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Abstract: The city of Cape Town has invested in ICT capability. The city has successfully implemented a 

powerful ERP system and is completing several projects such as: setting up an optical fibre network, improving 
GIS, eProcurement and other services. All these will impact highly on the provision of transactional services to 
citizens. But what about their other needs for housing, sanitation, security, legal environment and other 
community infrastructural facilities, the poor resolution of which is leading to fierce demonstration and 
sometimes to violence? Are their needs heard? Are they even articulated? Who is supposed to be listening to 
them? Are there opened channels for that purpose? Are there electronic channels? Are there mobile channels to 
carry through the expression of community needs? This paper explores the use of mobile technologies in 
achieving Community Articulation of Needs in the city of Cape Town, and using Actor Network Theory (ANT) 
it builds a case study of mParticipation by analysis of a specific instance:  the enactment of a bylaw for liquor 
selling hours. ANT is applied to data gathered from document reviews, interviews and observation, and unveils 
dynamics favouring and impeding community articulation of needs; for example, the weaknesses of the mobile 
technology channel despite the availability of ICT capabilities to all public participation stakeholders. 
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Introduction  

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” (Department of Public Service and Administration 1997).   

Previously South Africa was under a legally established racial segregation system known as 
apartheid, enforced by the National Party government between 1948 and 1994. During that period, 
the majority of non-white inhabitants of the country saw their basic human rights curtailed; as a result, 
when the country returned to democracy in 1994, that majority was heavily handicapped. As a matter 
of fact, apartheid induced a “two speed” educational system and constrained access to technology for 
“non-whites” communities (Joyce, 2007): hence these communities arrived in the web and Internet era 
– at about the same time as the new constitution - with poor preparedness in comparison with the prior 
rulers of the country.   

The government is organised around three spheres or levels of legislation: national, provincial and 
local representation. The national government works with the national parliament, nine provincial 
executives with nine provincial parliaments and local government works at the level of city and rural 
municipality. Jurisdictions are spatially overlapping but the focus is on the size of the task at hand. 
National spheres deal with overall policy and the strategic decisions that are intended to realise it. 
Provincial spheres focus on matters within the physical space of a province and are a conduit for the 
realisation of national policies with appropriate re-adaptation where needed. Cities and municipalities 
are the closest to the citizen and deal with daily issues and the quality of life: they are the service 
delivery hand of the government, and ultimately they are responsible for implementation of policy. 
All spheres have legislative powers, from national to local, and respectively enact acts of Parliament, 
provincial acts and bylaws.  

The South African scheme of public participation, whereby the needs of communities should 
actually be heard, was designed after the example of the Brazilian city of Porto Alegre, where the 
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process was run at the level of the municipalities – as close as possible to the citizen (Department of 
Provincial and Local Government, 2007c).  Some progress has been achieved.  At the transactional 
level it is possible in South Africa to deal with corporate and personal tax issues on-line, and there is 
increasing use of text messages to inform citizens in different ways using their cell phones.  

The network readiness rank of South Africa in the world has recently been assessed as 61st: 
“... fairly stable at 61st place overall, with notable strengths in the first-class quality of its market 

(25th) and regulatory (23rd) environments, characterized by a well-developed financial market (6th) 

and venture capital (39th), favorable laws relating to ICT (32nd), strong intellectual property 

standards (27th), and low software piracy rate (18th), among other advantages”.(Dutta & Mia 2011) 
South Africa's overall eGovernment index rank is 97th with an eParticipation rank of 64 out of 184 

(UN 2010). There are at least as many SIM cards in circulation as there are people. Mobile operators 
have implemented cutting edge services on their networks and cover all the populated parts of the 
country.  

Hence there is a generally positive context within which to proceed with eGovernment and 
eParticipation, and mobile services are in place.  It is not surprising therefore that, researchers have 
already suggested ways of implementing m-Government to fit South African needs, all calling for a 
synergy of stakeholders (Maumbe & Owei, 2006). The merits and benefits of mobile technologies are 
the focus of much interest at present, and this paper considers mParticipation as a feature of m-
Government in the same way that eParticipation is a feature of eGovernment. 

