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Table 1. Cases handled by Bataka courts (2011-13).

Cases
Resolved

Cases
recorded

Category

Cases
referred

Cases back to Referred from

Bataka courts

Institutions
referred to

Land matters 36 32 4 Sub county 2 LC2, LC3
Family Conflicts 27 24 3 LC1 3 LC1, police
Small Debts 14 11 3 Police 2 Police, LC 2
Deprivation of 10 8 2 BC 1 withdrawn from
property court
Simple Assault 20 9 11 Police 2 LC1, Police
Child neglect 6 4 2 Probation

office
Abduction 4 - 4 Police BC did not have Police

mandate to handle

Total 117 88 29 11

Source: Bataka court records 2011-13

Courts). It is in keeping with the strategy to empower ordi-
nary citizens to establish their own justice agenda and to en-
gage their elected leaders, duty bearers or service providers,
media and civil society in dialogue and community debates.

The Bataka justice model was implemented in Kyaterekera
and Ruteete sub-counties of Kibaale district. The concept
‘Bataka’ comes from “Omutaka,” which is a ‘Bantu’-speaking
native term that means ‘a native or bonafide resident.” Hence,
Bataka is plural for bonifide residents. The Bataka court mod-
el is based on a historical judicial system in which communi-
ties and members of clans met to resolve their issues on a
daily basis.’. The Bataka courts adjudicate civil cases that
include domestic and family issues and conflicts over land or
succession. World Voices Uganda facilitated the election of
the panel of elders, trained them in their roles and simple ju-
dicial systems and laws, created awareness of the system and
encouraged communities to embrace it.

Unlike the formal courts, Bataka Courts are more accessi-
ble to the poor. The courts are established within the com-
munities, matters are decided quickly and there are no legal
or court costs. The community-based courts are acceptable to
the communities given their historical perspective. The
crimes are considered to be community problems and all citi-
zens are concerned about them. Consequently, the decisions
of the courts emphasize reconciliation and social harmony.
The courts serve to prevent crime because everyone in the
community will share their opinions which are used to decide
the cases (judgment). This fosters greater respect for the law
within the community.

The court consists of a panel of seven elders elected by the

¢ A number of similar informal systems have existed and are still being
practiced in many communities. In Malawi and Bangladesh, almost
80 and 60 percent of all disputes respectively are solved by customary
justice fora. In Bangladesh, such systems are called Salish. In Sierra
Leone, 85 percent of the population falls under the jurisdiction of
customary law, defined under the constitution. In the same way, about
80% of Burundians take their cases to the ‘Bashingantahe.” In Rwan-
da, ‘Gacaca’ courts were also established to assist in view of the case
backload. The Acholi in Uganda still practice ‘Matoput’ with coun-
cils of elders (See Ewa Wojkowska;2006)
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members of the community. The elders must be persons of
moral standing and command respect within the community.
They must also be middle aged, trustworthy and knowledge-
able of the social and political aspects of the community.
Cases are brought to any panel of elders who, in consultation
with the other members, convene a community meeting or
council. The meeting is held in an agreed, central space with-
in the community. Such cases can be decided quickly or at a
day-to-day basis. Judgment can be made within a day unlike
the formal courts that may take months or even years. Cases
are heard in an open space and with the participation of all
community members. Community members assume the roles
of prosecutor and judge. Witnesses are heard from both sides
(plaintiff and defendant) before a decision is made. A judg-
ment is rendered immediately after hearing all of the wit-
nesses. Cases that involve confidential matters, such as con-
jugal issues, are heard in privacy by a few elders. An appeal
to the mainstream systems is allowed, if a party is not satis-
fied with the judgment.

Figure 1. A bataka court session in Kibaale
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Box 1. A case of success: Village Budget Club rejuvenates Luwero restocking project

The government’s cattle restocking project in Luwero District has been in limbo. Mismanagement, lack of supervision and unac-
countability has brought the project to near collapse. Reports show that more than half of the animals that were offered to farmers
of Kasaala parish in 2008 could not be traced. Ms Justine, Kivumbi, Kasaala Village Budget Club (VBC) secretary, says of the
21 cows-worth UGX 8.4 million, which were distributed in the parish, only eight managed to survive until giving birth. The
calves produced by the cows were intended to be passed on to other beneficiaries. “The majority of the farmers reported that their
animals died, but some sources disclosed to us that many of the animals disappeared during the festive season. This implies that
some beneficiaries sold off the animals or slaughtered them to make quick money,” she adds. She explained that of the eight
calves produced, only seven had been passed on to second line beneficiaries who were all men, - by June 2012. Basing on the
period, it was anticipated that by now, the animals would have multiplied to about 42 heads of cattle and benefiting 42 house-
holds. Mr. Wilson Nsubuga, a resident of Kyevunza village, attributes the mess to lack of supervision, which offered people a
chance to sell off or neglect the animals. Nsubuga says since the animals were distributed in July 2008, the Restocking Committee
- ateam that was set to oversee the project, never followed up those who received the animals. “It wasn’t until when VBCs started
asking for accountability that the restocking committee woke up. It started following up on the cattle, but the damage that had
already been done was significant,” he noted. The District Chief Administrative Officer, Mr. Christopher Ssande Kyomya, also
blames the restocking committee for failing to fulfill their responsibilities. However, between April and June 2012, VBCs intensi-
fied their campaigns on the restocking project, mounting pressure to the restocking committee to change its practices. Due to
pressure, the sub-county restocking committee called a meeting to assess the project on June 19" and June 22" 2012 and resolved
to visit everyone who had received a cow, in order to find out the status of the animal. “Those who lost the animals will be asked
to explain and if their explanations are not substantial, they will be asked to refund the cost of the cow, or face Courts of law.
Those who refused to pass on animals as per agreement will face the same fate,” Mr. Lwanga says. This new stance has already

yielded gains, with one woman who had refused to pass on a calf being required to give it to another farmer.

Story by Richard Ale Sunday, FOWODE Field Officer (source- DRT (2012)

3.2 Village Budget Clubs Influence Change at the
Local Level

The Village Budget Clubs (VBCs) are community-based ini-
tiatives implemented by The Forum for Women in Democracy
(FOWODE)’ in Kasaala Parish, Luweero Sub County
(Luweero District). The project seeks to enhance the capacity
of grassroots communities to demand for accountability by
monitoring the Community Development Driven Programme
(CDD), National Agricultural Advisory Services (NAADS),
restocking Programme and public Health services delivery.

VBCs are community groups consisting of 20 members
(12 women, 8 men). FOWODE has worked with four VBCs.
The community selects the VBC members during a commu-
nity meeting. Persons of high character who are respected
members of the community are selected.

After receiving training in budget analysis, monitoring, ad-
vocacy, communication and documentation, VBCs use a
community-based tool to monitor the delivery of agriculture
and health services quarterly, to document emerging issues
and to organize a consultation meeting to agree on issues of
advocacy. VBCs then organise an interface meeting with the
duty bearers and monitors progress in discharging their
commitments.

Issues

community members

7 FOWODE is a non-partisan women’s organization operating in
Uganda. It grew out of the Women’s Caucus of the 1994 Constituent
Assembly (CA) that debated and passed the 1995 Constitution. The
organization envisions ‘a just and fair society where women and men
participate equally in and benefit from decision making processes’.
The mission of the organization is ‘to promote gender equality in all
areas of decision making through capacity development, community
empowerment, policy engagement and strategic partnership.
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raised include lack of transparency and accountability in the
delivery of agricultural services. Other issues include the fail-
ure to disclose budgets; the distribution of seeds at night to
friends and relatives; and the distribution of sub-standard in-
puts and inadequate drugs at the public health center and fail-
ure to provide health outreach.

Figure 2. A reunion of community members

The VBC project increased transparency and accountability
among the service providers at the community level. The
project enhanced supervision and responsibility among ac-
tors. Community members followed up on the service deliv-
ery of health centers and the agricultural programs. As a re-
sult, better agricultural inputs are distributed. The project
enhanced the capacity of the community members to engage
with their duty bearers. For instance, the community of
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Kyevunze petitioned the Chief Administrative Officer (CAO)
to rectify the lack of adequate drugs and immunization out-
reach. The CAO commissioned an audit, which eventually
resulted in reinstating a health officers’ duty roster, recruit-
ment of two security guards (to prevent drug leakage) and the
termination of the health unit in-charge.

