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Abstract

E-participation or digital participation enhances democratic governance by direct engagement
with the public in terms of government planning and implementation activities. E-participation also
strengthens the legitimacy of government actions and encourages innovation in government by em-
powering various stakeholders to contribute ideas on matters of interest. Using secondary data col-
lected from literature from South Africa and beyond, the study done for this chapter explored how
South African municipalities can reconfigure themselves to support inclusive digital public participa-
tion (e-participation) in the digital age. The sub-objectives are to interrogate the core challenges and
deficiencies that hinder local government’s attempts to move towards an e-participation model. The
study found that digital public participation is increasingly exposed to digital transformation challeng-
es, including the emergence of disinformation and misinformation, digital gaps, public apathy, and
cybersecurity concerns. Furthermore, these challenges interact with existing internal capacity defi-
ciencies that include poor or lack of an e-participation strategy, skills deficiencies at municipalities, a
lack of financial resources, questionable leadership, and a variety of technology-related deficiencies.
These factors require interventions by municipal leaders to ensure that the reconfiguration from the
traditional public participation mode to a digital mode is a success. The chapter therefore stresses
the point that any e-participation evolution must be matched with the public’s capacity and that highly
developed systems that no one can use cannot deliver a successful reconfiguration.
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Introduction

E-participation or digital participation enhances democratic governance by direct engagement with the
public in terms of government planning and implementation activities. It also strengthens the legitimacy
of government actions (Plantinga et al., 2023). Stratu-Strelet et al. (2021) narrow the agenda behind
e-participation into two matters. E-participation was not a phenomenon pursued in vain and publicly
acceptable, justification for its use was either legitimacy of actions or enhanced government efficiency.
E-participation encouraged innovation in government by empowering various stakeholders to con-
tribute ideas on matters of interest. It better capacitates the government to deal with policy-related
challenges and problems by harnessing external knowledge, including that of experts, who form part
of the public (Randma-Liiv & Lember, 2022). However, Coelho et al. (2022) note that e-participation,
as systems driven and controlled by governments, has also been known to increase citizen apathy and
disengagement. The risks and benefits they carry depend on many simultaneously interacting internal
and external factors that emanate from the public on the one hand, and from the municipality on the
other.
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The objectives for this chapter are to discuss how South African municipalities can reconfigure them-
selves to support inclusive digital public participation (e-participation) in the digital age. The sub-ob-
jectives are to interrogate core challenges and deficiencies that hinder local government’s attempts to
move towards an e-participation model. It ends with several recommendations on how municipalities
can navigate past the challenges and deficiencies identified. The study done for the chapter relied
solely on secondary data in the form of literature from South Africa and beyond.

Understanding public participation

Public participation is a broad concept that encompasses various methods used to involve people in
addressing public issues (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). It includes both in-person and online processes
that allow citizens, who do not hold office or perform an administrative role, to actively contribute their
ideas, concerns, and values to governmental decision-making (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). Although
definitions vary, public participation generally involves interactions such as information sharing and
listening to collaborative problem-solving (Hugel & Davies, 2020). Effective participation requires a
bi-directional flow of information, in contrast to one-way communication and consultation processes
(Hugel & Davies, 2020). Public participation enables citizens and experts to contribute to governmental
decisions (Akerboom & Craig, 2022).

Arnstein’s ladder model illustrates public participation as a power struggle between political leaders
and the public (Gaber, 2020). Gaber (2020) notes that, according to Arnstein’s ladder, various levels of
public engagement are considered part and parcel of public participation, regardless of how uninvolved
the lower levels are. At lower levels of public participation, political and administrative actors speak and
the public listens and follows. As a society moves up the ladder, public voices become more audible, to
the point at which the public control the decision-making at public entities. However, it is argued that,
in reality, public administrators often manage and determine the extent and manner of public involve-
ment, which affects how democratic or restricted these processes are (Eckerd & Heidelberg, 2020).