The city of Cape Town has invested heavily in ICT capability. The city has successfully 
implemented a powerful ERP (Enterprise Resource Planning) system that has delivered significant 
benefits, for example in dramatically improving the collection of rates and taxes, and is completing 
several projects like setting up an optical fibre network, improving GIS, eProcurement and other 
services. All these will impact highly on the provision of transactional services to citizens. But such 
innovations as these contribute little to citizen’s other needs for housing, sanitation, security, legal 
environment and other community infrastructural facilities?  Poor delivery of these basic services is 
leading to fierce demonstration and sometimes to violence. Are the citizens even heard when they 
make representations? Are their representations even articulated? Who is supposed to be listening to 
them? Are there open channels for that purpose? Are there electronic channels? Are there mobile 
channels that can carry the expression of community needs to a place where there will be a response? 

This paper explores the use of mobile technologies in achieving Community Articulation of Needs 
in the city of Cape Town, and using Actor Network Theory (ANT) it builds a case study of 
mParticipation by analysis of a specific instance:  the enactment of a bylaw for liquor selling hours.  

From eGovernment to mParticipation in the City of Cape Town 

The European Commission has funded numerous research projects within the boundaries of 
Europe, with the objective of exploring, understanding and describing eParticipation initiatives:  

“… efforts to broaden and deepen political participation by enabling citizens to 

connect with one another and with their elected representatives and governments, using 

ICTs”  (Avdic et al., 2008; Tambouris et al., 2007).  
The Democracy Network of Excellence known as “Demo-net” is one of them. That project brings 

deep insight on eParticipation, by providing research directions, research network, working 
definitions, case studies, first hand findings, frameworks, models and relevant theories (Avdic et al., 
2008; Tambouris, Liotas, et al., 2007; Tambouris, Macintosh, et al., 2007). Getting online deliberation 
right is seen as critically important, for that is seen as the foundation to making eDemocracy work (De 
Cindio et al., 2010). Unfortunately Africa is not Europe and Demo-net was not extended to African 
communities. Would it have worked there?  Questions arise with regard to cultural, infrastructural or 
financial variations that might be found between Europe and Africa. 

Research has brought some understanding of the factors influencing implementation of 
egovernment in developing countries (and therefore eParticipation), varying from examination of the 
overall approach (Heeks, 2008; Hawari & Heeks, 2010), through the fluctuation of readiness indexes 
(UN, 2010; Dutta & Mia, 2011), to specific set of elements within the whole (Bagui & Bytheway, 
2010; Bwalya, 2009; Kaisara & Pather, 2011). This research reveals momentum towards 
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m-Government, compelling all progressive governments to open quickly, effectively and efficiently a 
mobile channel in their eGovernment design (Kushchu & Kuscu, 2003). 

The trend is driven by the impressive adoption of mobile communication technology systems, 
networks and services by the public: there is now a public need and demand to now connect with 
government via that channel (Kushchu & Kuscu, 2003). That immediately raises the issue of mobile 
participation, often referred to as mParticipation, in particular because of the penetration of general 
mobile services in developing countries (Ghyasi & Kushchu, 2004). 

In line with international trends and best practices, the government of South Africa devised 
strategies and plans for all spheres and started to adopt/enact eGovernment with laws, policies and 
standards based on the acquisition and the use of ICT. These strategies and plans are evident in a 
range of documents and sources1 . 

In order to locally achieve nation objectives in terms of mParticipation, the City of Cape Town 
adopted policies including cellular infrastructure development, city languages, and public engagement 
(City of Cape Town 2002a; 2002b; 2009).  

All government spheres have websites and portals where a plethora of information is availed to the 
public, for example: http://www.dpsa.gov.za, http://www.capegateway.gov.za and 
http://capetown.gov.za.  

The Government of Cape Town has chosen to go the ICT route, following a ‘Smart City’ strategy. 
An Enterprise Resource Planning system has been deployed in order to clear out the backlog of a 
kaleidoscope of legacy systems (113 systems and 70 interfaces) dispersed throughout the 7 municipal 
authorities which were merged to form the city of Cape Town. The city billing and procurement 
systems benefited from it; then a Geographic Information System (GIS) was incorporated to improve 
planning; human resource management  (HR) was moved onto it; a complaint notification system 
called C3 system was plugged into it.  Beyond the ERP implementation, the ‘SmartCape’ initiative 
put PCs in libraries for the public use; the construction of a whole optical fibre network throughout 
the city is being undertaken; new safety systems to monitor and control crime are being implemented 
around toll numbers, GIS, and other police databases. 

 

Community mArticulation of Needs 

The most important objective of public participation is to carry the needs and opinions of citizens 
in communities through onto the table of the government decision maker so as to inform and 
influence decisions.  