3.3 Child Monitors: Where children hold educa-
tion leaders accountable

Universal Primary Education is a human right, a fundamental
component of poverty eradication and one of the Millennium
Development Goals (MDG; Goal 2). The Government of
Uganda, together with other commonwealth countries, is
committed to providing quality and relevant education for all
by 2015. Such commitments follow standards, such as class-
room spaces to accommodate only 40 pupils and being in-
structed by fully trained teachers. In the same way, govern-
ments are required to allocate at least 20% of their recurring
budgets to education. Universal Primary Education (UPE)
enrolment has increase from 2.5 million children to almost
8.8 million today. However, the gains in public primary edu-
cation are being eroded by the deteriorating quality of deliv-
ery and the unchanging school dropout rate.

According to Forum for Education NGOs in Uganda
(FENU 2011), only 23% of children who enroll in primary
schools complete primary seven. In fact, 32% of primary one
pupils drop out of school before primary two. The reasons for
the dropout range from a lack of interest (by parents and pu-
pils), early marriage, early pregnancies, unofficial costs, sick-
ness, inadequate hygiene and poor sanitary facilities, sexual
harassments and child labor.

The average classroom-to-pupil and textbook-to-pupil ra-
tios are still 1:94 and 1:3 respectively. In Masindi, the pupil-
to-desk ratio stands at 5:1 and the latrine to-pupil ratio is
1:95. This facility gap affects the performance of pupils, es-
pecially in rural schools of Masindi and Lira districts. Of the
2,191 pupils that sat for the PLE in 2011 in Masindi only 9%
passed in division one and 54% in division two. Of the 66
schools, 22 had no pupil passing in division one (according to
Masindi district Local government development plan). The
UWEZO Uganda report for 2011 reveals that 93% of the P.3
pupils tested could not correctly read a primary two level
English story and that 87% of the same level could not solve
numerical division sums of primary two level. Therefore
children under UPE are not learning. The Education budget
declined to 14 percent from 17 percent in the period of
2007/08 to 2012/13. The sector is also challenged by delays
in releases of the funds. More than 1,374,000 children of
school age do not attend school despite availability of a uni-
versal education program. Automatic promotion is another
challenge to the delivery of the service. Politicians and par-
ents also misinterpreted UPE as being free. In addition, ab-
senteeism was high among teachers in the Lira and Masindi
districts. In Lira, teachers’ lesson development and lesson
plans were not being developed. Children are stakeholder in
the education service delivery and, if properly involved,
would identify and divulge the root causes of the problem s of
education.
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The two local CSO platforms, Masindi District Education
Network (MADEN)?® and Lira NGO forum (LNGF)? attempt-
ed to address these educations challenges by organizing child
monitoring and child advocacy clubs to influence service de-
livery in both districts.

Both partners implemented a primary education engage-
ment project in the Lira and Masindi districts. MADEN oper-
ated in six selected government-aided primary schools in
Mirya and Kimengo sub-counties. LNGF operated in 10
schools of Lira sub-county and town council.

Child monitors are pupils who the project trained to track
the teaching process in class. This monitoring process is
based on a system of ‘class monitors’ who 40 years ago used
to organize other pupils to collect exercise books for mark-
ing, reported stubborn pupils in class and those who spoke
inappropriate language, particularly vernacular (local lan-
guage). The model tested involved school monitors who were
identified from Primary Five, Six and Seven in 16 primary
schools. These were selected by other classmates and ap-
proved by the head teachers. The two organizations worked
with a total of 288 monitors and advocacy club members.
One half (50 %) of these monitors were girls. The monitors
work for one year, but may be re-selected in the following
year on the basis of merit. These children are trained in moni-
toring, reporting and advocacy.

Each week, lesson monitoring sheets are distributed to the
schools where the monitor daily ticks off only the lessons
taught and cross marks those lessons that are missed. The pu-
pils then sign and submit these to the head teacher who may
act upon some of the issues that arise with the respective
teachers that missed lessons. The head teacher records the
action that she took (where necessary), signs the form, retains
a copy and forwards the original to LNGF, MADEN and the
school’s inspector.

In addition, the monitors and club members utilize sugges-
tion boxes by which other members communicate their issues
of concern. The suggestion boxes, which have been provided
to each school, are opened every week by the monitor or club
members in the presence of a patron (who is a teacher) and a
member of the school’s management committee.

8 Masindi District Education Network (MADEN) is a registered um-
brella organization of all Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) in Ma-
sindi that operate in educational thematic area with the aim of ‘mak-
ing education for all a reality’. MADEN was founded in 2005. Its
core objective is “to harmonize, co-ordinate and to harness the educa-
tional policy and advocacy work by various education actors, such as
learners, communities/children and local governance leadership”.
Lira NGO Forum is an umbrella body of Civil Society Organizations
(CSO) operating in Lira District that was established in 1998. The
organization was the first forum to be established in northern Uganda.
The Forum is a membership organization that was formed to coordi-
nate activities of CSOs, to mobilize resources, to advocate for the
rights of the voiceless and to increase the capacity of CSOs and to
promote networking and information sharing among organizations.
According to the founders, the organisation is a ‘laboratory’ for de-
mocracy (membership based), is a ‘green house’ for civil society. It
facilitates membership capacity-building), coordinates and enables
civil society to stand together and to consolidate advocacy strength.
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Figure 3. A suggestion box
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Figure 4. The education performance model
4. Some of the success of this model

Some level of policy reform and practice has been achieved.
In Lira, the implementers influenced the District Council to
enact an education ordinance to regulate the performance and
delivery of the educational service. MADEN popularized the
UPE policy and community members are responding by con-
tributing to the education service (by feeding students and
paying for educational materials). The Parents and Teachers’
Association of Barapwo Primary school (Lira) constructed a
teacher’s house alongside the one that was delayed by the
district under NUSAF 2. In Kinuuma Masindi, the parents’
committee mobilized the community members to construct
the head teacher’s office).

The projects empowered parents and pupils to engage duty
bearers or service providers. In Masindi, Kigulya primary
school parents rejected a grinding mill that was being
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constructed poorly. As a result, the district terminated the
contract. Children of the pilot schools can understand and in-
terpret the work plan and the lesson plan, as well as the syl-
labus and timetable. Through suggestion boxes, debating
clubs, drama and community dialogues, which are commonly
termed ‘barazas,’ pupils are given a platform by which they
can make known what affects them. One boy of Omito
Primary school in Lira said, “I come to school very early ev-
ery day, but I stay hungry the whole day. I must tell the head-
master this problem through a suggestion box today.”

5. Challenges to the models

The Bataka courts are appreciated by different interlocutors
and boundary partners, such as the Kagadi district magistrate,
the District local government, scholars, members of
Parliament, media and even Justice Law and order sector
(JLOS). However, they have no concrete formal legal proce-
dures that link them to formal institutions of justice. The im-
plementers have attempted to engage government through
policy dialogues and by closely working with three champi-
ons in parliament to enact a policy on informal justice sys-
tems. There is no breakthrough yet, but efforts continue.

There are no measures with which to enforce decisions
made by the Bataka courts. Compared to formal courts which
have the police and other enforcement mechanisms, the in-
formal courts have none. This implies that decisions are often
not binding and so the system mainly relies on social pressure
and social harmony. Nevertheless, citizens’ collective in-
volvement in the civil case litigation matters considerably.

The village Budget Clubs faced resistance from the duty
bearers who provide budget information reluctantly. Some
duty bearers perceive the clubs to be monitors pushed to con-
trol their corrupt tendencies and so they keep on resisting. It
is only through the community pressure that the leaders are
able to divulge and act upon the information.

The child monitoring model created a special child in the
school. This child is envied by other children and some teach-
ers. In the beginning, some teachers resisted the process, but
later embraced it after realizing the benefits. Although the
monitoring process is simple, learning versus monitoring per-
formance of teachers is another challenge that the children
face. The time spent by monitors needs to be examined to
ensure that they do not miss the benefit of lessons taught
while monitoring performance.

