting the private sector;

· constitutional provisions guaranteeing affirmative action for women, for instance, the reservation of a place or two for women in the membership of key state institutions.  

All these were meant to create political space for civil society organizations and other stakeholders and also to move away from the state’s monopoly of decision-making in Africa into a more pluralistic way of decision-making focusing mainly on dialogue, consultation, agenda setting, education and accessibility to information.

Progress made toward participation in Africa

Admittedly, there has been modest progress in the area of participation in terms of struggles by civil society to create political space in Ghana, South Africa, Zambia, Kenya, Nigeria and Uganda. However, the evidence available of progress made in Africa’s march towards participation is patchy. In other words, Africa has experienced limited participation mainly for two reasons. First, participation is limited because of low women and youth involvement in the participation process. Second, participation has mainly been seen in terms of the holding of elections and democratic institutions installed. However, elections have not been an effective avenue for participation because of the exclusion of certain social groups from the democratic process and the over-exploitation of incumbency advantages. In Liberia, for instance, the holding of elections by Samuel Doe and the installation of a civilian government were not enough to curb the deep social divisions and exclusion that led to a debilitating civil war. 

The question then is how can one move away from elections? In other words, other institutional mechanisms are required to improve participation. They include increased representation of women, youth and civil society organizations and dialogue through provision of national forum, accessibility to information and education. As indicated earlier on, some of the institutional mechanisms have been tried in some African countries but they have not enhanced participation as a result of the sporadic way of their implementation. More proactive stance needs to be taken for a concerted implementation of the institutional mechanisms.

The obstacles to participation

As already indicated, the experience with participatory programmes in African has not been encouraging. In the words of Uma Lele (1975:162):

Even where development of local participation is an important objective of rural development and where political education in mass participation is a key element of the development strategy, programmes have not developed genuine participation and responsibility among the rural people.

In most of sub-Saharan Africa, popular institutions like local government units and cooperatives have not performed very well. Governments have extended their bureaucratic tentacles down to the village and district levels. It is the official agencies which still initiate and carry out most development on behalf of the people. The people themselves have become recipients of development as if development is something outside their realm of experience. Of course, there are rays of hope here and there with decentralization and rural development programmes, but across the board the scene is one of despair and disappointment.

Often participatory schemes are launched without sufficient prior preparation. In a rush to product quick results, the tasks of anticipating problems in the field and making provisions for dealing with unanticipated situations are simply side-tracked. Those concerned with the making of development plans and programmes tend to forget that participation cannot be achieved by plans formulated in isolation in central government offices way from the people concerned (Mathur, 1996). The point made by Alfonso (1983: 44) on the rhetoric of participation by development agencies is still valid today:

Regularly incorporate the rhetoric of participation in their development plans – the reality seldom resembles the rhetoric. A growing body of evidence suggests that one explanation for the gap between rhetoric and reality can be found in the operating structures of organizations responsible for the implementation of development projects. Participation requires more than planning mandates and/or good will. It requires basic new skills and a reorientation of operating structures which plans alone cannot achieve.

There are political, socio-cultural and bureaucratic constraints to participation.

Political constraints

Political constraints are still the biggest obstacle to participation in sub-Saharan Africa. African leaders still have paternalistic and neo-patrimonial tendencies, which they use to consolidate their power and prestige. In spite of democratization and good governance, most African leaders today have not been able to relinquish their predecessors’ obsession with power. Consequently, there have been overt and covert attempts to either enfeeble civil society organizations (CSOs) or co-opt them. The growth of autonomous institutions has been stunted. This obsession with power has led to not only a concentration of power but also a centralization of decision-making, which also resulted in lack of participation of people in rural areas. Countries in sub-Saharan Africa have embarked on decentralization programmes with the aim of promoting popular participation, accountability, responsiveness and effectiveness. However, most of the decentralization efforts in sub-Saharan Africa have not been able to empower the local people to enable them participate in decisions largely because of the lack of political will and commitment on the part of their leaders. Moreover, political leaders have not still accepted participation in planning and management by organizations that are outside of the direct control of the central government.  

