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Poor understanding of issues that impact the interests of the poor is a constraint 

faced by many local organizations.  This is particularly true in the urban sector 
where reforms involve technocratic solutions that focus on institutional re-
structuring, tariff-setting, private sector participation and  legal and regulatory 
frameworks.  At the same time, civil society organizations (CSOs) play an important 
role as partners; usually as intermediaries or service providers for the poor.  To 
bridge this gap, the Water and Sanitation Program – Africa has focused on building 
the capacity of CSOs in proactive and constructive engagement in the reform 
process.  The Public Affairs Foundation (PAF) was commissioned to support the 
capacity building intervention in selected countries in Africa.   

 
In Kenya, two key challenges highlighted the need to go beyond the technical 

surveys – one is the untested terrain of citizen report cards in Africa and the other is 
the inherently contentious debates on water issues.   The PAF & WSP started off 
with awareness creation and consensus building efforts as an important preparatory 
work prior to the survey.  An innovative approach of “Report Card Roadshows” was 
adopted as part of the consultation process in each of the project sites.  It was a 5-
day event held in two phases:  , individual consultations with key stakeholders – 
utility managers, regulators, civil society organizations, media, community-based 
organizations, survey agencies and academia – and followed by a one-day multi-
stakeholder workshop  which highly participatory and transparent, open discussions. 
The individual consultations focused on creating awareness and better understanding 
of the concept and methodology of a citizen report card.  And the multi-stakeholder 
workshop created the public space for public dialogue and deliberation.   
 

Citizens also had an opportunity to evaluate the merits of the tool and its 
contextual fit based on a set of criteria.   It is called the “critical 8” which examines the
political context,  level of decentralization,  environment for citizen feedback,  
citizens’ right to voice, presence/activism of CSOs,  local capacity to do survey and 
analysis, quality of media,  and responsiveness of service providers.  Each stakeholder 
group discussed each criterion and assigned a score of 0-10 on a scale that rates the 
overall environment (0 for highly disabling and 10 for highly enabling).   The results 
from the ‘roadshows’ helped identify perceived obstacles such as public apathy and 
unprofessional media.  The participatory assessment provided valuable information 
that guided the design and implementation of the CRC in 3 identified cities – Nairobi, 
Kisumu and Mombasa. 

 
To facilitate open dialogue and ensure ownership of outcomes, there was broad 

participation of diverse partners across stakeholder groups.  Stakeholder alliances, at 
two levels, implemented the CRC process.  At the national level, a stakeholder 
alliance was formed to facilitate policy dialogue on issues around the CRC process. 
The National Consortium comprised key policy and decision makers from national 
institutions, including directors from the departments of water, health and local 
government; chief executives of the regulatory board, water service boards and 
utilities; and key officials from NGOs and national civil society institutions.  In each 
of the 3 project sites,  a city-level consortium was established to foster ownership of 
the process and CRC results.   A broad range of local institutions involved in the 
provision of water supply and sanitation services participated in the dialogue.   

 
The CRC launch was organized with the following objectives: (i) ensure public 

dissemination of the findings, (ii) build legitimacy of the CRC process and 
outcomes, (iii) improve engagement on urban water and sanitation issues, promote 
public debate and continued city and national level engagement through the 
consortiums, (iv) use the media to provide a public glare effect on the performance 
of service providers in water and sanitation, and (v) enable policy makers and  
service providers to make public commitment to dialogue and set monitorable 
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performance benchmarks over the next 2 years.  About 500 participants attended the 
launch, including senior utility officials, city mayors and the Assistant Minister 
Wanjala of Water and Irrigation who officially received the reports.  

 
To unify citizens, service providers and policy makers in the spirit of dialogue, 

and not confrontation, a slogan was created in Kiswahili ('Maji na Usafi? Njooni 
Tujadiliane') which means, 'Water and Sanitation? Come all, lets discuss and agree.'  
Promotional materials carried this message. A conciliatory mood and the call for 
dialogue was welcomed by the participants.  

 
Media coverage included a press conference with 30 journalists representing 

both electronic and print media.  Some 15 stories were covered in the electronic 
(both radio and TV) media after the launch.  Journalists adopted a range of angles to 
capture interest in the story - some focused on the impact on the poor, others on the 
commitments made by utility companies to improve the situation.  The coverage 
provided a glare effect on the performance of service providers. On TV, discussions 
on the CRC finding and issues raised wre featured in 2 stations,  and a live call in 
discussion on urban sanitation and debate with some politicians were aired on radio.  
In the following weeks, in depth stories and key television and radio shows have 
been scheduled as well. 

 
Senior policymakers made public commitments to address the problems 

identified.  For example, the Ministry of Water and Irrigation indicated that citizens’ 
consultations on the National Water Strategy would focus on the urban poor, the 
Ministry of Health pledged to implement the National Environmental Sanitation and 
Hygiene Policy, and provide space for discussion and debate and the Ministry of 
Local Government assured citizens that a new solid waste management policy would 
be launched.  The Minister in his speech encouraged consortiums to continue meeting 
to monitor  improvements and jointly explore solutions to the issues raised. The 
Boards welcomed continued participation and the Coast Water Services Board 
committed to share their workplans with the stakeholders to enable them monitor the 
outcomes. 

 
The Kenya CRC experience revealed a number of significant findings:  (1) 

Power of Empirical Data - The credibility, objectivity and neutrality of the tool 
helped foster a more effective engagement between the citizen and the state; (2) 
Context Setting & Consensus Creation - An inclusive, transparent and participatory 
process is critical. The CRC Roadshows were instrumental in changing the way 
public officials view demand-led interventions;  (3)  Public opinion as a trigger for 
institutional responses -- Public officials played a key role in using the citizen 
feedback as diagnostic pointers to design appropriate institutional responses;  (4)  
Strategic communication - The design of an effective and focused strategy depends 
on a series of important steps: (a) Identifying the target audience/stakeholders; (b) 
Deciding the channels/network and specific activities to reach the audience; (c) 
Focusing on project management considerations; and (d) Considering strategic 
issues.  The media were effective partners in the process.  The interactive sessions to 
inform and educate journalists on the CRC greatly improved the quality of media 
coverage.  Balanced reporting of both the “voice” (demand) and “response” 
(institutional) sides of the story were covered alongside the depiction of the major 
findings. Newspaper columnists and TV chat-show hosts helped sustain public 
interest on issues raised in the CRC long after its successful launch. 
 
Source:  Adapted from Thampi (2007). " From “Brakes” to “Accelerators” --How informed 
public opinion facilitates behavior changes in public officials”, Public Affairs Foundation, 
Bangalore 

 

Questions for participants: 

 

1. How was information 
accessed? 

2. How was public opinion 
mobilized to strengthen 
citizen voice? 

3. How did they use the 
power of the media? 

4. What are the relevant 
lessons of experience?   
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