6. What we learn from these small interventions

These pilot projects demonstrate the value of collective ac-
tion as Naidoo (2010) and Babbington et al (2008) articulat-
ed. Collective action can be achieved if it is adapted to the
local reality or builds on already accepted community based
structures. Social networks and realities are rooted in the
community. Mwananchi built on social realities that were al-
ready known and associated with in the community. The
Mwananchi program reflects the understanding of Moser
(1996), Krishna (2002) and Deepa et al (1999) that ‘commu-
nities endowed with a diverse stock of social networks and a
civic association will be in a stronger position to confront
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Box 2. Mwananchi introduces’ new monitoring tool to track teachers’ performance

Teachers’ attendance registers are used to monitor their performance in class. But this monitoring system doesn’t guarantee their com-
mitment to teach, as many sign the attendance book and disappear. According to Mr. Ely Achol, director of studies at Ojwina primary
school, it is difficult to track teachers’ individual weaknesses or understand their problems under such a system, since it focuses more
on monitoring whether the teacher reported in at school or not. “This monitors attendance, but doesn’t influence performance. It re-
quires a system that addresses more than one challenge to increase the grades,” he says. Meanwhile, after realizing that performance
of primary schools in Lira district was deteriorating, Lira NGO Forum, organized an interface meeting for all stakeholders in which it
was suggested that a new teachers’ monitoring tool be introduced. Participants opted for a teachers’ lesson plan as a new monitoring
tool to track teachers’ performance. The District Education Officer, Mr. George Obua and administrators of six schools, attended the
meeting. After the meeting, LNGF, in partnership with Development Research and Training (DRT), introduced the teachers’ lesson
plan in the four schools (Lira, Omito, Barapwo and Ojwina) where Mwananchi is being implemented. Within a short period, the
method has started paying off. “Mwananchi programme has made curricula development, a long abandoned practice compulsory for
all teachers. It has made administration very easy since it has controlled teacher’s absenteeism and late arrival,” said Ojwina Primary
School Deputy Head Teacher Geoffrey Okello.

“If it was not for LNGF initiatives, Ojwina Primary School wouldn’t have completed its syllabus,” Mr. Anyii Nelson revealed in a
community meeting held at the school. He said once the system is sustained, he expects the school to perform better in this year’s
(2012) Primary Leaving Examinations. Similarly, Mr Godfrey Dila, Lira Primary school head teacher, says the programme has as-
sisted in restoring order in the schools. “Teachers used to spend much of the time doing their own business, surrendering the classes to
some pupils to lead others in singing. When you hear pupils singing, you may think that teachers are in class yet children are supporting
themselves,” Mr. Dila says. He adds that, due to the absence of the teachers in class, some pupils used to absent themselves from
school. Mr. Martin Echan, the Parents and Teachers’ Association (PTA) chairperson of Lira Primary School, confesses that while using
old tools, it was difficult to achieve change even though teachers were always asked to change their attitude. Lango Koran {primary
School Head teacher, Mr. Raymond Ayo (where practice was emulated) admits that he first resisted the approach, but he appreciated it
after it saved him from running after teachers.“During the orientation process, I resisted the teachers’ lesson plan scheme. I thought it
could not work. But within just a month, the scheme has simplified my supervising role. Currently, we complete our syllabus on time.”

Story by Rita Edwe (March 2012)

poverty and vulnerability.’

It is true that the right development approach is ‘best fit,’
rather than best practice. Best fit or working with existing
institutions is what the Mwananchi program tested. Working
with community-based structures empowers a community to
solve their problems quickly in an affordable and in ways that
they are associated with using community based initiatives.
The three community-based innovations have shown that
building on locally-based processes within the communities
will promote citizens voice and accountability. The three in-
novations do not discriminate on the basis of class, age or
wealth. Everyone in the community benefits, irrespective of
socio-economic status. Bataka courts ensured harmony and
reconciliation between people.

7. Conclusion

Development must emphasize ownership and empowerment
of citizens to take charge of their situations. Collective action
is the key to sustainable development. This can be made pos-
sible if the development process works with the already exist-
ing informal, non-electoral mechanisms that give citizens
power over their officials and voice in the political decision
making process. The models presented in this paper can be
replicated in villages and other areas of low population to
bring improved accountability and citizens’ voice in service
delivery.
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Abstract. In order to reinforce the capacity for action of local African communities, international organisations
support “participatory” projects that encourage greater local involvement in the implementation of actions.
By adopting a well-designed approach, with realistic projects that address precise needs, local communities
can be given the techniques and resources for their economic and social emancipation, thereby combating
poverty.

This mainly qualitative and documentary research follows activities of an AGAIB, an Agence d’Appui aux
Initiatives de Base (Grassroots Initiative Support Agency) in Togo’s Plateaux region. This organisation has
opted for a form of participatory democracy, enabling communities to take control of their situation through
income generating activities (IGAs) and to participate at every step in projects that they themselves have initi-
ated. To secure the future of these programs, however, and extend them to all Togolese communities, greater

participation is required from the authorities.

Keywords. Self-empowerment, Community, Local democracy, Community development, Togo

1. Introduction

The concept of development can be defined as a se-
ries of more or less linear changes, from traditional to
more modern modes of production, from a daily life
marked by suffering and privation to a more comfort-
able life, made possible by relatively recent progress.
Development highlights the need to maintain or im-
prove people’s quality of life, to guarantee the sus-
tainability of resources, to reduce differences in stan-
dards of living, to promote community
self-sufficiency, and to facilitate the transfer of
knowledge or wealth.

In African countries, and in particular in Togo,
there are many obstacles that impede the dynamics of
development. The incapacity of the authorities to
meet the basic vital needs of their populations, espe-
cially those in rural areas, is clearly evident: inade-
quate educational facilities, poor healthcare provi-
sion, and dismal levels of access to safe drinking
water. In 2006, a national study revealed that only
17% of children aged 11 were enrolled in the last
year of primary school, and that infant mortality was
high, at 77 for 1000 births (DGCSN, 2006). Aware of
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this situation, the government and its international
partners put in place action programs to improve
standards of living. During the 1990s, however, and
a large part of the following decade, these projects
were doomed to failure by macroeconomic misman-
agement, lack of transparency in the investment of
public resources, democratic deficit, and incompati-
bility with local realities.

All partnership and development perspectives call
for a new organisational ethic, founded on local com-
munity initiatives and participation. New approaches
have emerged, with the goal of putting people at the
heart of development and driving home the message
that communities should be the artisans of their own
development: self-empowerment for men and wom-
en through local organisations.

The aim of this research is to propose, by starting
out from the “AGAIB method”, a better match be-
tween the real socio-economic aspirations of local
communities and public development policies. In
terms of democracy and participation, the AGAIB
has opted for transparency in the management of its
activities, enabling communities to take control of
their situation through income generating activities
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and to participate at every step in projects of which they are
the main initiators.

Local democracy—based on the active participation of the
beneficiaries and the fulfillment of the relevant conditions—
is a pre-requisite for local community development.

2. Scoping the issues

From the economic perspective, when we speak of develop-
ment, we refer to all of the technical, social, demographic and
cultural transformations that accompany growth in produc-
tion. It is therefore a concept that reflects the structural and
qualitative aspects of growth. It can—indeed must—be as-
sociated with the idea of social and economic progress: im-
proving living standards, educational levels, and well-being
for the entire population (Rehim, 2007).

All of these theoretical proposals rely on factors that often
ignore the real needs of populations and frequently lead to the
failure of programs. Another cause of failure is corruption
among some of the actors involved in these initiatives, a phe-
nomenon that is found in the communities themselves, within
peasant groups (Amouzou, 2005). “In practice, [...] in Togo,
the humanitarian cause has become something of a golden
calf, sparking merciless competition. Denunciation, corrup-
tion, political blackmail, clientelism, nepotism, destabiliza-
tion campaigns, secret deals and coalitions, anti-competitive
agreements, embezzlement, poaching of staff... it'’s all there”.
(Atchrimi, 2008: 266).

The country’s socio-economic situation is partly to blame
for this state of affairs. But humanitarian practices are also a
key factor. The procedures for selecting one NGO, to the det-
riment of another, force NGOs to establish their credentials.
Once the calls for tenders have been sent out, each organisa-
tion tries to respond by showcasing, in the context of their
projects, anything that the donors might find persuasive.
Since nothing can be done without their financial backing,
the criteria on which these arguments are based are given
very careful attention.

To win the brief, specialists, who are sometimes members
of institutions, are called in. “The role attributed to them, by
virtue of their knowledge, is not unlike that of a good sales
technician tasked with closing a contract deal. Besides, there
is nothing exaggerated about this comparison: at the end of
the day, winning the call for tenders is synonymous with get-
ting paid” (Atchrimi, ibid.). The competing organisations
therefore stress the quality of their evaluation method, and
the professionalism with which it will be applied, so much so
that the figures and statistics—which might ordinarily be
thought of as indicators of the results, no more— substitute
for the actual results and even supersede them, becoming an
end in their own right.

In Togo, the facts on the ground are that people are suffer-
ing, for example, from the lack of access to drinking water.
The problem is more perceptible in rural areas, where hy-
draulic installations are few and far between, and most of
them are inoperative. The visitor to the Plateaux region soon
realizes that the main priorities for the poorest communities
are of three kinds: access to education, access to health-
care, and access to drinking water. On top of which comes the
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need to have access to funding for income generating activi-
ties, a consideration made even more salient by the impact of
the food crisis. What is more, these communities are trained
and supervised by the Project so that they can participate
more effectively in their own development. The poor track
record of the actions attempted thus far gives even greater
legitimacy to a community’s right to have a say in decisions
that affect it.

