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Abstract 

E-government can be seen as governing through the use of information technology, and 
a key component of e-government is e-participation:  the use of information and 
communications technologies to engage citizens more closely in government 
processes.  Public participation is achieved by a range of means, any or all of which 
might benefit from the use of technology in order to reduce costs and improve 
effectiveness: voting at election time, referenda, consultative committees, public fora, 
community meetings, consumer fora, workshops, interviews, reports and other public 
hearing events.  In South Africa, web and mobile technologies are being used but at a 
transactional rather than a strategic level.  Despite significant investments in 
technology-mediated initiatives, the South African public has a generally poor opinion of 
government services and there are clear tensions in South African society.  A review of 
good practice elsewhere, and the opinions of informed experts, suggests that the 
emphasis must be on the implementation of e-participation rather than the technologies 
that might facilitate it, and also on the adaptation of government processes in order to 
maximise the benefits and free participation from the shackles of traditional methods.   

 

Keywords and phrases: e-government; public participation; e-participation; information 
and communications technologies.   

 

1 Introduction and background 

Public participation has, to a greater or lesser degree, been a feature of government 
ever since the first democracies were established.  Over time there have been 
variations in the degree of public participation according to the mood of the moment and 
the means to participate.   

Today, the wide scale availability of communications technologies raises the prospect of 
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hitherto unimagined levels of participation, but if we look at South Africa (as one 
example of a recent democracy) we find that all is not well.  There are efforts to 
introduce new facilities for participation, sometimes with a high level of dependency on 
technology, but the level of public satisfaction with government services is very poor.   

This paper examines public participation in the South African context, starting with a 
general review of “e-participation” as a feature of “e-government”, and progressing to 
conclusions about the pre-conditions for the successful use of technology in public 
participation.  The paper notes the availability of web and mobile technologies, but does 
not involve itself in the details; as will become clear, the issues are more concerned with 
the processes of participation and the quality of implementation.   

1.1 The emergence of e-Government  

Less than twenty years ago, close on the heels of the Internet, came the World Wide 
Web. A clear sense soon emerged of how ubiquitous the storage and exchange of 
digital information would become, and how it would begin to touch all aspects of our 
lives.  We can now envisage that anyone can produce information, from anywhere, to 
anywhere, and for everybody.  Businesses – struggling to shed the blinkered attitudes of 
twenty or more years work with mainframes – have doubled their efforts to gain 
efficiency, reduce operational costs, find new competitive advantage, and gain other 
benefits deriving from the new technologies.  At the same time, consumers are now 
newly empowered to influence the specification and production of the goods and 
services that they wanted.   

Communities have formed around the capability to communicate and share interests 
and needs.  Suddenly, we were talking about “ICT4D” (Information and Communication 
Technology for Development) and “community informatics” (Bytheway & Taylor, 2006).  
The combination of communications technology in business, communities, government 
and in the life of every individual makes an interesting mixture that challenges all our 
assumptions about our roles as consumers, employees, tax payers, public service 
recipients, or simply community members.   

On the government side, interest in ICT-mediated forms of government has burgeoned 
and the term “e-government” is now an established feature of the modern vocabulary.  
The overall benefits are clearly concerned with improving the quality of public services 
at a lower cost.  The questions arise:  are governments achieving these benefits, and 
are their citizens better off? 

International bodies such as the United Nations and the OECD have worked to promote 
an understanding of e-government (OECD, 2001).  Consulting organisations provided 
definitions of e-government and offer consulting services to governments wishing to 
implement aspects of it (Di Maio et al., 2010).  This is not the place to discuss the 
details of e-government, nor do we need to.  Suffice it to say that there is a huge variety 
of extant ideas about e-government, involving all aspects of what governments do and 
many different kinds of technology.  There are also different definitions, but Macintosh 
provides a convenient definition of “e-democracy” as:  

“the use of information and communication technologies to engage citizens, support the 
democratic decision-making processes and strengthen representative democracy” 
(Macintosh, 2004).   

Here we choose the term “e-participation” to place a clear focus on the engagement of 
citizens, and the role of communications technologies in engaging them.  
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1.2 Public participation in government  

Public participation is complex, because the public can engage with government in 
many ways and at different levels.  At one level – transactional – it is now common to be 
able to submit tax returns on-line and to pay traffic fines (to pick just two examples);  at 
another – more strategic – it is possible to try and influence long term policy making by 
lobbying and voting on-line.  However, the closer we come to the actual formulation and 
implementation of government policy the more difficult it seems to be to influence 
anything.  Early opinions included that:  

“on-line citizen engagement in policy-making is new and examples of good practice are 
scarce”, (OECD, 2003)  

and it has been reported that more than half of all e-government projects fail .   

