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Review Paper

Pathways towards Citizen Participation:
Insights on Community Planning in Cambodian Cities

Bunnarith Meng

Looking for ways to influence public-policy and d@&on-making processes in com-
munity planning have been debated at great lermyth, (see Arnstein, 1969; Douglass,
1992; Friedmann, 1992; Socha, 1997). Recently,pgmoach that has gained more
widespread use is citizen engagement in delibergtitathews and McAfee, 2002).
Community deliberation is seen to build on tragiibmodels of public participation
by advancing a richer form of citizen involvememt governance processes
(Lukensmeyer, 2003).

In order to provide some insights into communitarpling, this paper runs
through the following themes: What does communéiileration produce and does
this product make communities more effective? Aondwhat extent can deliberation
play a role in planning for participation in comniyrplanning in Cambodia? In an-
swering these questions, | will first look at thencept of deliberation. Then, | will
review some theories of community participationdeveloped countries; and juxta-
pose these with theories and practices of commuaitiicipation in Cambodia to un-
derstand the central issues and dilemmas in plgrieinparticipation in community
planning. A conclusion, including suggestions aadommendations for future plan-
ning for community development, is then drawn.

The Concept of Deliberation

The concept of deliberation is built upon what theited States government has
called “a basic tenet of Western democratic tradsgj” that is, placing citizens closer
to the government affairs will strengthen democrastability, and transparency
(Lukensmeyer, 2003). Deliberation is an approacteasion making in which citi-
zens come together to look for ways to deal witués and solve community prob-
lems (Mathews and McAfee, 2002). During delibematiparticipants consider rele-
vant facts from multiple points of view, discusgldhink critically before they can act
on. That is to say, they are looking for a "stegpstone” to action—Dbetter informed
public action. In other words, such processes obgreflection are used to render a
public judgment as to the best course of actiorkéismeyer, 2003). In short, to de-
liberate is to weigh the consequences and costganbus options before action
(Mathews and McAfee, 2002).

Deliberation is different from traditional forms opublic participation
(Lukensmeyer, 2003). To understand this, it is wisef examine a common tool for
public participation in policy-making: public heags. Public hearings are designed to
facilitate the exchange of information between etgygolicy-makers and citizens in
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the impacted community. Their general purpose igdbtestimony and public com-

ments on draft policy. This two-way interactiomstilates little dialogue as the public
hearing process fails to facilitate the engageméwitizens with one another at play

Thus, there is no sufficient opportunity to comeatgeneral understanding of a com-
plex policy at play. Deliberation, in contrast, entages reflection and understanding
of multiple forces and views around an issue beédreens render their comments on
draft policy.

Participation as a Means toward an End?

Understanding the concept of deliberation, one @a@ugue that it is a powerful tool
for effective participation in community planningarticipation, as well as empower-
ment and deliberation, implies power sharing (Lueayer, 2003). Sherry Arnstein
(1969), in her classic articl& Ladder of Citizen Participatigh wrote that, in theory,
"Participation of the governed in their governmenthe cornerstone of democracy."
It is the redistribution of power that enables tig&zens excluded from the political
and economic processes to be deliberately includéde future. So, participation in
community planning is important for citizen's lieods.

Having known that citizens were generally left naim planning processes after
she had explored variations in citizen participatio federal programs (i.e., urban re-
newal, anti-poverty, and Model Cities), Arnsteirfeoéd a provocative typology of
citizen participation in order to encourage a meméghtened dialogue between dif-
ferent stakeholders, local governments and thamners, professionals, and commu-
nity groups who are impacted by programs. She oactsd a ladder of citizen par-
ticipation to illustrate an inconsistency in thepkgation of mandates imposed upon
local governments and organizations that receieddrial funds (also in Rocha, 1997),
by characterizing citizen participation into eigetvels based on actual decision-
making power—from less meaningful to more meanihgarticipation of the com-
munities involved. Each level represented a legitareffort to provide a participation
opportunity to the community. This conceptualizativas offered a strategic map in
both theory and practice domains for planning comitguparticipation processes in
the United States since the 1960s.

Pulling ownership of services out of communities ageakened the communities
and undermined the people, according to John Mdirtige Director of Community
Studies at Northwestern University's Center forasristudies and Policy Research as
of 1992. He then said that: "There was a mistalk@ion that our society has a prob-
lem in terms of effective human services," (quate@sborne and Gaebler, 1992, 66).
This statement indicates that community particgrais fundamental for the success
of government programs. Excluding community resislérom any program will risk
a failure. This is not only because programs mayrespond to local needs but also
because a community may lack human resources donplg and implementation of
programs.