The ‘public sphere’ concept (Habermas, 1989) suggests balancing the availability of knowledge of 
the subject matter amongst stakeholders so that they could advance the common goal in accordance 
with their singular interests. That is intended to improve the articulation of community needs and 
opinions. Henceforth, for this study, the notion of “Community Articulation of Needs” or CAN has 
been devised to indicate government processes of information, communication and public 
participation and the place of the citizen in governance. There are calls for greater public involvement 

                                                      
1  Documents include the ‘Batho Pele’ principles directing the quality of service delivery; Information technology policy 

framework and  planning guidelines, Minimum Information Interoperability Standards (MIOS) and it handbook, and 
policy for the use of Free and Open Source Software (FOSS) for the South African government, for successful 
implementation of eGovernment; legal initiatives like electronic communication transactions and security acts; and 
agencies like the State Information Technology Agency (SITA) and the Independent Communications Authority Of 
South Africa (ICASA), the Government Information Technology Office Council (GITOC), Electronic Communication 
Security (Pty) Ltd, the Universal Service and Access Agency of South Africa (USAASA), and the Independent 
Communications Authority of South Africa, the “.za” Domain Name Authority (.za DNA) to realise the strategies 
(Farelo & Morris 2006; Department of Public Service and Administration 2007; Department of Public Service and 
Administration 2008).   For the running of Local Government in the city of Cape Town, other documents and sources 
evidence the change including Local Government acts dealing with the functioning of municipalities, prerogatives and 
finance management (Republic of South Africa, 1999; 2000b; 2000a; 2003); the role of municipalities within the 
national strategy (Republic of South Africa 1994; Republic of South Africa 1995; Department of Provincial and Local 
Government 2007a; Department of Public Service and Administration 1997); and framework and guidelines for 
implementation of public participation (Department of Provincial and Local Government 2007b). 
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and implementation and strengthening of deliberative initiatives in order to unfold participatory 
governance and better deliberative democracy (Dryzek 2005; Dryzek & List 2003; Fischer 2010; 
Fishkin 2009; Häikiö 2009; Rios Insua et al. 2007). These ideas are supported by an emphasis on the 
possibility of community deliberation and social choice (Dryzek, 2005; Dryzek & List, 2003; Sen, 
1995; Sen, 1999). They allow for considering a process that informs participants of the public Sphere 
ensuing into the expression of valid needs and opinions. Thus, the CAN “process” is seen to include:  

• at first an engagement process (education and advocacy of governmental capabilities, 
administrative processes, rules of participation, etc.); 

• then an individual expression of her/his needs,  
• the community gathering of needs,  
• the mining of needs or perceptions (where necessary),  
• the choice of needs to be fulfilled or moderation of perception captured,  
• the translation of chosen needs (linguistic, regulatory, procedural and ethical conformation),  
• the prioritisation of needs (agreement on the importance),  

the submission of needs (acknowledgement of reception and feedback on follow up).  
 
CAN embraces all sources and stakeholders groups as suggested by Taylor and Bytheway (2006) 

(see Figure 1), including information from Monitoring and Evaluation activities, from ombudsman 
institutions, from the media, as well as government information (see Figure2); with the intent of 
reducing information asymmetry between stakeholders of public participation.  

One outcome of CAN would be validity of engagement with government (using an agreed 
terminology, sequence and channel), truth in the exchange (recalling the real) needs or perceptions 
from the community, and government legitimacy through inclusion, accountability and transparency. 
The process is supposed to inform and influence the government decision making by mitigating 
public participation information provision insufficiencies, by legitimising the government, and by 
improving accountability and transparency. It is all about putting forth a community choice, a social 
choice reconciled to a deliberative democracy as described by John S. Dryzek and Christian List 
(2003).  
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Figure2: Landscape of Community Articulation of Needs (CAN) (source: Authors) 

 
ICTs have the potential to create a platform that aggregates all activities inherent to CAN into a 

single “Community electronic Articulation of Needs”, or CeAN. Beynon-Davis (2003) conceptualised 
eDemocracy around interactions between citizens in communities, and interactions between citizens 
and the government: that is where CeAN sits as an ICT supported communication process of 
community ‘online deliberation’ (De Cindio, Macintosh and Peraboni, 2010) and government 
collection and consideration of the product of that social choice.   

This study was limited to only considering mobile technology so that it will be about “Community 
mobile Articulation of Needs”, or CmAN.  

The objective here is to look at perceived and actual differences between existing methods of 
participation and mobile-mediated Participation, as seen by the participants. 