Experts have since suggested frameworks for assessing the quality of an 
implementation of e-participation, and the prospect of success is still seen as very real 
(Macintosh, 2006; Thakur, 2009; UNDP, 2007)(Macintosh, 2004).   

Of course, success can be seen from two perspectives.  From the citizen's perspective 
success would comprise more appropriate services, more effectively delivered, at a 
lower cost to the individual.  From the government's perspective success might derive 
from these same things (where the views of the public carry some weight) but in other 
circumstances a government might have quite different ambitions – to consolidate its 
own power base and collect more tax revenue, whilst delivering fewer services at the 
lowest possible cost.   

It is worth reflecting on these things for just a moment.   

1.3 The needs of the individual 

According to the OECD it is the need for efficient public service delivery that drives e-
government today (OECD, 2003). And efficient service delivery means to listening to 
people and hearing what they really want in order to provide them with the services that 
will satisfy their needs most effectively.  This means building citizen-centred capabilities 
that will enable access to government information, the articulation of public opinion, and 
the realisation of needed services.   

There are examples of successful technology-enhanced public participation. According 
to Smith, speaking very recently about the United States of America,  

"as government agencies at all levels bring their services on-line, Americans are turning in 
large numbers to government websites to access information and services" (Smith, 2010).   

Smith reports that 82% of Internet users in the USA now go on-line seeking 
governmental information, and 23% of them participate in forums and discussions about 
policies and services.  During the recent passing of the US health care reform 
legislation, there was abundant use of the Internet as the public monitored legislative 
progress, accessed relevant information, and discussed it in endless detail with their 
friends (and, no doubt,  with strangers in chat rooms and blogs).  As well as providing 
access to information, the resultant activity acted as a barometer of what people 
actually thought, thereby aiding those who actually had to take the policy decisions.   

Hence we see that there are nation-wide benefits, but there are also benefits at the level 
of the individual city.  For example, Peixoto reports that Belo Horizonte in Brazil 
achieved successful electronic participation (around a web platform design) that was 
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well received and proved more engaging in terms of appeal and participation than 
traditional forms of participation (Peixoto, n.d.).  

These examples show that ICT has the potential to bring about community 
empowerment, better service delivery, and to improve public participation processes. 

1.4 The needs of government  

Schuler and Day remind us that those who already have power are the ones who might 
first make effective and immediate use of technology, to consolidate and maintain their 
position of power and restrict access to useful information by the powerless (Schuler & 
Day, 2004).  This could be through faulty or inappropriate mechanisms of participation, 
or it could be deliberate.   

An example is provided by Kuzma who noticed that most of the web sites for Members 
of Parliament in the United Kingdom government – intended to be informative and 
participative – do not even meet legal mandates and industry accessibility guidelines 
(Kuzma, 2009). This effectively limited access to information, especially by people with 
disabilities.  This might be seen as an innocent example, originating in incompetence, 
but of course there are other web sites that offer little more than propaganda and (in 
extreme cases) web sites that promote the views of anarchistic groups who pretend to 
operate at the level of government, even if they have no mandate to represent anyone 
except themselves.   

It becomes clear that there is a range of possible benefits and consequences, for the 
individual as well as for the government.  South Africa, as a new democracy, provides 
an interesting example of how the mix of benefit and dis-benefit works.  

1.5 Public participation in South Africa 

South Africa has built, with its 1996 constitution, a scheme for a representative, 
deliberative and participative democracy.  The constitution places an emphasis on the 
participation of all people in government at all levels, because its aim is to repair the 
errors of the past and to create a more just, equal, and peaceful country (Republic of 
South Africa, 1996).  It provides a foundation for institutions, led by parliament, that 
clearly place the people of South Africa within the whole.  The “Bato Pele” philosophy is 
widely promoted and is based on the intention and desire to “put the people first”.   

The South African scheme of public participation was designed after the example of the 
Brazilian city of Porto Alegre, where the process is run at the level of the municipalities – 
as close as possible to the public (South African Government, Department of Provincial 
and Local Government, 2007).  At the transactional level it is possible in South Africa to 
deal with income tax issues on-line and there is increasing use of text messages to 
inform citizens in different ways using their cell phones, such as at the Tlokwe local 
municipality and when the national electricity supplier has to cut services for different 
reasons.   