Participatory development presupposes greater transpar-
ency, a larger role for local organisations, and respect for hu-
man rights, which includes efficient and accessible legal sys-
tems. It is about promoting the introduction of an alternative
system of management, of expressing needs, and of imple-
menting projects, by getting the beneficiaries of the programs
to pool their efforts as part of a local dynamic built on the
community-based management of their problems. These ini-
tiatives are considered to be innovative; they are the conse-
quences of the political and economic democratization pro-
cess on which Togo embarked in 2005. There are now an
increasing number of forums of expression for local actors.
The approach we present here is founded on community par-
ticipation, which is seen as the process by which people are
empowered to get involved, actively and genuinely, in deter-
mining the questions that concern them, in making decisions
about the factors that affect their lives, in formulating and
implementing policies around the planning, design and deliv-
ery of services, and in pursuing the actions undertaken to
make change happen.

The experience of the AGAIBs, (Agences d’Appui aux
Initiatives de Base—Grassroots Initiative Support Agencies)
offers a prism through which we can arrive at an intelligible
analysis of the contribution made by participatory models to
community development. After years of experience in the
practice of participatory local development, it is important to
understand in what way the AGAIB approach has contributed
to reducing poverty in certain areas of Togo’s Plateaux re-
gion. This paper sets out to analyze the characteristics of the
AGAIB approach by using the following questions as a start-
ing-point: What are the components of the organisation’s ap-
proach? What is innovative about it, and how does it contrib-
ute to the issue of the sustainable development of local
communities in Togo? How can the authorities appropriate it,
with a view to rolling it out nationwide?

Our basic postulate is that the success of community devel-
opment projects supported by the AGAIBs is due to the in-
volvement and participation of the beneficiary communities.

3. Methodological and theorical frameworks
3.1 Institutional framework

The institutional mechanism for the implementation of the
projects is as follows:

3.1.1 Central level
The Project Orientation Committee (Comité d’Orientation

du Projet, COP), made up of representatives from the govern-
ment, the donors and civil society, is chaired by the Minister
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of Grassroots Development, Crafts, Youth, and Youth
Employment. The Minister of the Economy and Finance is
the senior vice-president, and the Minister delegated to the
Prime Minister with responsibility for Grassroots
Development is the deputy vice-president. The Committee’s
role is:

»  To facilitate convergence between the micro-proj-
ects identified by communities and sector develop-
ment plans elaborated at local and national level;

»  To facilitate collaboration with all other poverty re-
duction projects and programs;

*  The Technical Secretariat, made up of a coordi-
nator, an administrative and financial manager, an
internal auditor, a government contract specialist, a
monitoring and evaluation specialist, and a support
staffer. The Secretariat provides the AGAIB with
technical assistance for contracting, financial man-
agement, and disbursements. It also acts as the sec-
retariat for the COP.

3.1.2 Regional level

The AGAIB: made up of a Board of Directors (Conseil
d’Administration, CA), a Coordinator, and a Regional
Approval Committee (Comité Régional d’Approbation,
CRA) to which the projects identified by the communities are
submitted.

The Board comprises seven members, including three di-
rectors from the civil service (the Regional Director for
Development and Planning acts as a statutory member, while
the two others are elected from among the members of the
Regional Technical Services), two directors representing the
NGOs active in the region, and two directors representing the
members of civil society and senior figures of moral authori-
ty. They elect a president from among their number.

The Board members are elected by the Annual General
Meeting. The Board approves the program of activities and
the provisional accounts drawn up by the Coordinator and
monitors compliance with the project implementation
guidelines.

The Coordinator is responsible for the attainment of the
objectives and the results expected from the project at region-
al level. To this end, he organises coordinates, monitors and
supervises all of the activities. He prepares the Regional
Approval Committee meeting, finalizes contracts, and en-
sures the physical and financial oversight of the identified
projects.

The Regional Approval Committee (CRA) is made up of
five members appointed by the Board from among the mem-
bers of the General Meeting. Its mandate is to organise the
periodic monitoring of micro-projects. It meets at least once
every two months, and is convened by the Coordinator.

3.1.3 Local level

The Village Development Committee (Comité Villageois de
Développement, CVD), made up at grassroots
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level, identifies, executes and manages micro-projects for the
community. It is therefore the main executive instrument of
the Community Development Program (PDC). The Village
Chief is the Honorary President of the CVD.

Togo has a total of five AGAIBs, covering the country’s
different administrative regions. The first, in the Maritime
region, was set up in 1998. The four others were officially
created in 2001. AGAIB-Plateaux effectively became opera-
tional in 2008. It provides financial and technical support for
projects in communities with few income-generating activi-
ties (IGAs) and for the construction of community
infrastructures.

Its missions notably include the definition of activity poli-
cies and strategies; it is also tasked with monitoring compli-
ance with the procedures manual, approving the work pro-
gram, and examining and validating activity reports, as well
as the annual accounts presented by the Coordinator. The
AGAIBs also rely on intermediaries, namely the NGOs or
independent consultants who bring their technical know-how
to the beneficiary organisations and liaise with the
Coordinator. The decision to study the AGAIB in the Plateaux
region was based on the fact that this is the country’s biggest
and most agricultural region, and the one with the largest
number of micro-projects: 102 identified out of a total of 395
(DGCSN, 2006)".

The total amount of the project is 17.2 millions dollars (ap-
prox. 7.2 billion CFA francs), divided up among the 5
AGAIBs on the basis of need. AGAIB-Plateaux’ share for the
period 2008-2011 was 2 billion CFA francs (RT, 2008).

3.2 Protocol and methodology

This study focuses on five groupings supported by AGAIB-
Plateaux: four CVDs (Village Development Committees) and
the entire beneficiary population. It draws on the results of a
project set up in 2008: the Community Development Program
(Programme de Développement Communautaire, PDC). We
met with the actors of the project between September and
November 2012. The survey was conducted with two sociol-
ogy degree students recruited for the purpose. We proceeded
in stages:

*  Definition of the issues, drafting of the protocol
and assignment of tasks;

»  The broadest possible documentary research, con-
sulting books, specialist journals, and reports. The
aim of this phase was to take stock of earlier stud-
ies and analyses and to gather any information that
might be useful for the study. It involved compiling
and inventory of the existing literature on the topic;

*  Semi-structured interviews, with local communi-
ties (village and district chiefs, beneficiary associa-
tions and farmers’ groups) and with regional
managers, elected representatives, and union lead-
ers);

*  Focus groups: this component takes account of all
the local groupings and committees on the basis of
their specificities: urban groups, rural groups, and
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women’s groups, as well as groups of livestock
farmers, crop growers and storage workers. Partici-
pants were selected by proportional stratified sam-
pling. In this way, each organisation makes up one
stratum. For the needs of the semi-structured inter-
views, we met with 52 individual members of ben-
eficiary organisations: 37 women and 15 men. The
women—more vulnerable and more affected by
poverty—are also very active, and are more strong-
ly represented in the groups.

The interviews were recorded. They were kept short, so
that the respondents could quickly get back to what they were
doing: this was one of the conditions for agreeing to the inter-
views. The recordings were transcribed afterwards;

*  Processing of collected information,
analysis of content;

e Synthesis and final write-up.

3.3 Limitations of the study

The viewpoint of the people involved in this study represents
only one angle of analysis. For a more complete picture, it
would be useful to consult all of the groups in the country that
benefit from AGAIB support. Given the limited financial re-
sources available, however, this paper will restrict itself to
the perceptions of the actors in the region under study. The
AGAIBs differ in size, in the importance of their projects,
and in their length of existence. This data might suggest that
the conclusions of the study of the Plateaux regions could be
transposed to other development NGOs in Togo.

Another difficulty inherent in the study was that of meeting
with the beneficiaries, who were often hostile to questioning,
suspecting a political purpose behind the survey. As well as
focusing solely on the beneficiaries’ utterances, the study
takes account of certain variables to the detriment of others:
political affiliations, for example, are not addressed. A politi-
cal variable would enable us to assess the validity of certain
answers in an environment strongly marked by the dead
weight of politics and in which the actors very often follow
the dictates of their ideology.

The methodology is based exclusively on interviews.
Given the theme, it would have been pertinent to use the
method of in situ observation for a more complete under-
standing and analysis of the influence of local cultures and
values on new initiatives.