The City of Cape Town By-law relating to Liquor Trading Days and 

Hours 

Cape Town is a place where almost all religions on earth have a venue. The cultural mix is highly 
heterogeneous, coming from African Bantu, Northern Africa, Caucasian Europe, Eastern Europe, 
Asia, India, America and other regions. Values, usages and beliefs are sometimes significantly 
different and more than half the population is between 16 and 55 years of age (Statistics SA, 2010). 
When dramatic differences in opinion about the availability and consumption of alcohol are mixed 
with a young largely unemployed population, problems can be expected.  It follows that following a 



CIRN Prato Community Informatics Conference 2011 – Refereed Stream 

6 

 

provincial move to regulate liquor sales and consumption (Province of Western Cape, 2008), the city 
devised a bylaw restraining liquor-related practices and started consultations with stakeholders (City 
of Cape Town, 2010). 

The consequent outrage from businesses, members of the public, and some communities broke out 
into violent exchanges. Some saw a Muslim plot; others viewed some hidden political agenda; others 
considered that the government was just going too far. All these reactions occurred despite the fact 
that rounds of consultation of stakeholders were undertaken as the law required: it all just sounded 
like people didn’t get a chance to hear each other, to get a sense and an understanding of particular 
motives, and to devise a way forward in an articulation of their real needs, opinions and concerns.  It 
seems that communities didn’t deliberate on the issue, even though the web was a theatre for all sorts 
of exchange around the subject.  Something is not clear - there was a clear need for an articulation of 
needs and opinions, the mechanisms existed, there were arguments, but there was no easy or equitable 
outcome.  

This paper now builds on an ANT (Actor Network Theory) analysis of the use of mobile 
technology in Community Articulation of Needs.  

Actor network theory and CmAN 

One explanation of the spreading of innovation is through the creation of a highly influential 
consortium of actors that carries it through.  When innovation fails it can be argued that the primary 
actors involved in constructing the supporting network of alliances didn’t make it right (McMaster et 
al., 1997). This is the domain of Actor Network Theory (ANT). ANT or “the sociology of translation” 
(Law, 1992) is a method of investigating socio-technical phenomenon. ANT originated from the work 
of renowned proponents: MicheI Callon (1986), Bruno Latour (1987) and John Law (1987). It was 
developed with the idea that knowledge lies within social processes like consultation, conceptual 
systems like the structuration of CAN within public participation, and material artefacts like the 
technological infrastructure that constitutes the mobile channel in mParticipation (Callon, 1991; 
Latour, 1992). It considers agents, communities, organisations and machines as actors that interact by 
means of actor-networks.  

In ANT, an actor is a human or non-human entity that is able to make its presence distinctively 
perceived by other actors of the network (Law, 1987). Actor-Networks here are heterogeneous 
networks of mutually constitutive resources and actors, ensuing with an actor being understood as also 
being a network as well (Callon & Law, 1997). That particular characteristic has two facets:  

• an actor can be thought of as a ‘black box’, the content of which need not be considered even 
though it might contain other networks or further complex intricacies (Callon,1987);  

• similarly, a whole network can be ‘Punctualised’ into a single point, as an actor in the 
network, thereby masking its inherent complexities (Law, 1992). 

ANT is a constructivist approach that postulates to give to the human and to the non-human the 
same analytical treatment, use the same vocabulary in the process and allowing or considering 
humans to associate or interact with non-humans as if they were human, and vice versa: respectively it 
is built upon agnosticism, generalised symmetry and free association. Applied to CmAN, it would 
mean, in such a network:  

• humans (individuals in communities, in specialised organisation and in government) and non-
humans (community organisations, businesses, local governments, cellular phone or backend 
ICT infrastructure) can and should be regarded as being of the same kind,  

• they would be called actors and networks, 
• relationships can exist between human and non-human elements.  

To illustrate this, a mobile phone would be able to charm a prospective owner into changing her or 
his behaviour; equally the prospective owner would be able to create some trouble within the device.  

The network here is the context for a ‘continually negotiated process’ that maintains its cohesion 
and its existence. Actors are only considered in relation to, and not separated from, other actors or 
parts of the network. Networks are characterised by the degree of alignment of interests (common 
history and shared space), coordination (adoption of convention, codification, and translation 
regiments) and irreversibility of iterations of the network. 
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ANT defines the constitution of a network within a model of translation, comprising four principal 
moments or stages: Problematisation, Interessement, enrolment and mobilisation of allies (Callon, 
1986). Problematisation is a process that defines the problem to be solved by the emergence of the 
network. In this moment, key actors strive to delineate the nature of the problem and develop a 
solution to be implemented, for which they also determine the role of other actors. These key actors 
attempt to establish themselves as an ‘Obligatory Passage Point’ (OPP) which must be negotiated as 
part of the solution (Tatnall & Burgess, 2002). 