Bureaucratic constraints

A major constraint on participation is the bureaucracy. Constraints are inherent in the very body politic and routines of the bureaucratic machinery. Most government-administered development agencies came into existence long before participation became part of development philosophy. They were designed with a centralized, service-delivery approach in view where flexibility and responsiveness to needs in the field have no place. Therefore, these programme agencies lack development orientation. Participation and such innovative ideas are, in fact, an anathema to it. Scholars of bureaucratic behaviour all agree that “finding ways of inculcating the spirit of experimentation and creativity into hierarchical and control-oriented bureaucracies has eluded most administrative reformers” (Rondinelli, 1982:46).

A number of reasons explain why bureaucrats do not have faith in the values of participation. First, bureaucrats believe that they alone have answers to all problems faced by the poor and that they are the only ones who have a right to this knowledge. In their scheme of things, the only role people can and should play is to act as mere recipients of the delivery system. However, to be effective the participatory approach requires that there be a sense of partnership between administrators and the people. If this condition is not fulfilled, there will hardly be any scope for people to participate in the development process. In short, bureaucratic paternalism turns rural people into passive recipients of governmental services. Second, bureaucrats feel uncomfortable with working methods that involve consultation. Participatory methodology entails frequent visits to villages instead of working in the comfort of their offices in the capital. If this approach is followed, the job of activating the local community cannot be left to extension agents as was the case before. Third, one fear which commonly grips bureaucracies is that if lower level officials are delegated more functions and responsibility, things are bound to go wrong. Decision-making authorities at the higher level invariably view the officials lower down the hierarchy as lacking in competence, and hence untrustworthy. Decentralization is impossible to practise under such circumstances (Cheema and Rondinelli, 1983).  Third, the highly centralized character of bureaucracies does not allow the field staff any discretion to act. Their inability to act when the local situation demands that certain things be done promptly discourages the people to come forth. Rather than act and as a result get into trouble, the field staff prefers to sit back, and await orders from above. Often it is safer not to act than to act.

Socio-cultural constraints

It has often been assumed that the deeply ingrained attitudes of fatalism among rural dwellers hinder the participatory process. It was assumed that peasants and the poor were happy with the thing around them, and that they had no aspirations to change their ways. Substantial evidence now exists in anthropology that such assumptions are not tenable. Admittedly, participation does not fascinate many rural people. However, this lack of interests in their own development has nothing to do with the attitudes of fatalism, the innate conservatism and other such traits which have been attributed to them for too long. Participation appears quite irrelevant to the poor in their circumstances. Rather they prefer to seek help from their families, landlords, money-lenders, shopkeepers, and from anyone who may be a friend in need (Mathur, 1996).

The most significant factor that restricts participation by the poor is their low level of awareness. Governmental assistance seems irrelevant because many people are simply not aware of public services which exist for them right in their own village. The elite groups tend to monopolize all contacts with the outside agents. Often the poorer groups see no point in competing with the more affluent for services and benefits which the contacts bring. Explaining why the poor regard participation as of no particular concern to them, Huntington and Nelson (1976:118) have outlined three basic reasons for this situation:

· The poor lack resources for effective participation – adequate information, appropriate contacts, money, and often time;

· In low-income strata, people are often divided by race, tribe, religion or language; even where cleavages are obvious, distinctions may be drawn on the basis of differences in sect, income, status, or place of origin that outsiders can barely perceive;

· The poor tend to expect requests or pressures on their part, whether individual or collective, to be ignored or refused by the authorities and these expectations are often justified. Worse their attempts may provoke governmental repression or prompt reprisals from the private interests threatened by the self-assertion of the poor. Those on the margin of subsistence are particularly vulnerable to threats from employers, landlords or creditors.

If participation is to be meaningful, there should be participatory local organizations of the poor. By linking with development agencies of the government at the local level, the local organizations can provide to the members a forum to participate in the designing and implementation of development programmes. However, the number of villages in sub-Saharan Africa without local organizations is much larger than the number of villages with local organizations. Even where organizations of the poor have been in existence for some time, they do not seem to be functioning very well in projecting their demands and otherwise helping their cause (Mathur, 1996). The poor simply lack necessary skills in organizing and managing their affairs collectively. Electing capable leaders, calling meetings, making decisions, keeping records, raising subscriptions, and handling funds are some of the tasks that require for their performance a certain degree of managerial ability. Generally, the poor in villages lack these skills and thus are not in a position to establish organizations of their own to promote development. This factor severely limits the emergence of participatory processes.  

