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PO ST- C ONFLI C T PARTI C IPATI ON:
S O C IAL D IALO G UES IN THE DEM O C RATI C
REPUBLI C  O F C O N G O

After a decade of politica l crises and wars tha t left

more than 5 million peop le de ad from vio lence ,

famine and disease – one of the grea test disasters

in human history – the w arring f actions in the

Democra tic Republic of Congo signed a power-

sharing agreement and peace dea l in 2002.

The violence , however, continues, especia lly

for women of eastern Congo, who have

suffered imme asurab le harm a t the

cruel hands of the remaining militias.



P I O N E E R S  O F  P A R T I C I P A T I O N  C A S E  S T U D I E S

hHow c a n c it ize ns p a rt i c ip a t e  p o lit i c a lly in su c h a  tr a u m a t ize d  a nd  fr a c tur e d  so c i e ty? Ind e e d ,

shou ld  e xp e ri m e n ts in c it ize n p a rt i c ip a t ion b e  e n c our a g e d  wh il e  th e  l e g a cy o f f e a r a nd  h a -

tr e d  r e m a ins so strong?

Vin c e n t Tohb i,  fro m th e  Joh a nn e sburg-b a s e d  El e c to r a l Inst itu t e  fo r Sou th e rn Afri c a ,  c l a i m s

th a t wh e n th e  f igh t ing e nds,  no t on ly shou ld tr a nsp o rt a t ion,  c o m m e r c e ,  a nd  b a si c  s e rv i c e s b e

a  p rio rity – bu t th a t c it ize n p a rt i c ip a t ion m ust b e  a n e ss e n t i a l a sp e c t o f r e c onstru c t ion.  Th e

d e e p  p o lit i c a l d iv id e s,  h e  s a ys,  will no t b e  ov e r c o m e  through e l e c t ions a lon e .

O v e r th e  p a st thr e e  ye a rs,  h e  a nd  h is o rg a n is a t ion h a v e  wo rke d  to e st a b lish “So c i a l D i a lo gu e s”

in e v e ry p rov in c e  o f th e  c oun try.  Th e s e  fo ru m s – wh i c h c onv e n e  e v e ry thr e e  m on ths – b ring

to g e th e r hund r e ds o f c it ize ns to m e e t e l e c t e d  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s a nd  g ov e rn m e n t o ff i c i a ls.  So

f a r,  th ey h a v e  p rov id e d  a  inv a lu a b l e  c h a nn e l fo r g ov e rn m e n ts to c o m m un i c a t e ,  in c r e a s e d

pub li c  s c ru t iny o f p o li c i e s a nd  p o lit i c i a ns,  a nd  u lt i m a t e ly m igh t h e lp to c u lt iv a t e  a  c u ltur e  o f

p a rt i c ip a t ion in a  c oun try th a t h a s long su ff e r e d  tyr a nny.

Beyond e lections
In 2005 ,  EISA – a n o rg a n is a t ion d e d i c a t e d  to p ro m o t ing c r e d ib l e  e l e c t ions a nd  d e m o c r a t i c

g ov e rn a n c e  in Afri c a  – a n t i c ip a t e d  th a t e l e c t ions th e  fo llow ing ye a r,  th e  f irst e l e c t ions in four

d e c a d e s,  wou ld no t s e tt l e  th e  c oun try ’s d e e p  d iv isions.   Th e  e l e c t ion a nd  its run-o ff,  wh i c h

m a in t a in e d  in c u m b e n t Jos e ph Ka b il a  in p owe r,  we r e  m a rr e d  by v io l e n c e ,  bu t r e c e iv e d  th e

a p p rov a l o f in t e rn a t ion a l m on ito rs.

Vo t e r turn-ou t in th e  e l e c t ions e x c e e d e d  80 p e r c e n t,  a nd  th e  r e su lts we r e  a c c o m p a n i e d  by

d a n c ing in th e  str e e ts.