CAN strives to carry community needs through to local government decision makers in such a way 
that they can use it within the canvas of norms, regulations and capabilities under their leverage. 
Clearly, for all the technology that might assist, there will be a degree of negotiation and obligation 
involved.  

Interessement is concerned with engaging with and imposing on other actors, identities and roles 
defined during the problematisation. The processes here can be based on coercion or negotiated 
engagement from key Actors, coming between the targeted actor and some others they were 
associated with, to redirect the interest of the targeted actor towards their own (Law, 1986).  

Concerning CAN, interessement would be about public awareness and engagement strategies, 
policies and initiatives around the use of mobile technologies for articulation of needs, and a general 
jockeying for position between the actors in a context where concepts of power and influence are 
primary, but not always clearly understood and by no means stable in nature. 

Enrolment sees aligned interests coming together. Acknowledging that roles were previously 
allocated and accepted, actors now set out to act upon them, leading to the institution of a stable 
network of alliances. The group of primary actors will grow accordingly, contributing towards the 
maintenance of that stability. Such a network or portion of a network can be considered a ‘black box’.  

CAN roles are occupied in order to organise events, collect submissions, and inject them to the 
decision making process, via available channels.  

Mobilisation happens when a stable nucleus has formed around the proposed solution to the given 
problem. Actors are then encouraged to enrol yet others into the network. Hence, maintaining the 
alignment of interest remains of the utmost importance to prevent the opening of the ‘black box’, 
leading to the possible destruction of the network.  

Experience in CAN indicates that alignment of the key actors can easily lead to quite different 
kinds of success and failure, as seen by the different role players.    

Within the ANT framework, innovation is translated, following an inertia generated by certain 
actors in the network (Tatnall & Gilding, 1999) and ANT looks at the formation of that network. The 
key question here is:  what differences might eventuate in the case that mobile technologies are used 
within CAN (in which case we have CmAN), and how can that be understood by examination of 
evidence of the four moments in an actual case?   

Research Objectives 

This paper considers CmAN as a socio-technical network constituted with humans (community 
members, councillors, line managers and agents of the city), structures (Citizen Based Organisations, 
Non-Governmental Organisations, city council, policies, and bylaws) and technology (mobile phones, 
backend systems). CmAN translates the common interest of actors (here public participation 
stakeholders) to express their needs and opinions to the relevant governmental body, using the mobile 
channel. 

Given the closer interdependency between the human and technological elements of CmAN, and 
the nature of the processes and activities involved, the overall objective of the research reported here 
was to examine the potential for ANT research methods to elucidate the factors affecting successful 
mParticpation in the context of local government in South Africa.  

This paper now proceeds with an explanation of the research methods, the presentation of findings 
and discussion, following actors throughout the CmAN network, in order to draw conclusions about 
the state of the process and the consequences of the use of mobile technologies.  
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Research Methodology 

The question addressed in this paper is to know what helps and what hinders the process of 
community articulation of needs (CAN) within public participation, and how the involvement of 
mobile technology might enhance it. 

The methodology used for this study follows a qualitative approach in line with its exploratory 
aim. The methods utilised included literature and document reviews to learn more about definitions, 
declared capabilities, initiatives, legal environments, demographics and other economics; also focus 
groups and semi-structured interviews to get perceptions, attitudes and expectations of stakeholders 
for one another; also observation at meetings in order to get a sense of what the actors went through 
and what might have influenced the determination of their attitude. These activities all informed the 
development of an Actor Network Theory analysis of CmAN in the city of Cape Town from which 
final interpretations were derived. 

Interviews and observation of actors 

Interviews and observations were conducted between October 2010 and March 2011. The study 
undertook 16 interviews, 1 focus group and 7 observed meetings during that period.  

a) Interviews 

A limitation with the interviews presented here was that the respondents were all required to have 
a mobile phone and could afford the minimum cost expected for it maintenance, hence they tended 
not to be the poorest within the community. 

The tables that follow present a selection of commentary from interviews and observations.  On 
the government side, in Table III responses came from two actors: the Speaker of the city council and 
the city Chief Information Officer.  In Table IV, evidencing some of the material that comes from 
community is drawn from an interview with a representative of the Long Street Resident Association 
(LSRA) – one of the most active and vocal community based organisations within Cape Town. 