These technology investments are intended to lay foundations for quality service 
delivery, at the transactional level.  Achieving better public participation in strategic 
affairs presents different challenges.  Numerous technology-based initiatives have been 
launched:  government websites are rich with information from all administrative 
departments and state institutions, call centres have been established to garner 
complaints, compliments and ideas, and the Presidency has even opened its own call 
centre to provide a “direct line” to the President himself.   
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However, after 16 years the country is still a theatre for violent protests about service 
delivery, xenophobic attacks against foreigners, student’s violent strikes, violent union 
marches, and other fierce demonstrations.  The nation exhibits a low level of public 
satisfaction with service delivery as well as a decrease in confidence in the government 
(Marai et al., 2007).  The efforts at conventional public participation – such as 
community meetings, public hearings, consultations and forums – sometimes give the 
impression of being no more than a terrain for confrontation and affirmation of 
dominance by powerful leaders or parties.  Moreover, Piper and Von Lieres find that:  

“poor implementation of public participation policy reflecting significant administrative 
weaknesses, a serious lack of political will amongst political elites to make public 
participation work, and lastly the poor design of these ‘invited spaces'” (Piper & von Lieres, 
2008). 

This nullifies the whole intention.  As a result, it seems that the people of South Africa do 
not understand what is going on, do not feel that they are listened to, do not feel 
empowered, do not feel capable of any influence or control over any of the decisions 
which concern them, and – worse – they see the national capital investment 
increasingly wasted in schemes that reek of self-enrichment and greed.   

It seems that efforts to benefit from the use of technology have had little effect. Although 
significant investments have been made, the impact has been poor and the benefits are 
very limited.  Protests on the streets continue.  Why has this happened, and how can 
the nation now move forwards so as to make public participation work as it should?  

1.6 This paper  

This paper now proceeds, by means of a literature review and interviews with experts, 
to develop a scenario analysis that illustrates possible futures for public participation 
and the consequences for South Africa.  It examines the relevant issues, the use of web 
and mobile technologies and their impact on the processes of participation.  It suggests 
a way of looking at the issues that will assist the future management of public 
participation. 

2 The state of public participation 

2.1 Public participation  

Democratic systems assume an active role for citizens in government affairs; it is 
therefore rather hard to define the boundaries of public participation.  The German 
philosopher Jürgen Habermas introduced the notion of the “public sphere” in 1969 and 
refined the idea in 1989, viewing it as an abstract mediating structure, a communication 
venue where everyone can freely enter and influence the state actions (Schuler & Day, 
2004).  This idea is rather conceptual and it suffers from a need for equal knowledge (of 
the subject) on the part of participants.  Another eloquent early view comes from 
Arnstein who sees eight levels, from manipulation to citizen power – a useful idea for 
monitoring progress when the objective is to empower citizens, but no suggestions here 
on how to make it happen (Arnstein, 1969).  Taylor and Bytheway viewed a scheme of 
interactions between community organizations, government, businesses and 
individuals; a very pragmatic view which divides the stakeholders of the process into 
groups and informs the relationships between them and the multiple roles of the 
individual (Bytheway & Taylor, 2006).  

When it works, public participation fulfils the public need for information, consultation 
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and involvement in government decision-making (Macintosh, 2004).  In South Africa, the 
means of participation might include:  votes at election times, referenda, public 
hearings, public meetings and forums, Indabas and Imbizos, demonstration, protest, 
lobbying, petitioning, government communication, public service delivery and handover 
of memoranda to government.   

It is informative to see how typical participation in South Africa compares with the 
European Union: 

 

Table 1: EU and SA comparative areas of public participation (source:  Authors) 

European Union (EU) South Africa (SA) 

Information provision Government communication  

Consultation Public hearings, demonstration, protests 

Deliberation Indabas and Imbizos, public meetings and forums 

Community building / collaborative environment (principally through CBOs and NGOs) 

Campaigning Lobbying, petitioning 

Electioneering (limited to poster campaigning) 

Mediation (very limited) 

Voting Votes at election times, 

Polling (none) 

 

A more careful examination of these differences would be interesting to undertake.  But 
there are other ways to look at participation:  a democratic government must address its 
internal and external stakeholders, grouped according to their significance and 
influence, for example:  

 parliament 

 specific government departments 

 justice courts 

 institutional offices 

 other governments 

 individuals 

 community based organizations (CBOs) 

 non government organisations (NGOs) 

 businesses  

 media, and even 

 organized crime.  