EISA,  howe v e r,  w a s c o rr e c t; th e  in it i a l o p t i m is m w a s f l e e t ing .  D isillusion m e n t b e g a n w ith th e

fo r m a t ion o f th e  g ov e rn m e n t.  Exp e c t a t ions th a t th e  g ov e rn m e n t wou ld b e  e n t ir e ly in c lusiv e

we r e  no t m e t.  O n e  p ro m in e n t p o lit i c a l l e a d e r r e fus e d  to t a ke  h is s e a t in p a rli a m e n t; on e

p o lit i c a l p a rty – w ith a  strong c onst itu e n cy in th e  e a st – g a rn e r e d  so f ew vo t e s n a t ion a lly th a t

it w a s no t inv it e d  in to th e  g ov e rn m e n t.

Th e  c u ltur e  o f l e a d e rsh ip p r e s e n t e d  a no th e r p ro b l e m ,  a s Tohb i e xp l a ins.

“Ho w d o  yo u g iv e  m e a n in g  t o  g r a ssr o o ts d e m o c r a c y in a

c o un try th a t  h a s e m e r g e d  fr o m  y e a rs a n d  y e a rs o f  c r is is?

Wh e n th e  g a p  b e t w e e n e l e c t e d  o f f i c i a ls ,  o f f i c i a l  inst i tu t i o ns a n d

th e  p e o p l e  h a s g ro wn? Po l i t i c i a ns d o n’ t  un d e rst a n d  th a t  b e in g

e l e c t e d  d o e s n o t  g iv e  yo u th e  r i g h t  t o  m a k e  d e c is i o ns a l o n e .  Th e y

m ust  l e a rn t o  c o nn e c t  w i th th e ir c o nst i tu e n c i e s . ”

M a ny fo r e ign o rg a n iz a t ions d e d i c a t e d  to g ov e rn a n c e  l e ft th e  c oun tr y a ft e r a ssist ing w ith th e

e l e c t ions.  EISA h a s st a ye d ,  tr ying to bu ild th e  links b e twe e n p e o p l e ,  p o lit i c i a ns a nd  o ff i c i a ls

th a t it b e li e v e s w ill m a k e  th e  c oun try ’s d e m o c r a cy tru ly m e a n ing fu l.

O pening d ia logue
With fund ing fro m fo r e ign d ono rs,  EISA f irst b e g a n with e l e c t e d  o ff i c i a ls a t th e  p rov in c i a l l e v e l,

b e g inn ing in th e  p rov in c e  o f Kivu .

“Th e  e l e c t e d  o f f i c i a ls b y th is p o in t  w e r e  h a t e d  b y th e  p o p u l a t i o n ,

wh i c h w a s f e d  u p  b y th e  l a c k  o f  d e l iv e ry, ” To h b i  s a i d .  “S o  yo u h a d

t o  r e a ssur e  th e  e l e c t e d  o f f i c i a ls th a t  i t  w a s g o o d  f o r th e m  t o  c o m e

a n d  t a l k  t o  th e  p e o p l e . ”



O n c e  th e  G ov e rno r,  MPs a nd  M in ist e r o f th e  st a t e  a g r e e d ,  EISA a p p ro a c h e d  c iv il so c i e ty o r-

g a n is a t ions ( C S O s) in th e  p rov in c e .  In th e  a bs e n c e  o f th e  st a t e  ov e r s e v e r a l d e c a d e s,  C S O s in

C ong o h a v e  f ill e d  th e  g a ps in b a si c  s e rv i c e s.  C ons e qu e n t ly,  a c ross th e  c oun try,  in n e a rly e v e ry

town ,  a  vo c a l,  dyn a m i c  a nd  a c t iv e  s e t o f C S O s c a n b e  found ,  a c c o rd ing to Tohb i.

EISA c a rri e d  ou t two tr a in ings: on e  fo r th e  p o lit i c i a ns on how to host a nd  c h a ir a  pub li c  d i a lo gu e

w ith th e  e l e c to r a t e ,  a nd  on e  fo r C S O s on how to e ff e c t iv e ly e ng a g e  w ith o ff i c i a ls a t su c h a n

e v e n t.  Th e  tr a in ings fo c us e d  on e n c our a g ing a  w a y o f sp e a k ing th a t wou ld a llow fo r r e sp e c tfu l

d e b a t e .  As a  f in a l p r e p a r a t ion,  p a rt i c ip a n ts fro m b o th tr a in ings we r e  b rough t to g e th e r to p r a c -

t i c e  th e ir sk ills.