Table III: Interviews of local government representative 

Issues Speaker (2011) City CIO (2010) 

Public 
participation 
structure 

A local government politician is in the 
front line, communicating with the public. 
More than a national politician and even more 
than a provincial politician.   

We have a public participation policy in 
the city of cape town; 

And then we expect from the councillors 
to do foot work 

 

Perception of 
public 

People travel, the wards are big, some of 
them travel by taxi, and they don't have cars. 

Old people doesn't have computers, they 
don't have the technology and so on. Sms we 
do...and then also, old people don’t have 
cellphones...  

How do you use technology if 50% or 
more of the people is not equipped with 
technology? 

For instance for 'smartcape' 
As resistance to invest into it were to 

say that people had other more important 
things to think about, and they were 
illiterate... 

 

Awareness 
of PP 

That's a big concern isn't it? 
We must reinforce that... 
I would like to see local government as a 

subject in schools and service delivery. 

 

Benefit s of 
ICT 
implementation 

But they get sms, they are on our 
databases; 

 

Government does not understand that 
you can use technology 

And we extended it with SmartCape so 
that on the phone they can look at email. 



CIRN Prato Community Informatics Conference 2011 – Refereed Stream 

9 

 

 

 

Table IV: Interview with Long Street Resident Association representative 

Issues LSRA (2011) 

Public 
participation 
structures 

Members are residents, probably about 75% are resident; 
I found it very difficult to make sense of it. So the first year of existence of the LSRA 

was dedicated to understand how does this network works, who are the major role players, 
who actually make decisions. 

Perception of 
Government 

But there is this thing of... Euh...it's a bit of a black hole. 
 

Awareness of 
PP 

I think people interact with government and I think it's quite historical... They... It's 
very personal. 

Benefit s of 
ICT 
implementation 

So if someone doesn't have access to a computer or to internet, unfortunately they 
won't be able to be part of it. 

ICT capacity 
There was an initial website; I am using social media as the engine. I have an email 

database, which I use when I send out to people with a request for information.  

Mobile 
channel 

I am trying to keep cost down, and sms is ... The interesting thing with that website is 
that it is actually also viewed as mobile. 

I feel reluctant to contact people with their cell phone because as you know it's very 
personal... No, not sms ... They (Government) send out emails...  

The liquor 
bylaw 

For instance for the liquor bylaw, the website really helped. I still have to get my head 
around it if it is a good or a bad thing. 

I don't think that government likes it... Because it seems that they have been exposed 
in a sense... 

 
Theses interviews show important differences of perception between individuals in communities 

and Government, about what they are, their attitude to the other, literacy, eskills, access to mobile, 
and their awareness of the process of Public Participation. Furthermore they indicate that online 
deliberation happens, but it product does not make it through to decision making.  

 

We first wanted the municipality to use 
computers, now they are using them more 
and more  

Now we should have citizens 
responsive 

City ICT 
capacity 

We have the capacity.  
We have the people; we have skills to talk 

to them on community base matters. 
 

Then we said let give them adsl and 
laptops. Mweb was offering adsl line at a 
very competitive price 

But it didn't fly, specially the laptop on 
the reason it could distract the councillor 
during the meeting 

Every email going to the councillor is 
checked as well as everything going out. 
Everything is checked and logged and 
recorded; the websites visited, everything. 

We do outsourced things like ICTs 
literacy training, using private service 
providers. 

Mobile 
channel 

You lost me a bit on the technology. Most of the ideas for the moment are 
around using sms 

I think what they see in sms is a broad 
mean for actually communicate with 
people; 

The liquor 
bylaw 

Go and read the media, the speaker 
stopped it. 

It is going back to council now. 
If there is an outcry from the community, 

you must listen. 
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b) Observation 

Excerpt of observation of City council meeting 23-02-2011: 
The meeting was around the mayor Draft budget for the city of Cape Town and was representative 

of observations performed elsewhere. 
 
“I was here in the quality of member of the public, which is open to anyone.  

20 to 30 members of the public were present. They were mainly members of media groups (press, radio and 

television, journalist, photographers and cameramen). A member of traditional powers (‘Koisan’ 

representative) was present and some representatives of CBOs. 

The agenda of the meeting was on paper. 

The mayor made his address in English. It was followed by a series of questions on the topics of the draft 

budget. 

Then it was given time to councillors to report on the advance of running projects, issues in their localities, 

their actions, and the needs and opinions of the communities they were representing. 

