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Abstract

The new digital age has become a critical era in which to metamorphose conventional public par-
ticipation into e-participation. This information age has brought digital technologies into prominence
as an alternative tool to augment the effectiveness and efficiency of public participation in various
spheres of government. Despite being almost 23 years into the digital era, the literature still provides
evidence that municipalities continue to grapple to integrate communities inclusively into the affairs
of local government. Therefore, there is growing awareness that ultimate success is dependent upon
robust integration of digital technologies into the public participation system. Digital technologies in
the context of public participation entails the government’s use of social media, video conferencing
software platforms, unstructured supplementary service data (USSD), etc., to communicate with
communities. Thus, digital technologies can efficiently augment the interaction between municipali-
ties and their diverse communities. The study done for this paper used a combination of theoretical
and empirical data to examine the integration of digital technologies into the public participation
system of local government in South Africa. The latter data was collected using a survey interview
schedule. The theoretical grounding of this paper is the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of
Technology (UTAUT). This theory anchors performance expectancy, effort expectancy, facilitating
conditions and social influence as the four principles that help in understanding how governments
and their communities are likely to behave in terms of e-participation. The paper reveals that the
uptake in e-participation is faced with a multitude of challenges, including the digital divide, and lack
of awareness and poor governance within municipalities. The study concludes that the South Africa’s
local governments should develop e-participation policies and legal frameworks that consider the
hybridisation of public participation.
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Introduction

Across the world, practitioners in the public service sphere are continually striving to enhance mean-
ingful participation by citizens in the affairs of governments (Afzalan & Evans-Cowley, 2015; Acharya,
2018). Including citizens in government affairs has significant potential to invigorate public support
for, inter alia, the identification of development challenges, policy initiatives and the amelioration of
potential conflict in service delivery deliberations (Bright & Margetts, 2016). However, the quest to
include the citizenry in public participation at the national, provincial and local levels of government
has been challenging. These challenges are manifold, spanning the modalities for inclusion in the
legislative, technical and financial segments of public participation in its entirety. Hence, reliance on
conventional modalities such as face-to-face public participation is deemed somewhat exclusionary
in nature (Okeke-Uzodike & Dlamini, 2019). The ineffectiveness of conventional modalities is attribut-
ed to the timing and form of physical meetings often resulting in low public participation in municipal
affairs (Chen & Hartt, 2021). The use of face-to-face community meetings inhibits civic engagement
between some adults and their government, due to work or family commitments. This lack of inclusive
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and active participation is driving the pursuit of development initiatives that are not responsive to the
realities on the ground.

In the 21t century, the revolutionary spread of information and communication technologies (ICT) led
to the emergence of what is termed ‘digital public participation’ (herein referred to as e-participation)
(Gerber & Mueller, 2018; Okeke-Uzodike & Dlamini, 2019; Toots, 2019). Incorporating ICT into public
participation methods is an important avenue for augmenting the collaboration between governments
and their constituencies. Employing digital technologies ameliorates the geographic and time con-
straints faced by citizens who want to be actively integrated into the affairs of municipalities (Dwivedi,
Rana, Jeyaraj, Clement & Williams, 2019). The use of digital technologies can allow citizens to en-
gage in public participation at any time and from the comfort of their respective places. Municipalities
across the world are attempting to institutionalise e-participation through public service portals, vid-
eo conferencing such as Zoom, Google Meet and Microsoft Teams, Google platforms, social media,
emails, short message service (SMS) and USSD, and other technologies (Okeke-Uzodike & Dlamini,
2019; Cariolle, 2021). However, African countries (including the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC),
Kenya, Namibia, Botswana and Zimbabwe) continue to be late comers in adopting e-participation ap-
proaches (Arakpogun, Elsahn, Nyuur & Olan, 2020; Nengomasha & Shuumbili, 2020; Cariolle, 2021).
This is due to challenges such as the digital divide, insufficient ICT infrastructure, the cost of software/
hardware, institutional support, shortage of skilled staff and low literacy levels (Arakpogun et al., 2020;
Nengomasha & Shuumbili, 2020; Cariolle, 2021).

The pursuit of a developmental agenda often forces third-world countries to consider investing in pov-
erty alleviation and job creation rather than bridging the digital divide, and this limits e-participation
(Hennen, Van Keulen, Korthagen, Aichholzer, Lindner & Nielsen, 2020). However, the United Nations
(UN) (2020) revealed that African countries such as Mauritius, Seychelles, Tunisia and South Africa
are performing better than others on the continent in the quest to increase the uptake of e-participation
(Okeke-Uzodike & Dlamini, 2019; EIMassah & Mohieldin, 2020; Sausen, 2020). It is important to note
that e-participation in the four African countries mentioned is not at an optimal level; the comparison is
used to show that despite Africa’s challenges, Mauritius, Seychelles, Tunisia and South Africa demon-
strate the potential to capitalise on the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) to improve public participa-
tion. In South Africa, the National e-Government Strategy and Roadmap was developed to “support
the use of ICT in planning and delivering basic services, improving efficiency and effectiveness and
ensuring citizens’ access to government services” (Okeke-Uzodike & Dlamini, 2019: 458). This is an
indication of the inroads made in terms of e-participation in the South African policy landscape. Hence,
this study sought to examine how digital technologies are embedded in the public participation system
of local governments in South Africa.

How are Digital Technologies Embedded in Public Participation Systems?

Public participation and citizens’ participation are used synonymously in this paper. Therefore, in this
paper, the term e-participation also refers to using digital platforms to embrace both public participation
and citizens’ participation. E-participation is an important mechanism being used to promote democrat-
ic, accountable and responsible government (Wirtz, Daiser & Binkowska, 2018). It plays a significant
role in fostering unity between government and the citizenry because it allows diversity (Ahmadpoor &
Shahab, 2019). E-participation enhances the power of self-governance for constituents and improves
their involvement in matters affecting them (Shahab & Allam, 2020). Through e-participation, citizens
can become aware of opportunities and capitalise on them without hesitation, if they choose.

Several municipalities in South Africa have attempted to make inroads into this digital approach through
various mechanisms. One of the metropolitan municipalities in South Africa, the City of Tshwane, took
a crucial step into developing and implementing the e-Tshwane system, which is an online system for
transactions (Okeke-Uzodike & Dlamini, 2019). The e-Tshwane system was essentially put in place to
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