Other constraints

Five other constraints are also associated with participation. First, participation has been approached from a gender imbalanced or insensitive manner. Women and the youth,  because of their vulnerability and cultural inhibitions, have been systematically excluded from the participatory process. Women and the youth constitute the organic source of African society and yet they have not been given any role to play in decision-making because of male domination. Most countries do not have youth policies and programmes aimed at preparing the youth for the future. Indeed, the youth have been forgotten and neglected in the scheme of participation and empowerment.

Second, using existing patterns of local power and organization can reinforce existing inequities rather than stimulate desired system change. Participation favours villages better able to produce plans, local elites and those already better off. 

Third, sometimes participation faces political opposition in countries where most beneficiaries have not been included in the political system. Such organizing can be seen as threatening to political leaders, or as otherwise upsetting the political balance and generating demands and pressures that governments cannot or do not want to respond to.

Fourth, it is difficult to implement participation in practice. It takes additional time and resources to mobilize less developed communities. One has continuously to consult with far more people than if the programmes were executed without their involvement. Participatory programmes can slow down or run out of energy. Fragile projects may become overburdened and collapse due to organizational complexity or the frustration of those involved. 

Fifth, the difficulty of finding effective channels of communication through which individuals or groups at the local level can participation and lack of homogeneity of interests within such groups and the fundamental differences between local and national interests. (Finsterbusch and Wicklin III, 1987). 
Development of concrete proposals and ways forward

It has been pointed out that occasional exhortations will not assist produce participation. People must be empowered to take the necessary steps. Simultaneously, the bureaucracy needs to be reoriented as the government has a major responsibility for furthering development. Participation can be actualize if one considers the “nuts-and-bolts” questions in a thorough-going manner. Such a discussion is often restricted by the fact that enough is still not known about how participation actually occurs in different settings. The kind of questions which are relevant to development agencies and administrators were raised in a symposium on World Bank-assisted participation projects. These questions were summed up by Gloria Davis (1981: 16):

The questions, then, are: How do we increase participation? What are the costs? …What are the contextual factors which make success more or less probable? How do we address problems such as class stratification and different class interests within villages? How do we link village demands with vertically integrated implementing agencies with a divergence of budgets and policies? And how do we deal with the development objectives, ideologies, and vested interests of borrower Governments? These questions are not an argument against a participatory approach, but suggest that what is needed is not only the willingness to do participatory projects, but a tool kit of concepts and examples on how to proceed. …

A number of strategies to mobilize participation and increase its effectiveness has been advocated. They are:

· Empowerment of women and the youth;

· Empowering the rural poor;

· Adapting administration to participatory development;

· Promoting “genuine” decentralization.

Empowering of women and the youth

Although there are constitutional provisions such as reserving certain positions for women and governments taking affirmative action in order to promote gender empowerment balance in the decision making process, the actions taken are not enough. The number of women holding positions in governments in Africa is still far less considering the fact that they are in the majority. Quite apart from this, the active participation of women in actual decision-making is still limited because of their low level of political consciousness as a result of social and cultural barriers. Governments must take steps to enforce affirmative action and remove the social and cultural barriers impeding women’s empowerment and participation. In addition, they must adopt proactive youth policies and programmes that will make the youth the centre-piece and the focus of attention. The OAU must come out with a policy that will make it a crime against humanity for warring factions to recruit child soldiers. The use of child soldiers and exposing them to drugs does not augur well for the future of those countries in particular and the continent at large. In fact, the countries and the continent do not have any future if children will continue to be conscripted to fight on the 

side of warring factions.