In everything that it does, a government is enmeshed in a network of power and 
influence that is able to advance or destroy it.  We find that there are multiple modes of 
participation, and multiple stakeholder groups that might wish to participate.  
Administrative and social issues such as authoritarianism, elitism, corruption, trafficking 
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of influence, nepotism, treason, fiscal evasion and mismanagement can all flourish 
when they are invisible to the public to whom the government should be accountable, 
and public participation is a process that should be able to address these issues and 
promote the needs of individuals in the community's best interests.  Good government 
needs leadership, representation, accountability and transparency, which should in turn 
lead to better service delivery, citizen satisfaction and community empowerment 
(Macintosh & Whyte, 2008). 

Finally, in the real world, the processes of public participation are constrained by 
available resources.  The best government and the most co-operative citizens can 
achieve nothing together if there is no means for them to engage.  It is here that we see 
the opportunity to deploy information and communications technology to best 
advantage.   

2.2 Technologies for public participation 

The processes of public participation are complex;  technology should help to manage 
this complexity at the same time that it allows more to happen at less overall cost (as it 
does in other situations, such as in financial services and supply chain management).  
But, as seen earlier, it is widely considered that public participation works best when it is 
closest to individuals and communities, and the potential closeness that comes from 
new technologies is especially interesting.  Portal systems integrate complex legacy 
systems; free and open source software (FOSS) offers a vast range of functionality at 
very low initial cost and offers independence from profit seeking businesses.  
Geographic Information Systems (GISs) help to manage complexities based on 
distance by mapping data to the locations from which it derives. XML offers 
interoperability, Web 2.0 offers the closest kind of collaboration and information sharing, 
and mobile platforms (cellular phones, PDAs) allow ubiquitous availability.  
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Figure 1: E-governance hype cycle evolution  (Source: Gartner research 2004) 

 

In 2004, Gartner’s research analysed the “hype” that comes with technology and 
predicted that in 2010 e-government would be in the “plateau of productivity” (see 
Figure 1).  This consultancy research gives us a view of the dynamics of “best practice” 
but it fails to address the elements of e-government and is strongly biased to the 
technology issues.  It also assumes that all countries would proceed on the same 
timescale.     

Hence, we can see that what is possible and good to do at one time is not necessarily 
true at all other times, but we must remember that even in 2010 many countries are still 
looking for the right way to get started.  Only the lucky few seem to be succeeding. In a 
situation like this, understanding the limited best practice that is evident provides a basis 
for understanding what must be done.  

2.3 E-participation global review 

Let us adopt the term “e-Participation” to indicate public participation in government that 
is mediated by the use of information and communications technologies, and let us 
gather some understanding of what has been achieved in the best cases.   

According to Duta and Mia the ten countries with the best technology readiness are: 
Denmark, Sweden, USA, Singapore, Switzerland, Finland, Iceland, Norway, 
Netherlands, and Canada;  the United Nations consider the best ten e-government 
countries are:  Republic of Korea, USA, Canada, United Kingdom, Netherlands, 
Norway, Denmark, Australia, Spain, and France.  The table below summarises these 
analyses:  
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Table 2:  Technology readiness and e-participation (Dutta & Mia, 2009; UN, 2008)  
(in alphabetical order) 

Country Technology readiness e-Government working 

Australia  

Canada  

Denmark  

Finland  

France  

Iceland  

Netherland  

Norway  

Republic of Korea  

Singapore  

Spain  

Sweden  

Switzerland  

United Kingdom  

USA  

The correspondence between these lists is interesting, if arguable.  For example, Korea 
is often quoted as the most Internet-connected country in the world but Dutta and Mia 
do not rank it in their top ten.   

There is no argument that all the countries with good e-government in place are 
developed, wealthy countries; countries at the other end of the queue are the least 
developed and mostly in Africa.  In the middle are the developing or emerging countries 
like South Africa.   

The network readiness rank of South Africa ...  

“... is stable at 52nd.  The country’s satisfactory performance continues to rest on the ICT 
and business friendly regulatory and market environments (26th and 33

rd
 respectively).  

While the business sector appears quite disposed to use ICT (36th) and to use it well (46th), 
major weaknesses remain in terms of individual readiness (80th) due to a mediocre 
assessment of the quality of the educational system and high ICT access costs.  This partly 
explains South Africa’s low ICT penetration rates and, therefore, its poor showing in the 
overall individual usage pillar (78th)” (Dutta & Mia, 2009).   

South Africa's e-government rank is 97th out of 184 (UN, 2008).  