Finally, these limitations should be borne in mind with a
view to further research.

At the theoretical level, the organisational approach de-
scribed here draws its substance from the principles of the
rationality of actors and of individualism.

The principle of rationality, derived from the work of Max
Weber, states that the rational individual gives the reasons
behind his or her action. Weber defines his approach, in
Economy and Society, as a “comprehensive” science that
seeks to analyze the meaning intended by an agent or agents
in interaction with others and, consequently, sets out to
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understand the meaning of all social activity (Weber, M.,
1995).

According to the principle of methodological individual-
ism (Boudon, R. and Bourricaud, F., 1986), it is essential to
reconstruct the motivations of the individuals concerned by
the phenomenon in question. The phenomenon should, in-
deed, be seen as the result of the aggregation of individual
behaviors dictated by these motivations. Methodological in-
dividualism considers the end purpose of individual action
and the intentionality of the actor placed in conditions where
he is forced to react to constraints that get in the way of his
objectives.

From what was said earlier, it appears that the beneficiaries
of support from AGAIB-Plateaux leveraged their rationality
by weighing up the benefits of these projects, which take ac-
count of their realities and their conditions of existence.

4. Results
4.1 General considerations

From the information gathered on people’s knowledge of
AGAIB projects, it emerges that a large majority of the popu-
lation is aware of the organisation’s existence. This can be
explained by the awareness-raising activities and frequent
field visits by AGAIB agents. A key aspect of the AGAIB ap-
proach is the involvement of the beneficiary population at
every stage in the project. It is they, indeed, who initiate the
projects in response to their own needs.

“We’re the ones who asked for the well to be
drilled, to lift us out of misery, so we are all re-
sponsible” one woman' told us.

The financial participation of the communities is also a
success factor, in that it encourages community involvement
in, and appropriation of, projects.

“The school building wasn 't just the AGAIB s do-
ing: we also participated financially. We provided
the land, the sand, the water, the volunteers.
Money alone can do nothing; the local people did
the lion s share, and now we’re going to look after
it properly.”*

On another level, the climate of trust that exists between
the different program actors is worthy of note. It is due,
among other things, to regular financial management
updates.

4.2 Concrete actions

AGAIB-Plateaux organises training for beneficiaries.
Courses focus on project management and bookkeeping. In
the organisations it supports, AGAIB-Plateaux has put in
place a system, backed up by training, to ensure transparent
project management. The organisations have also been
trained in contracting procedures.

To avoid corruption in the form of entrusting projects to a

' Abeneficiary of the project during our field visit.
2 Interview with a district chief from Notsé (a town in the Plateaux region).
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friend or relative, any task that requires the intervention of an
outside technician has to go through a tender process. Bids
are examined in the presence of a national coordination rep-
resentative. All members are also informed of the start-up of
an activity before any funds are disbursed and used. All
groups are issued with account books. All managers report on
their activities periodically.

The grassroots organizations do not possess the resources
to fund their initiatives. The AGAIB finances the projects of
group members living below the poverty line. As a result, it
covers 95% of the budget. The allocated funds and activities
are monitored through follow-up visits by intermediaries:
“we placed the intermediaries so that they would be very
close to the beneficiaries”™ and, as one beneficiary added:
“the follow-up visits allow us to correct our mistakes, and
make up lost time if we re behind schedule. They motivate
us.™

The project has contributed to an improvement in living
conditions. Support from the AGAIB has created jobs. Many
people were without fixed employment, but post-funding
they have become workers, i.e. producers (13,774 new work-
ers out of a planned 14,000: a fulfillment rate of 98%).
Infrastructure rehabilitation or construction work employs lo-
cal labor and injects significant resources into the local econ-
omies of the project zone. Likewise, IGAs have created jobs
for direct and indirect beneficiaries, thereby helping to reduce
rural exodus and prostitution: now that there is work to be
found locally, young people are less tempted to migrate to the
cities—notably to the capital, Lomé—in the belief that they
will find a better life there.

The projects have facilitated the social integration of the
beneficiaries. Work is not only an activity that generates pro-
duction; it is an activity that creates social bonds. The project
that involved, among other things, financing socioeconomic
infrastructure micro-projects (schools, health centers, etc.),
proposing income-generating activities implemented directly
by communities in accordance with their priorities, and train-
ing their members in job creation had very significant posi-
tive social impacts, notably in the areas of education, health,
employment and standards of living. On the health side, the
hydraulic installation built by the project supplies the popula-
tion with drinking water and helps reduce the prevalence of
water-borne diseases.

In terms of community participation in the implementation
of micro-projects, the results are, once again, edifying. The
5% contribution expected from the beneficiary communities
resulted in a genuine involvement in the execution of the
micro-projects. Though severely affected by several crises in
the region (especially food crises), the local populations suc-
ceeded—thanks to their direct participation in decision-mak-
ing, project implementation, and local governance—in im-
proving their conditions. Local men and women participated
effectively in every phase of the project, right from the initial
expression and identification of needs. They worked on the
project part-time, even full-time, often on an unpaid basis.
Only a small group of laborers, notably the youngest, were
paid. The Village Development Committees (CVD) were

3 An AGAIB/Plateaux agent.
4 A project beneficiary.
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able, after receiving training, to play a major role in selecting
firms and signing contracts with them, striving to prevent tra-
ditional practices of clientelism. They were also able to set up
accounts and pay firms, allowing them to monitor the works
and put in place a basic accounting system for financial
oversight.

In the space of four years, the PDC project, by following
this approach, has proved effective in a fragile institutional
context, especially when it comes to rebuilding socio-eco-
nomic infrastructures. More than 580 micro-projects have
been completed since 2008: far more than the 395 planned.
As things stand, in 2012, the quality of the micro-projects is
satisfactory, and the IGAs are profitable, with positive finan-
cial results.

Another characteristic of the project is the creation of
school canteens. This is a very new concept in Togo, where
the usual practice is for schoolchildren, of all ages, to buy
food from women vendors during the break. The food sold is
subject to no health or hygiene controls. Under the AGAIB
project, a number of women were recruited into the groups to
work as cooks and to serve food to the schoolchildren.
Meanwhile, food safety is monitored by specialist services.
The food is distributed free of charge during this experimen-
tal phase. The advantage of this practice is to reduce out-
breaks of cholera—a very frequent problem in this region—
in the school environment. The “labor-intensive works”
sub-component has also yielded satisfactory results. More
than 25,000 temporary jobs have been created for women and
young people between 18 and 35 years of age. The operation
has enabled the reforestation of over 2,000 hectares and the
rehabilitation of some one hundred engineering works such
as water reservoirs and fishponds for agricultural production.
In short, in terms of direct beneficiaries, the project has af-
fected more than 200,000 people.

In total, with the PDC, hundreds of infrastructures have
been created, and thousands of new employment possibilities
will be made available under the labor-intensive works initia-
tive. The project is an appropriate response to the technical
and socioeconomic needs of the local populations.

4.3 Lessons learned

As initiators of the projects, the social actors are involved in
their definition and planning, and in implementing the action
plans. This approach consists in giving a voice to grassroots
communities, enabling them to say what they hope for and
expect in the way of change; it involves them in the design
and definition of development projects, and in implementing
the decisions to which they are committed by bringing in
their local resources. It is, in other words, participatory
development.

In this local mobilisation approach, the AGAIB motivates
communities to “take control of their destiny”. Rather than
supporting individuals, however, it assists groups and village
development committees that are not in a position to create
social infrastructures.

In drawing up the projects and action plans, the communi-
ties know best how to overcome internal constraints relating
to differences of culture and religion between individuals. In
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every site that we visited, the beneficiary actors—and espe-
cially the local dignitaries—particularly appreciated being
brought in on every stage of the projects.

The question of gender is also addressed. As women are
more exposed, female groups and those with a majority of
women are given priority. Most of the women we met de-
clared that the project had allowed them to create income-
generating activities in order to earn a little money and help
cover household expenses such as buying cooking condi-
ments and contributing towards school fees, thereby reducing
their dependence on their husbands.

“Without my wife, my family would no longer ex-
ist. She's the one who pays for the children to go
to school, for medical prescriptions, and for day-
to-day household expenses”.’

The reinforcement of the socio-economic capacities of lo-
cal organisations could change the relationship with the local
administration. Local structures weaken the authority of the
powers that be. Since the “rule” is rather to weaken local
populations in order better to dominate them, this economic
independence will make it difficult for the political masters to
keep the people “in line”. In the event of an election, attitudes
will be harder to manipulate, leading to a decline in political
clientelism. One potential consequence is the development of
a sense of citizenship. The results of the elections will be the
expression of the collective will.