Key debatable issues regarding public participation have focused on who the public is, what the form
and type of participation is, who is involved and to what end does the participation occur. The South
African Constitution’s definition of public participation centres on “communities” and it is, therefore,
people-centric rather than organisation-centric. In some sources, the definition of the public is wide and
includes businesses and institutions — in fact, any entity not classified as government (Randma-Liiv &
Lember, 2022). According to Levenda et al. (2020), successful public engagement requires recognis-
ing the diverse and pluralistic nature of the public, and ensuring that marginalised groups are included
in decision-making processes. They see the public as a heterogeneous group that includes those who
are normally marginalised or minoritised in community affairs, with the end goal of their engagement
being joint decision-making (Levenda et al., 2020). Levenda et al. (2020) argue that public participation
can be indirect when it involves people’s representatives speaking for them, and direct when the peo-
ple are engaged on a rather personal level, i.e. with no intermediary between them. In both instances,
the people and their intermediaries are considered the public.

The United Nations Sustainable Developmental Goal 16.7.2: “Ensuring inclusive and responsive de-
cision-making for sustainable development” notes that public participation at various levels of gov-
ernance is part of human rights under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights of 1966
(UNDP, 2022:2). This suggests that participation should be beyond consultation and that it should be
active enough to empower the public (in all its forms) to be involved in public decision-making. In South
Africa, this kind of thinking is reflected in the Constitution, specifically Section 152(e), which states the
role of local government is, “to encourage the involvement of communities and community organiza-
tions in the matters of local government”. This section legally defines public participation, not as activity
within municipalities, but as one of the core reasons why they exist. Legislatively, this is captured in
the Municipal Financial Management Act and the Municipal Structures Act. Section 6(d) of the latter
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Act states: “establish clear relationships and facilitate co-operation and communication between it and
the local community”. Thus, constitutionally and legislatively, one might argue that public participation
is a well-covered area. Of further importance is how this constitutional and legislative imperative is
reflected in the reality of local governments in South Africa.

Understanding Public Digital Participation

The terms digital age and digital technologies convey different meanings to different stakeholders -
pretty much like the term public participation (Akhmatova et al., 2022). In this chapter, they are looked
at from a local government-community perspective. Digital age is defined simply as an era in which
society experiences an increase in the use of computer-supported or computer-driven technologies
(Akhmatova et al., 2022). In this chapter, this era includes the 4th Industrial Revolution (4IR) era, which
is also driven by computer technologies. In local governments and governments in general, digitaliza-
tion is often looked at from an e-government or e-governance perspective. With this in mind, the digital
age can be described as an era of these two broad technological manifestations in local government,
each of which comes with various derivatives, for instance, smart cities, e-voting, and so on (Blom &
Uwizeyimana, 2020; Enaifoghe and Ndebele, 2023).

In an attempt to create a consistent understanding and development of digital public participation in
government, the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) (2022) devel-
oped an e-participation index (EPI), which is part of an e-government development index (EGDI) and
is outlined as the following:

* E-information: enabling quick and on-demand accessibility to public information.

e E-consultation: information and communication technology (ICT) systems that support citizen
contributions to policy and service developments/changes.

* E-decision-making: systems that allow citizens to participate in government decision-making, in-
cluding policies and services that affect communities.

Recognizing the need for and importance of local government engaging the public, UNDESA (2022)
launched the local online service index (LOSI), which also includes an e-participation component. The
LOSI is measured across four dimensions. The institutional framework dimension of LOSI includes
strategy, organizational structure, relevant legislation, and open data policy, while content provision
(the second dimension) assesses the online availability of essential public information. The third di-
mension looks at public participation and engagement and measures a municipality’s public interaction
mechanisms to support this. The fourth dimension — the technology dimension - examines the tech-
nical aspects of portals, such as accessibility, functionality, and ease of navigation (UNDESA, 2024).

Topical challenges and issues in digital transformation

E-participation as a digital transformation is a demanding process. This comes with various topical
challenges that affect the success and continuation of the transformation. Globally and locally, the
major issues relating to digital public engagement between government entities like municipalities and
the public are disinformation and misinformation; apathy; non-participation and exclusion; and cyber-
security and trust. Also, the role of artificial intelligence (Al) in public engagement, which is discussed
briefly later. These are by no means the only topical matters, but the literature consulted suggests
that these are the ones that are widely discussed and relevant to the South African local government
environment.

Disinformation and misinformation

While digital public participation improves the rate at which the public consumes information, it carries
the unfortunate risk of disinformation. Within the community-municipality interaction process, disinfor-
mation is when one or more stakeholders involved in digital public participation processes deliberately

52