2.4  Issues, challenges and concerns 

And so we see that success is not only about which technology to choose, it is about 
the context and use of the technology.  Mordini argues that: 

”technology is a social practice that embodies the capacity of societies to transform 
themselves by creating and manipulating not only physical objects, but also symbols and 
cultural forms. In its essence, technology is power” (Mordini, 2007)  

This is a very broadly based view of technology empowering people in their 
environment and in the conduct of their lives.  The empowerment of people through 
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technology needs mastery of its potential, appropriate funding and competent 
implementation.  Hence, IT management issues (for example: governance, architecture, 
interoperability and compliance) must be considered in addition to the process issues 
expressed earlier.  

Implementing e-participation raises issues from the government process administration 
and for the management of technology called to support and enhance it. These are, for 
the more prominent: 

 

Table 3: Government challenges and key issues (Di Maio et al., 2010) 

Area of concern (Challenges) Key issues 

Government IT Strategy and 
Planning 

 What are the best practices in government IT management to 
improve on government efficiency and public value? 

 How will government IT organizations more efficiently manage 
and use IT budgets to meet business needs? 

Government Service Delivery and 
Operations 

 

 How will Government 2.0 and open government initiatives 
transform service delivery and constituent engagement? (Connect 
with it communities social capital) 

 How will COTS (Commercial-off-the-shelf) applications help 
government improve operational efficiency and effectiveness? 
(Portals, ERPs, etc.) 

 How will enterprise information management transform and 
improve government service delivery and operations? 

Government IT Sourcing  How will government successfully implement shared services? 

 How will government benefit from cloud computing and other 
emerging alternatives in IT sourcing models? 

Government Domains  How will packages and vendors help support government-specific 
processes? 

 

Di Maio et al argue that the challenges of e-government can be narrowed in scope for e-
participation (Di Maio et al., 2010).  IT strategy and planning will be geared around 
alignment to government goals for public participation, and driven by the need for 
service delivery to the public.  IT sourcing will look at technology to achieve 
standardisation, integration, consolidation, and scalability, as well as the potential to 
contribute to participation processes within different government domains.   

2.5 Framework for assessing e-participation initiatives 

Happily, Macintosh and Whyte provide a framework that can be used to assess e-
participation on a wide range of considerations ranging from planning to strategic 
concerns (Macintosh & Whyte, 2008):   
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Table 4: Macintosh & Whyte's framework for characterising e-participation 

Dimension  Description 

1. Level of participation what level of detail, or how far to engage citizens 

2. Stage in decision-making when to engage 

3. Actors  who should be engaged and by whom 

4. Technologies used how and with what to engage citizens 

5. Rules of engagement what personal information will be needed/collected 

6. Duration & sustainability for what period of time 

7  Accessibility how many citizens participated and from where 

8. Resources and Promotion how much did it cost and how wide was it advertised 

9. Evaluation and Outcomes methodological approach and results; 

10. Critical success factors  political, legal, cultural, economic, technological factors 

Elsewhere, considering the impact of e-participation, Macintosh and Whyte put forward 
representation, engagement, transparency, conflict, consensus, political equality, and 
community control as key indicators of the consequences.  These indicators might be 
useful in a specific context (a specific implementation of e-participation), but in the large 
sense we need to understand the maturity with which e-participation is approached.  
The United Nations provide a tool for assessing the maturity of e-government (UN, 
2008): 

Stage I - Emerging 
Stage II - Enhanced  
Stage III - Interactive  
Stage IV - Transactional 
Stage V – Connected 

The usefulness of this model is that it helps to acknowledge the work done over a 
longer period of time, as attitudes to e-participation evolve and move to the stage where 
government systems are all interconnected, where there are channels for connecting 
with all the stakeholders of its processes, and where all concerned benefit from the 
investment of time and effort; this will certainly not be the case on the first occasion that 
e-participation is attempted.  

2.6 Summary 

This review of the state of e-participation has briefly examined relevant sources in order 
to show that there has been much talk but only limited success, despite expert views 
about the means to succeed.  We find that the projections of the Gartner group are far 
from met, and it is still necessary to remember that these are early days.   
What is most surprising is that there has been little attention to the vast array of 
government activity within which the public might usefully participate – clearly success 
will be driven by the benefits, and the early signs are that success will first come 
through transactional services that save the public time and save the government 
money.  This, however, is not e-participation it is transactional e-government.  Getting a 
genuine two-way process of engagement in place that makes a real and beneficial 
contribution to the state of a nation is going to take time.    
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3 Expert words on e-Participation 

In order to come closer to home, experts were asked to comment on the state and 
potential for e-participation.  They were from different domains:  a business man 
working in mobile software engineering sector, and therefore having a clear view about 
the technologies, a social activist having a clear view of the social issues, a journalist 
close to current public opinion, and a professor of law understanding the legal and 
constitional issues involved.  They were invited to talk about public participation in 
general terms, the main issues driving the process, issues of using technology in the 
process, what technology could be used and how, and what could be done to improve 
things. 