Empowering the rural poor

The people must be helped to help themselves. At the present stage of their development they certainly need considerable support. Without help from outside, they would not be in a position to benefit from development assistance programmes specially designed for them. If they are not assisted properly, new programmes will lead to further dependency. The local capacity needs to be built up first. If people have to be active partners in designing projects and later have to work closely with government agencies in implementation, monitoring and evaluation, they must make a resource commitment which could be in either cash or kind. This is considered desirable for several reasons:

First, governments do not have the resources to support all worthwhile development initiatives. Requiring an initial resource commitment indicates that this is not going to be another government “giveaway” programme. Many activities would probably function better without the involvement of government at all. Second, the act of making a resource commitment will make the contributors more concerned for the success of the development initiative than they otherwise might be. Finally, such a commitment will provide a concrete indication of how interested the community members are in a new  initiative. Findings from an earlier study demonstrated the position correlation between such resource commitment and the overall project success (Gow and Vansant, 1981:11).

Even the attitudes of development personnel undergo some change when they discover that the people are making contributions. In the words of Cernea (1983:65):

In fact, the official requirement that local communities contribute a fraction of investment costs turns out to affect not only communities, but the technicians’ behaviour as well; it makes the planners and engineers more concerned with consulting the peasants than before, with getting the peasants’ assent and contribution, and with actually involving them in the works. 

If participation is to be a self-sustained process, one that will not wither away once the development teams depart, the people have to be taught certain skills. Knowledge and information are crucial to make participation a continuing activity and to give the people an idea of what their rights and responsibilities are. Therefore, training can be extremely useful to the people in villages. The following have been identified as major skills which can help build up the local capacity for participation:

· Managerial skills;

· Internal organizational management skills;

· Economic resource management skills;

· Technical skills;

· Political skills

Local organizations of the poor do not exist everywhere. Even where they do, they are not in a very good shape. This situation does not help the participatory processes. Very little is known about these organizations and their capability for interaction with official implementation agencies in rural areas. There is a tendency to set up new organizations to promote development, and to dismiss the existing traditional organizations and networks as of no particular relevance to development work. Experience indicates that indigenous organizations can prove to be far more dynamic in mobilizing people to join hands with official agencies in the promotion of various development programmes (Mathur, 1996; Cernea, 1983).

Adapting administration to participatory development

One of the challenges of participation is that both administrators and the people do not view participatory process alike. Differences in their perceptions are quite significant. One way to incorporate their divergent viewpoints is to view participation as a learning process, as mutual interaction. In the development community there is a growing consensus that “creating effective participation is a gradual, evolutionary process in which both project staff and potential beneficiaries are willing to try various alternatives, discard them when they prove unworkable and try others” (Gow and Vansant, 1981:9).

The “blueprint” approach, which assumes that solutions to problems are all known and that predetermined intervention techniques are certain to produce expected results in a given situation, is unlikely to be as successful as the “process” approach. By contrasts, the process approach assumes that there are many imponderables in life and, therefore, it is marked by constant openness to redesign and adaptation to changing situations. Studies of problems on the ground and an interactive style of problem solving are preferred to remote expertise. In summarizing the strength and potential of the process approach Honadle and Gow (1981:9-11) have indicated that the approach is:

…rooted in dialogue with the rural population and thus is more responsive to local potential and needs than the more technically oriented blueprint. It allows variation in bureaucratic structures and thus is more likely to adapt to political, social, economic, and physical changes that occur during implementation. It is based on learning and capacity building and it is well fitted to the promotion of self-sustaining development dynamics. It transfers “ownership” of the programme to implementers and thus creates an environment supportive of innovative problem solving rather than routine application of predetermined solutions. It avoids negative side effects by eliminating design components that are deemed inappropriate.

Adapting administration to make it more effective in coping with the complexities of participatory development is a task that must be tackled at all levels of the government. Improvements will not come about by concentrating efforts only at the top. Reorientation is most needed at grassroots level where officials come in direct, face-to-face contact with the people. One reason for the overall poor administrative performance is that administrative reform is seen more relevant to operations at higher levels alone and, therefore, improvement efforts are most concentrated at the center rather than at the periphery. In this connection, the point made by Milton Esman (1983:2) on the basis of a study in South East Asian countries also applies to sub-Saharan African countries today: 

… governments have been concentrating too much on administrative improvement and reform at the ministerial and regional levels, often through elaborate planning and coordinating structures. Too little attention is being devoted to the local level where government staff and programmes actually reach or fail to reach their rural publics. The greatest weakness of rural development administration is in the underdevelopment of administrative capabilities and of local institutions on the ground. It is to the correction of these limitations and imbalances that the main efforts of governments and international donors should be directed. 

