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Abstract

Background: Improving urban governance is an imperative for India, with its accelerated rate of urbanization, distrust
of government, and inadequate public involvement in policy development and decision-making. Deliberative
democracy initiatives in other parts of the world, and similar experiences in rural India have demonstrated their
effectiveness at resolving complex issues with decisions that are acceptable to constituents, and are seen to be in the
public good.

Results: Learnings are drawn from two cases of action research in Pune, India about achieving inclusion and
deliberation in public engagement efforts, and their influence on public decision-making. The stratified and complex
socio-economic and political context in India, power imbalances, inadequacy of decentralized governance structures,
and information for civic decision-making makes public engagement challenging. From this experience, we inductively
developed a potential framework for good governance, of deliberative democracy initiatives (induced participation),
inclusive civil society (organic and invented) participation, overseen by an independent third party. It is contended that
such a framework can enable city governments, in India and elsewhere, to resolve complex urban sustainability
challenges with more implementable decisions.

Conclusions: Based on what was learnt from the Pune case studies, this article suggests that a combination of leaders
willing to pioneer good governance, capable third-party facilitators, and strong organic participation groups working
together through the structured approaches of deliberative democracy can effectively integrate the public into civic
decision-making. However, to implement deliberative democracy in urban areas in India, the framework proposed will
require advocacy at multiple levels. It will be critical to find ‘champions’ within political, administrative and civil society
willing to pioneer deliberative democracy initiatives, to build professional capacity to conduct high quality deliberation,
and to ensure the outcomes of such processes are influential. Good governance will rely on an ecosystem supporting
such democratic renewal.

Keywords: Deliberative democracy, Good governance, Sustainability, Urban governance, Organic participation,
Induced participation, Participatory budgeting, Street design, Third party facilitation

© The Author(s). 2019 Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to
the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver
(http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated.

* Correspondence: sanskriti.menon@ceeindia.org
1Curtin University Sustainability Policy Institute, Curtin University, Perth,
Western Australia, Australia
2Centre for Environment Education, Pune, India

Sustainable EarthMenon and Hartz-Karp Sustainable Earth             (2019) 2:6 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s42055-019-0013-x

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s42055-019-0013-x&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2871-7938
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
mailto:sanskriti.menon@ceeindia.org


Introduction
With rapid urbanization in India, a focus on good gov-
ernance is critical for urban sustainability. Public partici-
pation is an important element of good governance.
Using the results of an action research initiative, this art-
icle proposes a particular form of participation in gov-
ernance in Indian cities to improve sustainability
outcomes, that is Deliberative Democracy, which has
been implemented successfully elsewhere in the world.
Deliberative democracy is characterized by inclusivity,
deliberative quality, and influence on decision-making.
According to Varshney (1989), India is sometimes called

an ‘unlikely democracy’, built as it has been in ‘poverty,
widespread illiteracy, and a deeply hierarchical social
structure’ which are seen as ‘inhospitable conditions for
the functioning of democracy’. However, the focus of this
paper is not to critique representative democracy or to
suggest that deliberative democracy may fix the shortcom-
ings of representative democracy. Rather, it is to consider
deliberative democracy as an essential element of deepen-
ing democracy in the Indian context.
On the basis of an action research initiative in Pune,

India, carried out over 2013 to 2018, we suggest that
deliberative democracy may be introduced in urban
public decision-making in India as a way of addressing
sustainability challenges. In particular we suggest that
deliberative democracy must build upon the strengths
of the public participation experiences in India. Though
its processes and methods would need to be contextu-
alized, Deliberative Democracy may help to address
some challenges in efforts to enhance public participa-
tion. Further, some of the characteristics of Indian so-
ciety that make democratic engagement challenging,
could in fact be surfaced and consciously addressed
in the design of deliberations. Besides integrating the
strengths and challenges of organic participation, De-
liberative Democracy can also be one of the models
to meet the institutional gaps in induced or govern-
ment led participation in urban areas, with reference
to the 74th Constitutional Amendment Act of India.
The article is organized in three sections. In the

Background section, we suggest that deliberative dem-
ocracy would build upon current participation pro-
cesses, but first, we identify key strengths and
challenges of organic or grassroots claimed spaces of
participation. We also present some gaps in the insti-
tutional structures for participation in the urban con-
text. Next, we briefly introduce deliberative democracy
and the role of a third party. The second section pre-
sents our methodology and outlines the action re-
search initiative. In the third section, we discuss the
results of our research. We conclude with a summary
of our findings and present some suggestions for the
way forward.