    

Table 5:  Expert opinion on e-participation in South Africa, from an external point of view 

Expert1 Expert2 Expert3 Expert4 

Public Participation 
happens only for those 
who have means (Rich 
and influential) 

To make the people 
heard in high spheres 
parliament has to have 
space for people to 
participate in debates.  

Issues of participation 
for poor  

Local government do 
not listen to people 

Make people heard, 
which means to have 
his/her preferences 
recognised and 
influence policy and 
budget 

People are not heard 

Protests and 
demonstrations are the 
only means they have to 
get heard 

Political parties are 
heard in parliament 

Forms of active 
citizenship 

Critical citizenship 

Service delivery is 
certainly one of the main 
issues 

Issues of dissatisfaction 
and complaints 

Service delivery protests Service delivery protest 
truly for recognition and 
to show their frustration 

There is an issue 
accessing information 
on government channels 

Information access 
issues 

Not all departments use 
technology 

 

People need to earn the 
right to speak to others 

Problem of elitism 

Civil society needs to be 
rooted in the ground 

Access to the judiciary is 
difficult  

The systems should be 
built by the private 
sector 

Leaders should be 
educated in the use of 
ICT 

Need for cultural and 
electoral reform 

Local areas 

Internet and mobile 
technology (web, 
mobisite, sms, users 
opinion tracking on fora, 
banners, adds on sites) 

Cellphones, sms are key Library campaigns Mobile for protests 

Mobile participation 

Sms comments on topic 

Online deliberation 

People should 
deliberate online 

 Technology can help in 
context where people 
have power 

 

 

The key findings from the interviews are that public participation in government in South 
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Africa doesn’t work properly; the experts envision a design that would be local, culturally 
connected to the people, probably originating from the private sector, with a sense of 
educating both leaders in government and individuals in communities; they see potential 
in internet and mobile technologies to help the process.   

4 Scenario analysis 

So, what about the future?  What is possible to do, to achieve strategic goals and 
objectives and sustain them for a long time?  To answer these questions, a scenario 
analysis of the process has been developed.  

The future is a place where we all would like to go, for just long enough to enable us to 
judge our actions and decisions today, and to then come back and modify them to 
extract the maximum benefit. Usually it is the inability to foresee all the consequences 
or implications of a given decision or action that drives us to an unexpected place.  
Even though the stories that are developed are not true, scenario analysis reveals 
recognisable circumstances that enable better informed consideration of the future and 
allow strategies to overcome situations that may unfold (Aichholzer, 2010). Coates 
states that:  

“the great value of a scenario is being able to take complex elements and weave them into a 
story which is coherent, systematic, comprehensive, and plausible” (Coates, 2000).  

The scenarios which are devised here are built on the exploratory information depicted 
earlier on the public participation process, the introduction of ICT, e-participation, e-
participation issues and challenges, and the frameworks for assessing ICT initiatives in 
government processes.  

4.1 Scenario 1:  “Good to Ideal” 

The country is achieving direct and participative democracy through the use of ICT. 
Government is transformed (re-engineered) through comprehensive implementation of 
sound information and process architectures; the country’s e-readiness is amongst the 
top 30 in the world;  government is representative, accountable, transparent, conflict 
free and consensus oriented, politically equal, and it acknowledges community control 
over its work; Communities (political parties, CSOs, CBOs, CDWs, NGOs, businesses, 
individuals, media) are technologically connected and actively partnering with the 
government.  Citizens are empowered, engaged and committed to the development of 
the community; optimal service delivery is achieved; optimal citizen satisfaction is 
achieved; the digital divide is eliminated; the country's wealth is equally shared 
horizontally, vertically, geographically and socially.  Citizens can access government 
information, submit their opinions, submit suggestions, become involved in government 
decisions and call the government to account concerning their interests.  

Social capital is being optimally managed.  