4.4  Shortcomings to be addressed

The analysis of the AGAIB approach pointed to effective
results, but there are certain shortcomings that should be
noted.

In terms of training, it is noticeable that the area of
health has been neglected. There are no awareness cam-
paigns about issues such as malaria, HIV/AIDS, maternal
health, tuberculosis, or diarrheic disorders. The low level
of public education is an impediment to the rapid assimila-
tion of information. Basic literacy classes should be intro-
duced, integrating health education information, to enable
the beneficiaries to confront these problems. But the
AGAIBs’ dependence on the World Bank makes it difficult
to unblock funds in an emergency. Other sources of fund-
ing should be sought, to guarantee the sustainability of the
programs. In this respect, government support will be a
great advantage. The experience of these projects should
enable the authorities to take over from the international
bodies by integrating this approach into public policy and
granting it a significant share of the budget.

There are a number of risks that might prevent the ful-
fillment of the project’s development goal. These include
excessive control over the implementation of activities by
the central authorities and the weakness of counterpart
funding from the communities. Another difficulty for the
project is the non-sustainability of initiatives due to poor
coordination between the AGAIBs and the existing region-
al sector programs, and to all the red tape involved in

> Quote from a civil servant whose wife is a beneficiary of an ongoing
project in the canton of Amakpamé.
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unblocking funds. This situation means that the AGAIBs
do not have adequate resources, at all times, for the fund-
ing of community micro-projects.

5. Conclusion

Development through self-empowerment emerges as a pro-
cess by which a local community organises for better mobili-
sation and use of its material and human resources.

Self-empowerment, therefore, is above all the business of
local actors. It is characterised by a collective awareness that
takes root in a community faced with structural constraints.
The ultimate goal of the approach is to give grassroots com-
munities the capacity to become autonomous. It is the task of
the external partners to create the right conditions to help lo-
cal communities appropriate development values. Only by
getting involved, only by taking on responsibility, can local
populations be truly empowered: self-empowerment is a so-
cial practice, a process that begins when the first develop-
ment action is undertaken. This principle implies a strict rule
of conduct: the local community’s knowledge must be lever-
aged, and local potential fully harnessed, before any recourse
to external partners. In this respect, the AGAIBs, through
their practices, have created a new dynamic that deserves to
be supported. It only remains for the authorities to get in-
volved, for greater effectiveness and greater efficiency, in the
interest of all of Togo’s rural populations.
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Abstract. 30 years of rapid economic development in China has brought about prosperity as well as enlarged
disparity, among which is the dramatic cleavage between rural and urban, a challenge that many developing
countries have to face. In order to achieve a more balanced and integrated development between rural an ur-
ban, since late 2008, the Chengdu Municipality has allocated budget for village level public services projects,
and entitle local villagers the right to decide, monitor evaluate the projects.

Local villagers’ participation usually goes through 3 steps to choose their own village public services proj-
ects, that is, project proposals collecting, decision making, monitoring and evaluating. Village Council,
Democratic Finance Management Group, and Democratic Monitoring Group composed of elected villagers
are set up to make decision and supervise. This participatory budgeting program covers more than 2,700 vil-
lages, 6 million villagers; total annual budget is over 170 million USD, and still expanding and increasing.

This local pilot participatory budgeting and local democracy reform in China is significant, in the sense that
it is exploring improving rural public services, filling rural-urban gap by means of direct villager participation
in village-level public service budgets decision making, monitoring and evaluation, brings transparency and
revitalizes rural community solidarity, though there are still many setbacks and challenges to face. This pilot
reform has enriched international participatory budgeting practices, the loan innovation linked short-term and
medium-term development with participatory budgeting.

Keywords. Participatory budgeting, Local democracy, Public services, Rural, China

than 30,000 records gathered in more than 2,000 vil-

1. Methodology

The article is a brief case study based on research on
villager direct participation on rural village public
service budgets in Chengdu, China, for the past 5
years. The author and research team had dozens of
interviews with local villagers, village cadres, local
government officials, observation on villager council
meeting and the process of how public services bud-
gets were allocated. Besides interviews and
observations, we have collected and reviewed more
than a dozen village documents and records on PB
projects decision making, monitoring and evalua-
tion. Local Communist Party and government policy
documents are also important sources of our data.
And for the past 2 year, we’ve been collecting de-
tailed village PB projects data, now we have more
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lages in Chengdu. All the facts are based on these
data the author has collected, and opinions reflected
disusing with researchers, officials.

2. Background

30 years of rapid economic development in China
since the opening-up reform has brought about pros-
perity as well as enlarged disparity, especially the
gap between rural and urban areas. To narrow the gap
and finally address the development imbalance is a
common challenge facing many developing coun-
tries. In order to achieve a more balanced and inte-
grated development between rural an urban areas, in
2007, Chinese central government designated
Chengdu Municipality as a pilot zone to explore a
balanced and integrated rural-urban development.
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Chengdu is the capital city of Sichuan Province, still large-
ly rural in central Chinese Mainland. It is located approxi-
mately 2,000 km from Beijing and 2,300 km from Shanghai
and is often considered as the gateway to Tibet. At the same
time, Chengdu is one of the fastest growing cities in China in
terms of both demography and economy. According to the
sixth national population census, Chengdu had a population
of slightly over 14 million in 2010. Including those who are
not officially registered as permanent households or
temporary residents, the total population is between 15 and
18 million.

China has four tiers of formal administration under the cen-
tral government. The first level is officially made up of 34
provincial-level governments, in this paper Sichuan Province.
The second level of administration includes more than 300
prefectural-level administrative units, including prefectures
and prefectural-level cities, in this paper Chengdu. The third
level of administration is districts in urban downtown, coun-
ties county-level cities in rural area, there are 20 of such in
Chengdu, 6 of which are considered as urban districts, while
the rest are rural districts. What is called Chengdu would be
considered in western Standard as a Metropolitan Area or a
City Region and covers an area of 12,390 sq km with some
remote villages more than 100 kilometers away from the
downtown

The lowest tier of official administration is townships,
towns in rural and sub-districts in urban. Below the formal
bureaucratic administration tier are communities in urban
and villages in rural, they are autonomous, local people elect
their community or village committee for part of their public
affair administration, but only in rural villages there is direct
election for all adult villagers according to the laws. There
are more than 2300 villages in Chengdu with a population
varying around 1,000-5,000.

Within the framework of Chengdu municipal government
pilot reform policy on integrated and balanced rural-urban
development, one of the fundamental approaches is to invest
heavily in rural infrastructure and rural public services. The
most majority of rural investment is planned and implemented
through local authorities. However, out of the 59 rural public
services classified by local government, 8 would be delivered
by local villages and local villages are required and encour-
aged to participate directly in their local public decisions and
services. !

Since late 2008, Chengdu Municipality allocates a signifi-
cant budget for improvement of village-level public services,
called “Village Level Public Services and Social
Administration Funding”,  Hereafter named Chengdu
Participatory Budgeting (PB). The budgets has covered
nearly 40,000 projects decided by local people and imple-
mented over the 2009 -2012 period in over 2300 villages and
rural communities in Chengdu.

PB in China dates back to 2004 in Xinhe town in the city of
Wenling in Zhejiang Province. Through deliberative discus-
sion, the town incorporated public participation into the
People’s Congress framework, establishing PB that influ-
enced the inner mechanisms of the budgetary decision-mak-
ing process. This created a precedent for engaging the grass-
roots in a public debate on the use of the public budget.?
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Following this, PB experiments were carried out in various
places in China and were a powerful demonstration of public
budget reform and democratization processes in local gov-
ernments. A range of PB initiatives were set up across China,
including in Jiaozuo, Harbin and Wuxi (2005), Minhang and
Shanghai (2007), Chengdu (2009) and Baimiao township in
Sichuan Province (2010).}

Deepening local democracy is one of the features of pilot
balanced rural-urban development experiments in Chengdu.
Judging by official documents reviewed, it seems policy
designers believe local democracy is accompanied with
privatization and capitalization. Rural democracy reform is
firmly imbedded into other reform measures in rural
development, such as rural land ownership, collective village
assets, village farming cooperatives, land leasing and scale
farming, of all have to face collective decision making
challenges brought along with privatization and capitalization.
Take land leasing and scale farming for example, once
landownership clarification reform is completed, as each
rural household has very little pieces of land, it is a most
efficient and cost least way for a farming cooperative/
company to lease the land collectively with villagers’ council
on behalf of all the villagers respectively. Among these
reform measures, rural capital and productive capacity is the
destination, and Chengdu PB is designed as an important
democracy reform measure.