A Space for Citizen Participation:
The Case of Community Planning in Cambodia

In a democratic society like the United States, mmmity participation, compared
with that in a country like Cambodia, where demoygrs still young, generally re-
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sults in better outcomes. As understood from JoleKight's statement, he strongly
acknowledges the importance of community partiogpatin Cambodia, the theory of

community participation is not different from thatdeveloped countries like United

States and other democratic societies. That is\npl&, practitioners, and theorists
argue that citizen participation contributes ta, éxample, better development out-
comes, more accountability, more transparency, dauision making that is respon-
sive to community needs and wants (i.e., see Tug®?2; Oberndorf, 2004; World

Bank, 2004; Nou and Chan, 2004; Pellini 2005; Haand Ann, 2005; Kim and Ann

2005; ACHR, 2005).

Douglass (1992) is right to argue that the engagerof citizens in cooperative
efforts and interaction with governments promotes tyype of awareness needed for
consensus-building for further action. However tipgtthe theory in practice domain
Is not the same and thus challenging. Much dependse situation where the prac-
tice takes place. While the theory holds trueapplication in a country like Cambo-
dia is still in question.

The Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC) is implemmgninstitutional reforms
that recognize community participation as one efrttain objectives for developmen-
tal success. However, participation is often limhite Cambodia due mainly to the de-
struction of trust and social relations caused vy war and the Khmer Rouge re-
gime. Pellini's (2005) studies on associations betwthe Botum pagoda in Kampong
Thom province, public institutions, and villagetslze local level found that commu-
nity participation with the pagoda is relativelysitove due to its strong roots in in-
digenous forms of traditional belief in pagoda ke@thip; whereas with public institu-
tions, participation is relatively weak due to thek of trust in government systems
and political leadership.

Understanding local community issues and tradiéind local culture, for example
based on Pellini's findings, can help in developpgropriate strategies for commu-
nity participation for dealing with local problemis. the case of public agencies, on
the other hand, governments will have to createssary conditions to provide space
for community participation where dialogue can fesugreater citizen involvement
in public-policy and decision-making processes.

In the implementation of decentralization policy @ambodia in the context of
good governance reforms, in theory, local goverrimare believed to be more effec-
tive in service delivery than national and provai@overnments due to their prox-
imity with local residents (e.g., see World Ban@02; Horng and Ann, 2005). Several
studies, however, show that there are constrairntaplementation processes.

Horng and Ann's study on services such as basithhealucation, solid waste
management at the commune gangkatin Khmer) level found that there are some
promising factors for community participation foucgess in service delivery, al-
though it has not yet been satisfactory. The stedgmmends that clear management
policies for solid waste collection in peri-urbareas need to be put in place, espe-
cially the roles of contractors for solid wasteledlion and local public agencies, and
that communes need to be given power to sign garlatiection agreements with
contractors for accountability reasons. While stetommendations exist on paper,
they are often neglected, and thus the serviceeatglipractice continues to be ineffi-
cient.

Regarding planning for citizen participation in aoemity planning at the city
level such as Phnom Penh, it is not an easy taslarljooor communities are gener-
ally faced with the pressure of land market spamraGovernment policies concern-
ing selling and leasing state lands to private bgpars for investments have been af-
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fecting such communities significantly. Studieg.(iMeng 2003; Khemro and Payne,
2004; Payne, 2005) show that evictions and resatiiés of residents in such com-
munities to remote areas have further impoverighen living standards, and that the
areas are not adequately serviced. This approadoltmions not only creates new
problems in new places, but also creates the saoidems in the same city's central
areas. Many of the relocated residents move baélhtmm Penh seeking new places
to live and work.

Thus, there are always obstacles to community gyaation in Cambodia, espe-
cially in a growing city like Phnom Penh. Such gewbs are usually associated with
lucrative land sites for new developments. Sometjniige term "community partici-
pation” is used to decorate political landscaperher to gain support. Its practice
will be different when there is benefit involvedorFexample, in the case of Boeng