4.2 Scenario 2a:  “Healthy average” 

The country is achieving a participative democracy through the use of technology.  
Government is transforming internally and offers numerous channels enabling to 
interact with all its citizens, hears their concerns, includes their inputs in its processes, 
entices and supports their local initiatives (working to empower communities);  
Government has implemented a sound information and process architecture;  the 
country’s e-readiness is between 30-100;  Government tends to be representative, can 
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identify responsibility accurately, has limited hidden activities, resolves conflicts through 
processes that are technology-supported, seeks consensus above all, is politically open 
to suggestions and accepts community control over most of its activities;  service 
delivery is well received by communities;  abject poverty has vanished and individuals in 
difficulty are driven towards a better living;  health facilities are accessible to all and 
HIV/AIDS spread is moving from “stabilised” to “decreasing”;  education is provided in 
most circumstances;  the environment is protected well enough for threatened species 
to start multiplying again and the country has few opponents internationally; government 
is able to interact and transact with all stakeholders in all processes;  the country's 
wealth has a firm base and is horizontally equally dispersed on the map.  

Social capital is developing.  

4.3 Scenario 2b:  “Unhealthy average”  

Democratic governmental infrastructure is in place;  implementation of facilities is 
delayed because of a lack of leadership;  government does not know how to use ICT for 
development;  there are nascent initiatives towards well developed information and 
process architecture but no general agreement;  the country’s e-readiness only ranks 
between 100-140 globally because of a focus on the technology not the benefits;  the 
empowerment of communities through technology is delayed, even though there are 
technological tools available with the communities and within government management 
systems;  there are a few interoperable elements in government systems but islands of 
automation remain;  the country's wealth is concentrated in selected places horizontally 
and vertically;  the gap between rich and poor is evident and the cause of envy;  the 
country is a theatre for social tension;  communities are informed rather than listened to;  
communities are not involved in policy and decision making, planning and budgeting 
processes;  service delivery is a concern;  the country has not thoroughly negotiated its 
international relationships, hence its debt is a burden. 

Social capital is mismanaged.  

4.4 Scenario 3:  “Worst case” 

Democratic systems have evolved into elitist or autocratic systems;  government is a 
domination of one class over the rest;  e-government initiatives are limited to websites 
and email addresses;  there is no underpinning design to the arrangement of 
information and the design of processes;  the country’s e-readiness is below 150 in the 
global rankings;  government listens no one;  the official political parties are the 
“communities”, alternative voices are just banned;  development is confiscated;  abject 
poverty occupies extended areas;  there are very poor and very rich, nothing in the 
middle;  horizontally the country's wealth is concentrated in few places;  communities 
are dis-empowered; social conflicts are prone to occur;  conflicts are addressed through 
butchery and there is only one order, there are no representatives of the public to be 
held accountable;  there are only flawed or contrived accounts of government activities, 
most government activities are unknown;  service delivery is haphazard;  the country's 
international partners exploit it resources avidly; national debt is colossal. 

Social capital is limited to those who have, there is nothing for the have-nots 

4.5 Discussion  

At present South Africa can be seen as a “healthy average” country (Scenario 2a), 
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being concerned with healing the memories of a tortuous past and openly concerned 
about the circumstances of all its people.  The country is achieving better government 
using some “best of breed” practices of e-government, but a lot still remains to be done 
in order to achieve the promises of e-participation.  

The national leadership seems unwilling to go for e-participation and still experiments 
with different modes of engagement with the public.  At one extreme there are 
presidential “imbizos” (Imbizo is a term used in South Africa to indicate a forum for 
enhancing dialogue and interaction between government and the people) where 
problems are noted, actioned and responsibility and accountability identified; at the 
other there is a begrudging ministerial visit to a troubled community, with nothing more 
than weasel words and weak promises.  

At the technical level, the “Minimum Interoperability Standard (MIOSv4.1) is in place, 
process re-engineering is happening and internal government systems are already 
benefiting improved inter-connection.  Certain departments, for example SARS, are 
already offering transactional facilities whose use by employers and tax payers is rapidly 
increasing.  This demonstrates that much is now possible and only needs to be 
deployed, as soon as the leadership so decides.   

However, abject poverty is still evident.  The rich are too rich and the poor are ground 
breakingly poor.  The internationally agreed “Millennium Development Goals” (MDGs) 
are not yet achieved.  Significant effort has already been expended to achieve better 
service delivery, but poor consultation processes lead to frustration which leads to 
protests and violence.  

At the heart of it, in most people's view, the proportional representation system gives 
much more of voice to political parties and related partners than to individuals, leading 
to elitism and frustration for ordinary people.  The ordinary people can say what they 
want, but no-one in government has to listen because they are protected from the public 
vote.  They are, in the last analysis, only responsible to their political leaders.   

4.6 Some indications  

Some important indications that can be drawn from the scenarios are as follows:  

 The importance of a dedicated and willing leadership that takes responsibility and 
drives the process at all stages, and works to include all people in government 
policy and decision  making. 