The direction in which administration must move includes the following:

· Decision making powers must move from the centre to the periphery;

· Beneficiary participation is unlikely to go far in situations where field level officials themselves have no say in any matter;

· Coordination mechanisms must pursue the single aim of making public services easily accessible to the people;

· More objective criteria to evaluate performance of development personnel must be devised, so that the staff concentrate on their actual task of serving the poor;

· The field staff is accountable only to superiors, and to on one else;

· There must be some accountability to the people as well whom alone it is supposed to serve;

· Attitudes of the field staff should change. They must recognize that the new task cannot be handled with the old attitudes of the pre-development era. The workers must view their role as responding to needs of the people rather than simply expecting the people to respond in a sheep-like manner to governmental initiatives (Mathur, 1996; Bryant and White, 1982).

It must, however, be noted that even in the best of circumstances, the administration of development programmes in which people are expected to play a significant role is not an easy task. This point has been reinforced by the World Development Report (1983:92):

People-centred programmes are particularly hard to manage because of the degree of uncertainty. First, goals can be abstract and performance not quantifiable in terms of construction time and costs or profits and losses. Second, there is little knowledge of how to design suitable programmes, because they involve changing human behaviour patterns that vary among cultures and localities. Third, the success of a project depends on whether people want the services it offers; project managers therefore often have to create demand. The task of management is thus more one of experimenting and learning than of implementing known procedures ….

Promoting“genuine” decentralization

Participation is impossible without extension decentralization of public organizations. While there are many reasons for decentralization, for the advocates the primary justification is that a decentralized environment is the optimal condition for citizen participation. From a planners’ points of view, participation through decentralization may be considered desirable because it is seen as a means of making plans more closely reflective of local needs and it may be a means of mobilizing local support and resources for development projects. From politicians’ standpoints it may be advocated as a basic human right and a necessary extension of the democratic process – as a way of achieving “participatory democracy” rather than merely “representative democracy”.

At a political level, decentralization enables people to participate in a real and effective way in the management of public affairs. Consequently, decentralization is conducive to local democracy, which is the real and tangible form of democracy in contrast to the theoretical and quasi-mythical democracy of electoral campaigns, conferences and speeches. Local democracy is in harmony with the needs of day-to-day living. The citizens of the country are at last given the opportunity to alter the course of events by participating in decisions relating to issues which affect them.  This encourages the development of political activity at a local level which is beneficial to the general well-being of the nation. Furthermore, this level of political activity will encourage competent men and women to take an interest in politics at the level of local decision-making and thus encourage the emergence of a new political class. Similarly, at an economic and social level, economic decentralization is now considered to be a sine qua non for development and democratization. In this respect, there can be no doubt as to the value of proper local and regional development plans which are qualitatively different from the local and regional components of national plans and which, within the context of effective decentralization, mobilize valuable local energies and resources around integrated projects. Economic decentralization will added to the development policies undertaken in sub-Saharan African countries a democratic, that is, a human dimension  (Smith, 1985; Hart, 1972; Nzouankeu, 1994: Smith, 1996).

Although sub-Saharan African countries have implemented decentralization programmes, the programmes have failed to promote participation. The main reason for this is the lack of political will and commitment to implement decentralization. In other words, there was no “genuine” decentralization. Research, however, indicates that successful implementation of decentralization programmes, that is, “genuine” decentralization depends heavily on the following political factors:

· Strong political commitment and support must come from national leaders to transfer planning, decision-making and managerial autonomy to field agencies and lower levels of administration, or to the private sector.

· Political leaders must be willing to accept the participation in planning and management of local organizations that are outside the direct control of the central government or the dominant political party. Support of, and commitment to, decentralization must also come from the line agencies of the central bureaucracy, and central government officials must be willing to transfer functions previously performed by them to local organizations.