The exchanges were done in English and Afrikaans. African native councillors didn't speak in their 

languages but in English. 

Some of them complained not understanding what was told and about the quality of the translation in 

English of the submissions. 

8 councillors were having their laptops on the table and were using them... Some were having their mobile 

phones on the table in front of them. 

The executive councillor in charge of corporate services congratulated her department and added a word 

towards the promotion of the use of ICT and the results of using that tool that the city was enjoying. 

The executive councillor in charge of safety reported on bringing IT innovation in safety programs 

It was all sounding like a board meeting where only board members have a say and that only maters.” 
 

In summary, despite being opened to all, council meetings are poorly attended by the public, 
languages are not evenly expressed reference of public choice and preferences are rather scarce. 
Moreover, the promotion and the use of ICT means are not prominent enough to conclude of an 
effective uptake. 

Translation of CmAN in Cape Town 

The data for this section was collected via document review, observations and interviews. The 
findings are analysed throughout ANT translation steps. The story leading to the development of 
CmAN will be told following ANT process steps, with reference to the literature, observation and 
interviews; and interpretation will be derived from them. 

a) Actor, actant, network, punctuation rules, OPP 

Taylor W. And Bytheway A. (2006) identified a set of 4 interacting conceptual stakeholders for 
community informatics: Individual, Businesses, Community, and Government. The paper endorses 
them for CmAN, and adds a fifth one formerly embedded within the lines of communication between 
them: ICTs. That consideration was made to comply with the requirement of generalized symmetry of 
ANT.  
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Hence, evidence of CmAN actors, it was obtained as depicted on the table (Table V) that follows:  
 

 

b) Problematisation 

At this stage of the translation, the focus is on problem identification and the development of 
solutions and strategies to achieve objectives. 

The problem to be solved is the improvement of CAN using the mobile channel in Cape Town. 
The solution to that problem involves providing the government with mobile capabilities and getting 
the other stakeholders to buy into the proposed solution. That means strategising and planning on how 
to get there, implementing the intentions, running and assessing them.  

A priori, the government of South Africa positioned itself as the OPP, by setting up the rules as 
provided by the legal environment described earlier. The government of the city of Cape Town 
inherited that position at it level, and enacted and invested in ICT and developed systems.  

c) Interessement 

This moment of translation recalls all the efforts by the government to promote its strategy and to 
work towards its implementation; the legal environment and existing investment in ICT do not suffice 
to achieve CmAN.  

One of the most important issues of eGovernment implementation is at stake: government 
transformation that will properly accommodate new technologies and achieve the organisational and 
procedural changes that are necessary for success.  

Interviewees mentioned resistance to investment and pointed at the difficulties experienced by 
some decision makers, as well as members of the public and businesses trying to get in contact with 
government using the new technology.  

Another issue inherited from the Apartheid era is the lack of e-skills within the majority of the 
population being decades behind the skills commonly found in developed countries and amongst the 
advantaged portion of the population. 

Another issue to impede the progress of adoption of the mobile technology for CAN in the public 
is their perception of the government which was seen as non responsive, “ a Black hole” - which adds 

Table V: Cape Town CmAN actors (source: Authors)  

Actors Individual Community ICTs Business Government 

Definition Members of a 
community 

Organisation 
representing 
communities 

IT system for 
CmAN 

Organisation 
for profit with a 

stake on 
eParticipation 

Government 
Spheres and 
institutions 

Some 
Actors 
considered in 
the South 
Africa context 
of Cape Town 

Inhabitant and 
relative to Sub-
councils 16 and 
17 

 

CBO 
CSO 
NGO 
Churches 
Mosque 
Temples 
Office of the 

public protector 
South African 

Human rights 
commission 

Mobile phone 
ERP 
GIS 
eProcurement 
Citizen 

Management 
system (CMS) 

IT 
infrastructure 

Mobile 
Technology 

C3 notification 
system 

IT industry 
Service 

providers 
Manufacturer

s 
SITA 
Accenture 
SAP 
Gartner 
 
Other 

industries (health, 
food, agriculture, 
transport, 
entertainment) 

Organised 
crime 

National 
Government 

DPLG, DPSA 
DOC 
DOST 
SITA 
Parliament 
 
National 

council of 
Province council 

 
Provincial 

Government 
 
Local 

government 
Local 

Government staff 
City council 
Sub-council 
Ward 
Councillor 
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to the public perception of the government as being almost totally ICT illiterate, while they show 
skills to interact with one another using web capabilities on a PC, or on a mobile phone, even on the 
move - things that officials are not yet well acquainted with, it is believed.  