“Th e  f irst  s e ss i o ns w e r e  v e r y h e a t e d .  Th e y w e r e  insu l t in g  e a c h o th e r.

Th e  C S O s w e r e  s a y in g : ‘ Yo u a r e  a  th i e f .  Yo u a r e  t a k in g  o ur m o n e y. ’

To d a y i t ’s v e r y t e c hn i c a l .  Th e y d is c uss a g r i c u l tur e ,  th e y d is c uss d e -

c e n tr a l iz a t i o n a n d  th e y d is c uss s e c ur i ty.  It ’s m u c h m o r e  f o c us e d . ”

EISA h a s r e p e a t e d  th e  p ro c e ss in 11 p rov in c e s,  a nd  now sup p o rts th e  host ing o f so c i a l d i a -

lo gu e s e v e ry thr e e  m on ths in thos e  p rov in c e s.  E a c h lo c a lity h a s a  c o o rd in a t ion t e a m th a t

in c lud e s a  p rov in c i a l p a rli a m e n t a ri a n,  lo c a l r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s fro m p o lit i c a l p a rt i e s a nd  two c iv il

so c i e ty r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s.  Th e  c o o rd in a t ion t e a m ov e rs e e s th e  s e l e c t ion o f p a rt i c ip a n ts,  t a k ing

c a r e  th a t d iff e r e n t in t e r e st g rou ps a r e  r e p r e s e n t e d .  Ad d it ion a lly,  o rd in a ry c it ize ns a r e  g iv e n

tr a nsp o rt a t ion fro m p rov in c i a l a r e a s to p a rt i c ip a t e .  Th e  d i a lo gu e s now a ttr a c t a s m a ny a s 300

p e o p l e ,  f illing so m e  th e  c oun try ’s l a rg e st m e e t ing v e nu e s.  E a c h so c i a l d i a lo gu e  h a s a  f ew ke y

e l e m e n ts: r e a d ing o f th e  m inu t e s fro m th e  p r e v ious m e e t ing ,  p r e s e n t a t ions by o ff i c i a ls a nd ,  o f

c ours e ,  o p e n d is c ussion .

“We  d o n’ t  o n ly w a n t  c iv i l  s o c i e ty p e o p l e  fro m  a  h i g h l e v e l .  We  w a n t

th e  p e o p l e  wh o  a r e  s i t t in g  th e r e  in th e  str e e t  t o  c o m e .  An d  d ur in g

th e  b r e a k ,  t o  e a t  a t  th e  s a m e  t a b l e  w i th th e  o f f i c i a ls . ”

Th e  so c i a l fo ru m in No rth Kivu,  on e  o f th e  m ost b e l e a gu e r e d  p rov in c e s,  h a s b e e n e sp e c i a lly

c rit i c a l.  Wh e n th e  C ong o l e s e  g ov e rn m e n t sign e d  a n a g r e e m e n t w ith th e  Rw a nd e s e  a r my to

c o o p e r a t e  to e li m in a t e  th e  r e b e l g roup l e d  by L a ur e n t Nkund a ,  n a t ion a l o ff i c i a ls tr a v e ll e d  to

No rth Kivu to e xp l a in th e  a g r e e m e n t a t th e  d i a lo gu e .  Th e  troub l e d  a nd  c o m p l e x h isto ry b e -

twe e n C ong o ,  Nkund a  ( a  fo r m e r Rw a nd a n g e n e r a l) a nd  th e  g ov e rn m e n t o f Rw a nd a  m a d e  th e

a g r e e m e n t dub ious in th e  eye s o f m a ny No rth Kivu r e sid e n ts; th e  f a c e -to-f a c e  m e e t ing h e lp e d

to d isp e l p o t e n t i a lly e xp losiv e  ru m ours.