· Decentralization requires strong administrative and technical capacity within central government agencies and ministries to carry out national development functions and to support – with adequate planning, programming, logistical, personnel and budget resources – their field agencies and lower levels of government in performing decentralized functions.

· Effective channels of political participation and representation must be developed that reinforce and support decentralized planning and administration, and the allows citizens, and especially the poor, to express their needs and demands and to press claims for national and local development resources (Rondinelli et. al. 1989).

Conclusion

This paper has reinforced five lessons about participation. First, formulation of a national agenda through dialogue by all stakeholders is a prerequisite for participation. Second, the level of political consciousness is a key to promoting participation. Third, managing participation is more than including the public in one stage of the design process or in evaluation of a programme. Rather participation informs the meaning and integrity of the entire process. It is an attitude of openness to the perceptions and feelings of others; it is a concern for what difference a project or programme makes in the lives of people; it is an awareness of the contributions that others can bring to an activity. The techniques and strategies for eliciting participation are means and not ends. In other words, accessibility to information and education do promote participation. Fourth, participation needs to be part of a broader conceptualization of development, with much more attention to organizational structures and linkages. Fifth, participation has turned into a cliché for those administering development; its values have been overemphasized, while doing little to make it a reality. This notwithstanding, the very process of development requires involvement of people in shaping their future, and thus the dilemmas presented by participation are worth wrestling with.

Like Diana Conyers (1982), this paper is reinforcing the view that when considering alternative methods of achieving participation in any particular situation the following four issues must be considered:

· It is essential to enquire about the objectives which participation is (and is not) designed to achieve; that is, its perceived or proposed rationales or functions. Thus, at one extreme participation may be intended as no more than a means of improving information available to decision-makers at the national level or merely convincing local inhabitants of the desirability of certain national policies or programmes. At the other extreme it may be associated with the achievement of political power, the integration of dominant forces into the national economy or the development of community solidarity and self-esteem. The achievement of these different objectives requires radically different approaches and often different groups having differing views and expectations about even the primary purposes of any particular effort to achieve participation.

· It is important to consider which individuals, groups or parties can, should or are intended to be involved as channels of communication. Thus achieving participation through local government councilors raises very different issues and problems from those which would arise if the concern was with, say traditional leaders, extension workers or party cadres. Yet recourse to, and action involving, any or all these people may be seen as the means of enhancing participation.

· It is necessary to consider the methods or procedures which these individuals and groups may use in their efforts to achieve participation. Thus, for example, the effectiveness of local government councilors will depend on their access to, and their ability to use, a variety of methods – including those which determine the way in which they relate to their electorates (such as electoral procedures, formal ward committee structures and informal relations with the people in the electorate) and those which effect their impact on outside events (such as their role in making and implementing council decisions and the impact of council on regional or national issues). And this in turn will depend on the formal structure of the local government system, the councillor’s status in the community, their individual aptitudes and integrity, and so on.

· It is necessary to consider the obstacles which already hamper attempts to achieve participation and the problems which are likely to arise if particular methods or procedures are adopted. Analysis of these problems may, in fact, direct one’s thinking towards the need for other concepts or methods of participation – or even to different types of “big questions” which have to be tackled before any effective participation can be achieved. In some countries, for example, it might well be argued that all efforts should be devoted to achieving radical political reform, without which any attempts to answer the “small questions” about participation will be ineffective.  

Finally, one needs to look at both formal and informal modes of participation. There is a tendency for politicians and, in particular planners to concentrate on formal kinds of participation. This in effect focuses attention on reforming political and administrative structures and on devising more effective procedures for use within these structures. But in many situations in most sub-Saharan African countries, informal modes of participation play a very important role even if relatively little is known about them. The lack of knowledge about, and of attention given to, these informal kinds of participation can be attributed to a number of factors. One reason is that they are informal, learned by actual practice or participating in them and thus only acquired by experience. Another reason is that they are often subjects of some secrecy or sensitivity and so it is difficult to obtain information about them.
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