3. Origination of the PB and local democracy
practices

The Chengdu PB and local democracy reform is a local in-
novation originated in rural land property rights reform. The
pilot reform of rural property rights held in Chengdu was an-
other major structural reform following the household con-
tract responsibility system in rural areas since the three de-
cades of reform and opening up.

Chengdu had an innovative reform on rural land ownership.
The reform aims at confirming and verification for each rural
household, the land property rights of homestead land, arable
land and forest land. Then farmers could voluntarily transfer
part of their homestead and arable land property to acquire
land property benefits in the market.

The property right reform is to endow farmers the land
right, and thus make it convenient to transfer the land into
capital. In March 2008, Heming village in Chengdu conduct-
ed an experiment to award the land rights to villagers. The
ambiguity and uncertainty of land property rights was a result
of successive land reforms, land requisitions and redrawing
the land boundaries for several times in Chinese history and
had existed for several decades. This makes it extremely
complicated to redefine the land boundaries. Yet the land
property right is the major concern of the villagers for their
economic interest lies in it and therefore, must be handled
with extra care. The interest conflicts among villagers, be-
tween villagers and the collective, and between villagers and
the government render the redefining work even more diffi-
cult to continue. The land ownership reform stagnated while
disputes and conflicts lasted, and local government officials
were facing enormous pressures to carry the reform through.
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In order to push forward the reform of land property rights,
Heming Village established a village convocation hosted by
several elderly people of prestige in the village to help to re-
define the property rights and regulate the existing disputes.
When local officials found this approach effective in solving
local conflicts, they duplicated it widely to other villages still
stucked in land boundaries redefinition. Very soon, this
village council consisting of respective villagers became an
efficient tool both acknowledged by local officials and
villagers in solving conflicts.

Shortly after land ownership reform, was the rural public
service improvement reform. To avoid similar setbacks
during the early phase of land ownership, and also because of
the policy design that 8 categories of public services should
be mainly delivered among and by local villages, with policy
support from Municipal government, the practice in Heming
Village and experiences borrowed from other regions of
China has been spread in all the villages of Chengdu. The
village convocation consisting of respected elders developed
into a village council consisting of elected villagers; within
the village council, there are democratic supervision group,
democratic finance group established for villagers to super-
vise, make resolution and appraisal of the spending of village
public service funds.

Since 2008, the Chengdu municipal government has issued
a series of policies and regulations to establish and formalize
a new pattern of village-level governance mechanism.

These policies include:

1. Establishing a village council as a permanent deci-
sion-making body to deal with self-governing af-
fairs, to exercise right to making decisions and
supervising village affairs within scope of authori-
ty entrusted by villagers (representatives) meeting.
Members of village sub-council are directly elected
by and among local villagers.

2. Adjusting and standardizing functions of village
committee. In the new pattern of village gover-
nance mechanism, duties of village committee has
been standardized and limited. Its first duty is to be
responsible for villagers assembly, report the work,
execute the decisions of villager council; second, to
undertake the social management and public ser-
vices commissioned and financed by the govern-
ment; third, to carry out public welfare, mediate
disputes, help maintain the social security and oth-
er autonomous affairs of the village.

3. Optimize supply of village-level public products.
Since 2008, each village community has received
at least ¥ 200,000 from the government to cover
expenditures for village public services, and spe-
cific uses will be discussed and decided by village
council.

4. Strengthen leadership of village Party branch over
village council. Village party secretary also acts as
convener of village council, and host of village
council meetings. Village Party branch is respon-
sible for receiving and reviewing agendas proposed
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by village council and sub-councils to ensure that
all agendas are in framework of self-governance
and related laws and policies, and to judge if all
agendas are genuine intentions of proposers. As for
major issues touching upon long-term develop-
ment of village and common concerns of villagers,
the Party branch will hold party meetings to discuss
and offer recommendations before putting forward
these issues at village council meeting. This is an
important fact in the Chinese political contexts to
discuss, whether and how the overwhelming
Communist Party power will facilitate or undermine
local democracy.

According to related polices and regulations announced by
Chengdu Communist Party Committee and Municipality,
feasible PB projects fall into four major categories that cover
a wide range of options, which can be decided by villagers:

*  Education and recreation facilities: such as village
radio and cable TV, village library, entertainment
and fitness arenas.

*  Basic services & infrastructure for local economic
development, including building and improvement
of village roads, water drainage system, gardening,
irrigation and water supply.

e Agricultural training, such as farming and business
training for local villagers.

*  Village and community social welfare, which in-
cludes, security patrol, sanitation, solid waste col-
lection.

Among the 2,300 rural villages and communities, each vil-
lage could get annually 200,000RMB (32,000USD) minimum
for PB projects, and the amount is increasing each year. By
2012, the minimum amount for each village is more than
50,000USD and could be as much as 85,000USD. Over the 3
PB cycles during 2009 -2011 period, the total value of proj-
ects funded by PB process was approximately 365.5 million
USD and is gradually increasing from year to year. And that
means the amount for per villager / year is around 22 USD, a
quite high figure when compared with renowned PB cities.*

During the project years 2009-2011, of all total amount of
the four categories, basic services & infrastructure is the most
heavily prioritized by local villagers, 67% of the total budget,
44% in terms of projects numbers; social welfare is the sec-
ond largest, 27% of the total budget, 41% in terms of projects
numbers; the rest budget for training, education, recreation is
just around 5% in terms of amounts. The more remote, the
more villages show tendency towards infrastructure projects,
mostly projects like village roads pavement and irrigation
system.

4. How does the Chengdu PB work
4.1 PB Cycles in Chengdu

In Chengdu PB practices, each village establishes a village
Council, usually consisting of a couple of dozen members
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elected by and among local villagers. Since its launching, PB
has become the most important duty (or responsibility) of
Village Councils. In addition, a specific Budget Oversight
Group consisting of 5 to 7 elected local villagers will monitor
and oversight implementation of PB budget. This is an inno-
vation within the Chinese budgetary system that increases
capacity of villagers to control spending of the funds and col-
lective income.

Chengdu PB cycles are not strictly identical from one lo-
cality to the other. Basically, villagers go through a three
steps cycle in order to identify, select and implement their
public services projects,

The first step of Chengdu PB is to gather information
among all village households as to what projects are needed.
Usually, a questionnaire will be handed out to each household
to solicit suggestions for what projects villagers would like to
have this year. At the beginning of the PB projects opinions
survey, the questionnaire is usually open, villagers could fill
in any suggestions on how to allocate village PB funds; as the
project proposals later became predictable and routine, some
questionnaire are prepared with closed options to choose with
some spaces for additional open proposals. The PB projects
proposal gathering is usually done by village committee, with
the assistance of village council members. Then these pro-
posed projects are categorized and scrutinized, similar
proposals will be categorized as one proposal, some proposals
like “share the funds in cash evenly for every household”, as
well as other proposals fall out of the 4 categories of village
level public services will be eliminated out of the potential
projects. Another round of proposals gathering is conducted
if necessary when there is not enough feasible proposals to be
voted.

The second step is decision making at Village Council lev-
el (which is composed of elected villagers) who votes for the
projects that will be implemented this year, and the contractor
who bid for the project will also be chosen. A list of the
possible projects generated in the first step will be debated
and voted. This is the phrase that heated debate and negotiation
happened most, as villager representatives are usually elected
among their own village group constituency, the representa-
tives usually have the pressure to win a vote for projects that
will most benefit their own village group, like a village
cement road paved into their village group lands, or an
irrigation channel maintenance close to their fields.
Sometimes a prioritize score will be applied to assist the ne-
gation procedure, all potential projects will be given a certain
marks prioritize by each representative from most important
to not important, those projects win highest scores will be
chosen for implementation.

Once a compromise has been reached among village
council representatives, the projects are reported by the
Village Councils to their respective Township Government
(next administrative and Political tier) where they are techni-
cally scrutinized to make sure all these chosen options fall
into law and policy regulations, then eventually ratified.
Budget information and budget process is made public
through posters, flyers, slogan banners, village public infor-
mation board and meetings. Villagers may call “local ex-
perts” to help them assess and evaluate PB proposals. For

114

instance, a local construction worker might become a “local
expert” to examine a village road proposal.

The third step is monitoring and evaluation. Within village
council there is a Democratic Finance Management Group
and Budget Oversight Group composed of elected villagers,
together with the Village Council review and monitor PB
projects. Once they are completed, the same groups will con-
duct an evaluation. PB results are usually disseminated
through village public information board. If the project
passed evaluation and assessment, project funding, or rest of
the project funding will be transferred to the contractor as
agreed when the contractors bid for the project.