And fo r r e sid e n ts,  th e  d i a lo gu e s h a v e  b e e n a n i m p o rt a n t w a y to ho ld l e a d e rs to a c c oun t.

Pro m is e s a r e  r e c o rd e d  in th e  m inu t e s,  a nd  wh e n th e s e  g o un m e t,  l e a d e rs a r e  fr e qu e n t ly r e -

m ind e d .  C a s e s o f c o rrup t ion h a v e  b e e n r a is e d  r e p e a t e d ly.

From d ia logue to decisions
Wh il e  th e  so c i a l d i a lo gu e s h a v e  b e e n we ll subs c rib e d ,  a c c o rd ing to Tohb i,  m u c h m o r e  wo rk

r e m a ins to m a ke  th e m m e a n ing fu l a nd  sust a in a b l e .

Th e  c ost o f th e  d i a lo gu e s h a s b e e n h igh – sup p o rt e d  un t il r e c e n t ly on ly by fo r e ign r e sour c e s.

So m e  p rov in c e s h a v e  b e gun to c on tribu t e ,  bu t s c a r c e  r e v e nu e s m ust c o m p e t e  with b a si c

s e rv i c e s.  Fo r now,  th e  d i a lo gu e s a r e  on ly h e ld a t th e  p rov in c i a l l e v e l.  Ext e nd ing to th e  lo c a l

l e v e l w ill r e qu ir e  a  h e r c u l e a n e ffo rt a nd  e v e n g r e a t e r r e sour c e s.  And  th e  n a t ion a l l e v e l – wh e r e

th e  m ost i m p o rt a n t p o li cy d e c isions a r e  m a d e  – st ill l a c ks a ny su c h fo ru m .  Pe rh a ps m ost i m p o r-

t a n t ly,  th e  d i a lo gu e s th e m s e lv e s a r e  pur e ly “ c onsu lt a t iv e .” O ff i c i a ls a r e  in no w a y o b lig e d  to

h e a d  th e  r e c o m m e nd a t ions fro m th e  pub li c ,  a nd  a s a  r e su lt,  pub li c  e n thusi a s m fo r th e  d i a -
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lo gu e s m a y qu i c k ly w a n e  in a r e a s wh e r e  o ff i c i a ls c ho os e  to p o lit e ly a tt e nd ,  bu t l a t e r d is m iss

th e  p ro c e e d ings. Tohb i ho p e s to r e so lv e  so m e  o f th e s e  c h a ll e ng e s by lo b bying fo r a  l a w th a t

wou ld inst itu t ion a lize  th e  d i a lo gu e s,  a nd  in c o rp o r a t e  th e m o ff i c i a lly in to th e  p o li cy p ro c e ss.

Ye t a no th e r s e t o f c h a ll e ng e s c on c e rns th e  r e sp e c t fo r b a si c  hu m a n righ ts; withou t wh i c h,

d e m o c r a t i c  p a rt i c ip a t ion is e nd a ng e r e d .  O u tsp ok e n journ a lists a nd  a c t iv ists h a v e  b e e n k ill e d

in C ong o in r e c e n t y e a rs.  Th e r e  h a v e  b e e n a c c oun ts o f thr e a ts m a d e  to vo c a l p a rt i c ip a n ts a t

th e  d i a lo gu e s.  EISA e n c our a g e s c iv il so c i e ty g roups to e ng a g e  c a r e fu lly in c on t e n t ious issu e s.

Th e  t e nsion b e twe e n th e  e th i c s o f p ro t e c t ing c it ize ns fro m h a r m ,  a nd  th e  i m p e r a t iv e  fo r o p e n

a nd  hon e st d is c ussion,  r e qu ir e s a  d e li c a t e  a nd  s c rupu lous b a l a n c e  in C ong o .

“We  f in d  p e o p l e  th a t  a r e  b o l d  e n o u g h t o  t a l k ,  b u t  c e rt a in issu e s a r e

s i m p ly n o t  d is c uss e d . ”
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