The mobile channel, despite a strong backend system, is rather very weak. Respondents said that 
they have never received a ‘sms’ from a government department or from a city official; furthermore, 
that channel is only considered for ‘sms’ because it is what officials so far deem useful and 
understandable. But ‘sms’ is still too expensive for the average mobile user to be considered as an 
effective way of interacting with government. However, mobile web applications like Mxit or Twitter 
are gaining in momentum within the public. But these applications, and Internet service providers, 
mobile operators are private businesses. Local government does not understand or is reluctant to go 
that route, it seems. 

Furthermore, even though the national framework on Public Participation provides for councillors 
to use any means at their disposal for public engagement, the city policy is rather vague when it 
comes to technology ‘cellphones, website, Internet and email to community organisation’. There is no 
word on social media, mobile web and other applications where the people go more often. In Cape 
Town it’s still all about what the speaker called ‘foot work’. There is little prospect of achieving the 
benefits that are seen elsewhere, for example in the Demo-Net project, and this examination of 
Interessement reveals barriers to successful transformation that are too significant for CmAN to be a 
reality in the Cape Town context. 

d) Enrolment  

National Government did set roles for all stakeholders of CmAN within its strategy documents, 
policies and laws. 

Local government as the service delivery arm should foster public participation, reaching out and 
opening up to all the other stakeholders or actors of that network, via any channel available. For many 
reasons evident at the interessement phase, there is still a long way to go.  

Individuals are expected to participate by submitting their views to government whether via an 
organisation or on their own capacity, by any means, electronic or not, especially for those availed by 
local government. Poor perception of government, high cost of communication, or unclear mobile 
communication channel are some elements not favouring the role of that actor.  

Communities which are visible through representative organisations are expected to bring forth 
their needs and opinions using all legal means that a single individual alone cannot carry. Despite a lot 
of work on the ground to gather the needs, the little consideration that is given to them hampers their 
significance. 

Businesses are expected to accompany the whole process and to play fair to allow underprivileged 
communities some space. Despite being ready to work with local government, they perceive that they 
are still not given the opportunity to make a viable business out of carrying the community’s voice. 

Technology should help to improve the collection of needs and opinions, by allowing to realise 
community deliberation, by speeding up the processing of information, by recording more 
information and availing a direct link between a decision maker and each member of the community. 
It has already gained an important place in individual, businesses, communities and government life, 
but it is not yet well adopted to render possible between all actors. 

e) Mobilisation of allies 

At this stage of transformation, a collective effort is needed to take the use of mobile technologies 
for CAN to a broader public and gain their acceptance of that channel as solving the issue of poor 
articulation of needs. Observations did not bring important evidence of councillors embracing the 
mobile and making of it an essential tool of public engagement; but rather indicated in their attitudes 
how little they are mobilised to push forward the ICT agenda. 

However, it seems that problems identified above prevent further transformational growth. Hence 
despite, all the good deeds undertaken and endeavours performed, for many reasons at interessement 
and enrolment, the result is very little in terms of capability or will to mobilise more allies.  
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Conclusions 

As a developing country aiming to achieve MDGs, South Africa has ostensibly chosen the ICT 
route to support its strategy. A mandate was given to local government as the service delivery arm of 
the government.  Within Cape Town, actions have been taken but results have been disappointing.  
Community unrest prevails and seems to be worsening.   

The application of ANT using data gathered from document reviews, interviews and observations 
in Cape Town, reveals dynamics favouring and impeding community articulation of needs, but in the 
event leading to a failure to effectively use mobile technologies because of a mismatch between the 
aspirations of the community and the capability of government to respond. In ANT terms, the hopes 
and expectations of individual Actors are dashed by the limited extent and quality of the network that 
presently supports them.   

The use of mobile technologies is widely expected to be an important feature of improving public 
participation in government in the city of Cape Town, but it is found that the necessary transformation 
that would enable it is far from complete.  

Problematisation was achieved and provided a momentum for an uptake, but interessement is 
slowing the whole process down with various issues of transformation; Enrolment hampered by 
inadequate interessment does not see all actors acting as their role would like them to, and at the end - 
because of all the issues mentioned earlier - CmAN is not yet taking off in Cape Town. 

Further research will look at ways to get local government to connect with stakeholders using 
mobile technologies by extending this ANT analysis to derive a plan for actions that should lower the 
barriers and make for a better future.  
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