In some of local villages, they had interesting innovation to
ensure fair evaluation of PB projects. As PB project money is
reserved in village bank account and administrated directed
at township level, without an officially stamped documents
issued by village council, the money would not be transferred
to anyone. In Mayan village, they cut the official approval
stamp into five pieces, each 5 important representative keeps
one piece, only when all of the five representatives are
convinced that the project are qualified after evaluation,
could a whole stamp put together and valid to accredit official
document that will be submitted to township government for
money transferring.

In some cases this PB cycle can be more complex, the
3-steps cycle varies into 6-steps, 8-steps cycle in different
district in Chengdu. For example, a 8-steps cycle usually
includes, mobilizing maximum involvement of community
members; collecting opinions, village council representatives
visit every household to collect their opinions; summary and
categorize proposed projects by village council; deliberation
and vote by all village council members; preliminary approv-
al by township government— the administrative level above
villages — and once approved, a final vote at village council
level; township final approval; drafting of guidelines by
village council for contracts and handing over to supervising
group; and project evaluation by all committees and villager
representatives.

5. Implication, Significance and Innovation
5.1 Responding directly to local needs

Unlike other rural investment in China, public services
budget is not allocated through each level of government tiers
and through many different bureaus, the budgets is directly
entitled to villages, villagers are required and encouraged to
participate directly in local public money decision making,
monitoring and evaluation. It has made rural public services
more efficiently respond to varies local village demands.

5.2 Transparency

Directly entitling budgets to villages is a way to make rural
public investment much more transparent both in and above
village level. Traditionally how much public investment a
village could get depends on how capable village cadres
could raise funds from upper level government and bureaus;
this usually means rent-seeking opportunities among many
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bureaucratic officials and inside the village.
5.3 Revitalize rural community solidarity

A traditional Chinese village is based on self-government and
traditional customs. Squires, clans and religions combined
villagers as a whole. Until the 1990s, most public services
such as primary school education, seniors support, and infra-
structures for farming in rural areas were provided collec-
tively. Yet with decades’ of reforms and adjustment of rural
policies, rural communities have gradually disintegrated, and
the old-fashioned social relations to some extent undermined.
Since the household contract responsibility system reform,
farm plots have been allocated to each family, and village
collective economic base has broken down. Traditional social
base is damaged as central government increases direct in-
vestment in rural medical services, education, providing for
aged, infrastructures of farming, and rural taxes abolishment.
With the process of urbanization, many young farmers rash
into large cities for employment and income increase, this
makes the rural communities even more desolate.

In this sense, even more important, Chengdu PB appears as
a powerful modernization instrument of Chinese rural com-
munes inherited from the revolution. At the same time it
seems a way to build a new balance between individual rights
and collective cohesion and tradition, in front of a sweeping
and exclusionary privatization. PB channels significant -
even if largely insufficient - resources towards the village
“commons” and increases their value as commons and indi-
visible social and economic spaces. PB funds actually helped
to strengthen local people’s common social and economic
interests. Besides village public services and infrastructures,
it’s an investment on local solidarity, and a foster on rural
local democracy evolution in the context of rapid social
change in rural China.

5.4 Loan innovation linking short and medium term
development

Another major innovation is that villagers can either select
projects or use part or the totality of the PB resources to se-
cure a medium term loan. Lets take a village of 2500 inhabit-
ants that received 50 000 USD in 2012 for their PB process.
Villagers can either chose to select projects up to this value or
decide to use a portion or the total amount as an entry for
obtaining a loan from Chengdu Small Town Investment
Company, a Public Investment Fund. The maximum amount
they can obtain is seven times the entry, therefore 350 000
USD if villagers choose to get a loan on the 50 000 resources.
If they choose to fund projects for a value of 40 000 and save
the rest 10 000 USD fund for the loan, they can get a loan of
70 000 USD. These loans are payable over 8 years, and will
be reimbursed with the resources that they will receive over
the next 8 years. In other words, if a village decides to use its
50 000 USD just for a loan of 350 000, there will not be any
PB process during the next 8 years.

Usually remote and poor villages tend to commit their re-
sources to apply for large loans for infrastructure such as
roads, which is the most intended projects by villagers. Some
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play on both sides: annual projects with part of the resources,
and 8 years loan for a heavy investment such as roads or a
major irrigation system on the other.

These values are quite significant not only for a Chinese
village, but for any village in most parts of the world. If well
defined, well debated, as it is expected with the new gover-
nance model designed in Chengdu, such projects can certain-
ly bring significant local changes. As they are basically pub-
lic works, they can at the same time generate work and
income for villagers.

However, the central innovation with this mechanism is
that Chengdu has found quite a unique way to link short term
and longer term planning, without loosing people’s participa-
tion. They are de facto bringing a real innovation to PB, and
probably one of the major ones in the last 15 years. They give
an answer to the frequent critique towards PB as a short term,
immediate mechanism that has a weak capacity to bridge
with long term or strategic planning. This is one more reason
to analyse carefully what is happening on Chengdu villages
and what is the impact on local development.

6. Setbacks and Challenges

6.1 Representative participation and social-political
context

Like all other local democracy reform in China, the
Communist Party will have to be insisted as a leading power
whatsoever. As mentioned above, one of the local democracy
reform principles is to strengthen leadership of village Party
branch to the village council. Generally there are two
governance institutions in Chinese rural villages, Party
branch and village committee. According to the election law
in China, Village committee members are elected among and
by local villagers. However, elections, like other liberal insti-
tutions in an illiberal polity, part of a strategy designed to
help one-party rule endure. Later, they may be legitimating
the current regime rather than serving as a harbinger of sys-
temic change.5

In China, the quality of democracy in much of the country-
side remains stubbornly low, mainly because village commit-
tees, once an election is over, are situated in a socio-political
environment that has changed surprisingly little.6 In case of
the reform in Chengdu, a second representative institution,
village council, is thus designed as elected among and by
local villagers, to replace some democracy functions that fail
with village committee. Unfortunately, though at the very be-
ginning of the reform, possible drawbacks had been
anticipated, and roles of village committee had been clearly
defined, regulated, However, what has been observed for the
past years is that, though at the early practices of village
council operation, it is a decent channel for democracy
powers, but some, or most, villager councils later retrograde
into the same destiny as village committee. Legitimacy of
village council is inevitably ruined when a village council
meeting/voting has to be convened by village Party branch;
when project proposal gathering is filled out by village cadres
without consulting; when detailed project information is not
properly announced publicly; when local elite forms up their
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alliances with representatives and captures villagers power
away; etc..

6.2 Social & Policy Exclusion

Social inclusion remains one of the challenges, no serious
attention has been given to disadvantaged people, primarily
women, children and the elderly. The most frequently select-
ed projects are productive infrastructure for increasing in-
come opportunities. Few of them are specifically for women,
children, or the handicapped, except for some recreational
and social schemes, which are actually benefiting all
villagers.

Further more, only native villagers are entitled to the
funding, have the right to vote. Non-native migrants are
excluded from the PB funding. There are as the city expands,
part of the villages’ land that was classified as rural is ac-
quired by government and real estate developers for urban
expansion. However, villagers remain “rural” (as rural com-
munities) and entitled to rural public service funding. In the
township or the rural communities, there are still a huge num-
ber of migrants who are not registered as local residents, they
are not entitled to local public services, not the right to the
village level public services funding.

By 2013, annual PB budget for each village has increase to
30,000-50,000RMB (50,000-84,000USD), The coverage of
PB has increased to more than 2,700 villages/communities,
around 6 million citizens participation or even more all across
Chengdu, more than 170 million USD total annual budget
and still increasing, the Chengdu PB might be by far the larg-
est Chinese PB in terms of scale and spread, it is important
for exploring how local democracy could help narrowing ur-
ban-rural gap, and satisfying local people demands.

By end of 2013, some urban communities has also been
entitled to such PB funds. The expansion of PB funds into
urban communities make the practices even more compli-
cated, as urban communities autonomy in China is quite
different from that of rural villages. Furthermore, local policy
designer have been trying to upgrade the local democracy to
township levels in Chengdu.

The participatory budgeting practices in Chengdu is still at
its early stages, many setbacks and challenges are still to be
meet, and it offers an interesting opportunity to understand
and compare how citizen participation could work in different
social and political contexts. Now the pilot local democracy
reform in Chengdu is still lest known, there is a lot of barren
land for researchers and practioners to study and experiment.
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