Urban Land Matters

Democratic Urban Governance
A Development Action Group Publication

QuickTime™ and a
decompressor
are needed to see this picture.

What is democratic urban
governance?
Governance refers to the way an institution does business.
Democratic urban governance happens when the State:
• allows citizens to influence decisions through effective
participation;

Democratic urban
governance is only
possible when the
State, community
groups, trade unions
and the business
sector agree to a
partnership

•

makes it easy to obtain information;

•

is open about decisions and processes;

•

reports and explains expenditure and progress in public;

•

uses the wealth and natural resources of the country to uplift
the poor;

•

makes it possible for the poor to realise their human rights;

•

promotes fairness among all citizens.

Democratic urban governance can only work if communities are
organised and involved. Being involved does not mean giving up
the right to disagree or to protest. However, there must be
communication between Government and communities for
democratic urban governance to work.

‘if all the work of the urban experts is done in isolation from the
poor, those who are meant to benefit from it, then it will not
solve the problem" S’bu Zikode, Abahlali baseMjondolo

How does
democratic
urban
governance
work?

Our city is not managed according to the principles of democratic
urban governance. The way land is managed deepens poverty and
poor communities and other interest groups are excluded from decisionmaking and have little access to information. These groups are
marginalised. The city managers have not produced a citywide plan
that assures marginalised groups that their needs will be met. This causes
people to feel isolated and rejected in their own city.
Under democratic urban governance:

Citizens are more
powerful when
they are
organised and
proactive

•

Power is not concentrated in one part of the State;

•

Communities influence decision-making;

•

Relationships exist between the State and communities where
different needs and interests are negotiated;

•

The poor and marginalised have a platform to speak, be heard
and to listen;

•

The city works towards realising the rights of marginalised groups.

Participatory budgeting
Porto Alegre in Brazil is an example of an inclusive city. Since 1989
participatory budgeting has been the main form of participation in the
city. This means that citizens are involved in setting priorities for spending
the city’s budget. Also, officials account publicly for expenditure. The
lives of the poor have improved and they have more dignity now that
they feel ownership of their city.
Citizens participate through district and sector-based assemblies. The
Council makes the final decision and usually takes the assemblies’
recommendations very seriously.
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This kind of participation relies on constructive relationships between the
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city managers and the different communities. It also relieslorem
on ongoing
involvement of communities.
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Democratic
urban
governance
in practice

The City of Cape Town has not adopted this approach, but there
are a few opportunities for democratic urban governance. Every
year DAG participates in the Western Cape Provincial Legislature’s
(Provincial Parliament) oversight work on the Department of Local
Government and Housing. All provincial departments must submit
annual reports detailing the progress made against their plans for
the year to account to the Legislature for their activities and
spending. The report is discussed in the Provincial Parliament at a
session that is open to the public. Civil society is invited to make
inputs and ask questions on the report during public hearings. The
Legislature makes certain recommendations for future
performance based on these discussions.
DAG uses the Annual Report Hearings as an opportunity to assist
community organisations to hold Government accountable. DAG
trains and assists community groups to develop their comments,
make submissions and to participate in the hearings. In the past,
the Legislature started monitoring important issues raised by
community speakers. This led to improved communication
between the communities, decision makers (politicians) and
implementers (officials) on how to address community concerns.
The South African Constitution and several laws allow for platforms
and improved communication between Government bodies and
citizens. The IDP is the central planning point for local
development. Many cities similar to Cape Town recommend a
type of IDP process to improve urban governance, even though
they experience some problems with the process.
In Cape Town, communities also find that the IDP process is
imperfect. However, it is the most important platform that exists to
influence decisions about your local area and your city. It should
be included in your strategy to win your community’s demands.
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Integrated
Development
Planning (IDP) is a
platform for
democratic urban
governance
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Towards deeper democratic
urban governance
DAG believes consistent commitment and practice of
democratic urban governance is necessary. Through DAG’s
projects and campaigns aimed at government officials, policy
makers and community leaders, we aim to:
• build active citizens through encouraging and
educating individuals to play their role as citizens;
• strengthen the voices of the poor by assisting them to
express their demands, to participate in policy
discussions and to realise their socio-economic rights;
• build political awareness in the community to deepen
their understanding of the links between civic and
political issues and between local and national issues;
To help your community
participate in decisions affecting
you, contact
Ardiel Soeker at
Development Action Group
Tel: +27-21-448 7886
Fax: +27-21-447 1987
Email: dag@dag.org.za
101 Lower Main Rd,
Observatory 7925
Cape Town, South Africa
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• promote effective citizen participation in urban
development processes.

DAG supports democratic urban
governance because it can lead to a
more inclusive city based on a social
contract between Government and
citizens.
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