Kak Lake?the only remaining lake in the heart of the cityhna size of 133 hectares,

the city governor of Phnom Penh has recently sign88-year lease contract with a
local little-known company for commercial developreThis coming development

will consume almost three-fourths of the lake dwgats physical structures. This de-

velopment will lead to the displacement of morentB32000 families and hundreds of
businesses that are currently occupying lands arthm lake (see Hayman and Sam,
2007; Prak and Welsh, 2007). What is astonishingasthe plan for development has
been revealed publicly and the local residents wesié aware of the plan and its de-
velopment agenda. Such development will not onlgatigely affect residents, but

also the city scare resources. Such loss neveneetu

Insights on Future Planning for Community Developmat

To avoid any associated impact, planners, in gowertal agencies mainly, have to
come up with options identifying appropriate aréasany possible relocation of ur-
ban poor communities as part of city planning psses and ensuring that the affected
residents have access to jobs and basic servickmfaastructure. Relocation guide-
lines that were established in 2003 must be pptaoe for practice. Situations such as
the Boeng Kak case also limit the role of planreerd other actors working in civil
society organizations to play their advocacy rélee advocacy planning model advo-
cated by Paul Davidoff (1965), which is viably sduiloes not always work in the
Cambodian context. For example, a recent evictiwh r@location of Bassac urban
poor communities of about 1400 families saw intatia by about a hundred civil
society groups, including advocacy groups and hungdnts groups as well as com-
munity protests, but they did not achieve theiermted goal$.

Community participation in human settlement plagnimcluding infrastructure
planning, has not been systematically addressadyraw with clear objectives even
in decentralization policy, the intent of whichtes devolve power to the grassroots.
Planners and professionals who work in the govemrsgstems, tend to believe their
professional knowledge is better than others. Thagenal comprehensive planners,
as Friedmann (2002) and Sandercock (1998) pointavatpart of a comprehensive
public policy process, attempting to coordinatecsgdezed and narrowly defined ac-
tivities. They are confident in their capacity afdw-how, relying strictly on their pro-
fessional expertise and objectivity to do what thelieve is best. This is witnessed in
the development of the Master Plan for Phnom P&a0.2The processes of making
the plan did not even seek public involvement dytime plan-making processes, not
to mention public hearings or display for commemnmtfeedbacks.
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Public, community, participation practice will conie to face dilemmas as long as
these government planners still believe in thele swofessional knowledge; and the
government does not change its authoritarian d#iand seek citizen's opinions; and
they do not get rid of their culture of determinigmplanning. Conversely, as Tendler
(1997) argues, good government policy, of course, gromote stronger and more
effective civil associations. Deliberation may be place to start to confront govern-
ment to change their leadership. Mobilization angpewerment of community resi-
dents for effective deliberation is necessary. Alswil society organizations may
need to play a more critical role in helping locaimmunities and households not only
at the time when problems arrive, but also befardhia order to press the govern-
ment to change their culture of policy and decisimaking. In short, they should play
a more proactive, rather than reactive, coordigatiacilitating and negotiating role
between local communities and governments.

Conclusions: What Planners Should Do

Friedmann (2002, 108) ask8Vhose city?"Answers may vary; but a majority would
answer, to my assumptionlTHe city for all citizen$ However, my argument is that
how to plan the city for all citizens is somethiplgnners will have to position them-
selves in thesocietalcontext. | am inclined to agree with Friedmann tinet city is
ultimately identified with "the people,” and withu&an Fainstein (2005) that planners
are to create "the just city."

Planning all aspects of planning, including infrasture planning, requires plan-
ners to understand what "the just city" is, anckseéalance between those who are
going to be impacted and those who are going tefiiemtherwise it is unlikely to
turn out good just results. This requires them tokaclosely with citizens. Under-
standing what citizens need and want will helphapsng planning practice, making it
more accountable and responsive. At all levelduding the grassroots community
level, the concepts of participation and deliberatseem to provide a good domain
for understanding citizen-centered views aboutrtbemmunity problems. More to
the point, it is not a matter of finding the rigimiswer to a given problem, but of fa-
cilitating the collective process of deliberatiomdadiscovering the appropriate solu-
tion.

Planners need to learn to develop new skills effelgt from both academic insti-
tutions and day-to-day practice in the real wonldriaking effective communications
with citizens and making efficient conflict resobrts with, not for, citizens in order
to be able to effectively elaborate citizens' view® the planning agenda. Social
learning and mutual learning is perhaps the mgstogiate catalyst that all individu-
als, planners, governments, and other involvedesialkiers need to go through to-
gether for the creation of the city for all citizen
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Notes

! Boeng Kak was included in the Phnom Penh Maan as a major blue-green park of the city. In
the late 2003, it was the subject of an internatigrianning and design competition, in which | also
attended and won the first prize, organized a lpiby the Municipality and a French university. In
February 2007, it was contracted to a local comganyesidential and commercial investments for 99-
year lease. Local companies in Cambodia are inrghyecriticized for their bad and ugly design,
planning, and low quality of construction.

2 Information on this relocation is widely availaftom media such as local (in Khmer and English)
newspapers and radio (i.e., Radio Free Asia, \Voidemerica—in Khmer) during the relation period in
the late 2005. For the purpose of this paper, lIvat reference specifically.
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