 Successful implementation is dependent on participation and engagement.  This 
can be used as a measure of the extent of engagement and the level of 
empowerment of people through e-participation. 

 Social capital development in communities is very important because it enables 
communities to take ownership of their future and start investing in their own 
success, instead of waiting for everything to come from the government. 

 IT management issues are crucial to success and must be addressed.  
Technology is a supportive element that has the ability to empower those who 
master it well; hence it must be thoroughly managed in order to harvest all the 
benefits that it promises.  

 The focus must be on people.  Everything starts with people and ends with 
people. Processes must be citizen centred.  
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 There is already a body of knowledge concerning the successful implementation 
of e-government, including e-participation.  The UNDP, the European Union and 
the OECD and the USA have developed guidelines. 

 Technology mediated public participation has the potential to transform 
government.  

5 A model for e-participation 

The scenarios reveal a range of characteristics in the implementation of e-participation, 
many (but not all) of which are grounded in either the quality of the technology or the 
quality of the implementation of e-participation.  These two concerns – quality of 
technology and implementation are central to understanding the management strategies 
that will lead to success or failure.   

Consideration of examples of e-participation shows that it is the quality of the 
implementation of e-participation processes that is the more important.  Gartner's model 
of the “hype” cycle has an unhelpful bias towards the management of the technology, 
and it does not assist us to conceive of a properly constructive approach to e-
participation.   

The figure that follows, attempts to summarise the arguments in this simplistic way.  By 
mapping the quality of technology infrastructure to the quality of e-participation 
processes, we can position the four scenarios and see that the route to success is to 
drive from the lower left corner (worst case), upwards (healthy average) and then to the 
right (best case).  Implementations that aim for the lower right hand corner are headed 
for difficulty and disappointment.  

Figure 2:  Positioning the scenarios on a quality basis 

 

Healthy

average
Best case

Worst case
Unhealthy

average

Quality of technology

Q
u
a
lit

y
 o

f 
p
a
rt

ic
ip

a
ti
o
n

HiLo

Lo

Hi

Healthy

average
Best case

Worst case
Unhealthy

average

Quality of technology

Q
u
a
lit

y
 o

f 
p
a
rt

ic
ip

a
ti
o
n

HiLo

Lo

Hi



 

 

 
Proceedings of the 12

th
 Annual Conference on World Wide Web Applications, Durban, 

21-23 September 2010 (http://www.zaw3.co.za) 

ISBN: 978-0-620-48797-9 

 

20 

6 Conclusion 

The aim of this paper was to undertake a review of e-participation, driven by the 
availability of widely available information and communications technologies, and to 
draw conclusions about the problems and patterns of implementation.  An exploration of 
the environment and processes of public participation shows that although there is 
limited success, there are still challenges that face most governments.  The principal 
stakeholders have been designated, some previous models have been indicated, the 
main issues have been raised, relevant technologies have been considered, and 
relevant principles, frameworks, best practices and guidelines have been drawn from 
the literature.  Interviews with experts grounded some of the issues in today's realities, 
as seen by professionals from different disciplines.  

Better government will come from the empowerment of citizens and partnerships 
between state institutions and communities.  Community development, better service 
delivery and social capital maximisation should be the goal of e-government initiatives 
and e-participation is a critical component in e-government.  Implementation of e-
participation is difficult and there is no procedure that ensures it works well every time.  
There is much to be done to improve the processes of public participation so as to gain 
the beneficial impacts on government representation, engagement, transparency, 
conflict resolution, consensus building, political equality and community control.   

The scenario analysis finds that South Africa is, at present, a "healthy average" country 
in the process of healing itself from a tortuous past.  The country is achieving better 
government and is aware of the best practices that are evident elsewhere.  In moving 
forwards, further successful implementation in South Africa depends on:  

 a dedicated and willing leadership 

 development of social capital in communities  

 careful management of IT issues  

 a continued focus on people  

 access to the growing body of knowledge concerning e-government 

 transformation of government practices to accommodate available technologies 

Looking elsewhere for a moment, it will be difficult for underdeveloped countries to 
escape the lack of infrastructure and capability to deliver e-government and e-
participation.  Of course, it is human nature to overcome adversity through 
collaboration, sharing, and transformation.  Numerous organisations and initiatives all 
around the global village are connecting, in a spirit of co-operation and upliftment.  
Experts have argued that geo-political structures are slowly giving way to info-political 
structures (Angell, 2000), and we can be sure that the nature and shape of government 
will continue to change in the future.    
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