How to achieve
effective public
participation

e 2010 Constitution requires
public participation in key
decision-making processes.

Unsurprisingly, progress towards this
goal has been slow. Participation is
costly and difficult fo manage, espe-
cially in a country that is large and
ethnically diverse. At the same time,
open and transparent processes do
not come naturally to Kenyan politi-
cal institutions. From the one-party
era onwards, the budget process has
tended to be carefully guarded by
the Executive, and public scrutiny
has been avoided rather than en-
couraged.

County governments have other
good reasons to be cautious
public participation. On the one hand,
[ they meet with a small number of
people, they risk being taken to court
for not casting the net of participa-
tion sufficiently widely. Onthe other, if
they engage with a broad cross-section
of the population they may be subject
to diverse and pressing demands that
they cannot meet. Many counties have
also complained that members of the
public do not actually turn up at des-
ignated participation sessions. So how
can counties meet their constitutional
requirements without disappointing
their electorates?

.Challenge 1: Timing

The Constitution mandates
county governments to allow open
government and to promote public
participation in all areas, When im-
plementing this requirement, county
governments will need to carefully
consider at what stage of the govern-
ance process public participation will
be the most effective and beneficial.
Given that governments make deci-
sions throughout the year the ideal
scenario would be fo have ongoing
public participation throughout the
year.

However, such extensive participa-
tion may not be possible immediately,
“ind so this ideal may be best thought
of as a long-term goal over the next
decade. In the short-term, it is becom-
ing increasingly accepted both within
Kenya and in global best practice that
the budgetary planning process repre-
sents the ideal opportunity to engage
with citizens because it represents an
opportunity to engage with multiple
groups in a focused way, and because
this is when key decisions are made
over the way in which resources are
distributed.

2: Aaareaatina nuhlic anininn

Involvement of the populace in policy-
making is a key constitutional require-
ment so how can it be done in such a
way both the citizen and the govern-
ment feel accommodated?

that different groups select different
priorities. The point of participation is
not simply to allow voters to have their
voices be heard, but to allow them to
shape policy proposals. For this to
happen, county governments must
develop a mechanism through which
the outcome of public participation is
translated into the budget planning
process. This will require counties to
answer difficult questions, such as how
much weight to give to public con-
sultations, and how to accommodate
divergent points of view.

While it is important that citizens’
views are not ignored, it is also im-
portant the public understands that
counties will not be able to respond
to all of their demands.

3: Ensuring representation

Ideally, public participation
processes should be genuinely rep-
resentative of diverse interests. This
is essential if counties are to fulfil
their legal obligations, but it is also
important because it will empower the
county to better respond to the needs
of citizens, and to earn their trust and
support. In many cases, this will not
be easy, and will require counties to
think creatively about how citizens
can be engaged.

For example, women must be sup-
ported to participate equally to men,
but this rarely happens.

It will also be important for coun-
ties to think carefully about how they
can make sure that individusls from

a full range of economic, ethnic and -

religious backgrounds participate.
This is not just a matter of fulfilling
constitutional requirements or un-
derstanding citizens’ needs: If public
participation does not include large
sections of society it is unlikely to be
seen as legitimate.

Managing public participation

There is no one-size-fits-all model
for civic engagement and public
participation. A flexible approach is
important to account for the signifi-
cant variations that exist between the
counties when it comes to issues such
as population density, literacy levels,
and media use. It will, therefore, be
important that each county tailors its
engagement and participation activi-
ties to fit local realities.

As a result, counties will need to
invest in developing communica-
tion and participation strategies
and in constructing the institutional
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can make the most difference, it will
be important for county governments
to identify key moments within the
planning process that require public
participation. The budget process
can be understood to have three
main stages when it comes to public
participation: Participatory budgeting
(1), budget approval and communi-
cation (2), and budget review and
audit (3).

Ideally, participation should occur at
all three stages, because public over-
sight is an important way to tackle
both policy formation and corruption.
In the case of review and audit, this
implies that it should occur continu-
ously. However, one way to cover all
three stages that would reduce the
cost and complexity of public par-
ticipation for counties would be to
combine stages 1 and 3, enabling the
public to review the implementation
of previous spending plans before

engaging in consultation on the new

budget cycle.

Stage 1 and 3 - participatory budget-
ing and budget review

For participation to be meaningful,
citizens must have the capacity to en-
gage in the budget process before the
executive has finalised its proposal.
The public must also be able to assess
whether or not previous agreements
have been implemented. It, therefore,
makes sense to begin the process of
public participation for every new
budget by empowering the public to
review progress against the policies
set out in the previous budget. This
will enable citizens to play their role
in the audit and performance track-
ing process, and ensure that they
play an informed role in participa-
tory budgetmg

Past experience suggests that public
participation is more likely to generate

‘actionable information if citizens are

presented with clear choices and pro-
posals rather than asked to generate
their own proposals from scratch.
One way to maintain genuine
participation while ensuring that the
debate remains focused would be for
the county executive to present a sim
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