Background: Participation in urban governance
India is rapidly urbanizing, with approximately 377 million
or 32% of the population living in cities [1] and projected
to be about 800 million and 50% of the population by
2046 [2]. The challenges of urban sustainability for India
are immense, and effective decision-making – good gov-
ernance, will be critical. Good governance here refers to
decision-making that is participatory, inclusive (including
the views of the disempowered), egalitarian, accountable
and transparent, where corruption is minimized. In short,
effective public participation – meaningfully involving the
broad public in issues that matter – is key to good govern-
ance. UN Sustainable Development Goal 11 on sustain-
able cities and communities also incorporates enhancing
capacity for ‘participatory, integrated and sustainable hu-
man settlement planning and management’ as a target.
Public participation has instrumental value in improving
democratic decision-making that supports sustainability
[3, 4] as well as intrinsic value [5], and is recognized as a
highly worthwhile endeavour [6–9]. It should be noted,
however, that some authors have qualified such assertions
in the case of highly stratified societies [10], or those char-
acterized by corruption and patronage [11]. This is due to
the danger of elite capture of participation processes and
spaces, perpetuating inequity. Heller suggests that the ex-
ercise of citizenship can be subverted in societies where
extraconstitutional forms of authority such as patriarchy
and caste subordination over-ride public authority [12].
We come back to this thread in the discussion on organic
participation later in this section.
Elections and universal adult suffrage are seen as a

fundamental method of participation in representative
democracies. Since Independence, India has had regular
and relatively inclusive elections, separation of powers,
an active and independent judiciary, apolitical military,
and open press. On this basis, the country is said to be a
successful, albeit an ‘unlikely democracy’ given poverty,
illiteracy, socio-cultural diversity and deep structural in-
equity [13–15]. Varshney [14] also points out that “mar-
ginalized and oppressed groups are exercising their
democratic rights to a degree that was unheard of in the
1950s and 1960s”. However, if democracy is judged ac-
cording to broader effective governance measures, in-
cluding meaningful participation of the people in
governance, India’s democratic success is questionable.
The founders of the Indian Constitution seemed to
adopt the spirit of collective deliberation and action as a
core principle of Indian democracy. Dr. B R Ambedkar,
the Chairman of the drafting committee of the Indian
Constitution, held that:
“There should be varied and free points of contact

with other modes of association. In other words, there
must be social endosmosis. This is fraternity, which is
only another name for democracy. Democracy is not
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merely a form of Government. It is primarily a mode of
associated living, of conjoint communicated experience.
It is essentially an attitude of respect and reverence to-
wards fellowmen.” [16] (p. 50).
However, this concept has not yet been realized in the

everyday practice of democracy in India’s cities. Though
India does have a wealth of experience and long tradi-
tions of participation in governance in various forms, in
the following discussion we show that there is a space in
India for deepening democracy beyond the range of the
current participation processes.
Mansuri and Rao (2013) [17] have characterized partici-

pation as ‘organic’ and ‘induced’. ‘Organic participation’ in-
cludes social movements that fight for greater democratic
expression and for the rights of the underprivileged, labour
movements, unions, membership-based organizations to
improve livelihoods and living standards (ibid). Others, like
Miraftab [18] and Cornwall [19] describe the struggles of
the poor as claimed, invented or insurgent spaces of partici-
pation. ‘Induced participation’ is ‘promoted through policy
actions of the state and implemented by bureaucracies, …
and comes in two forms: decentralization and community-
driven development’ (Mansuri & Rao). These are not
cleanly divided processes or spaces, and have some
strengths and present some challenges, discussed further in
this section.

Organic and claimed Participation
Social movements, claimed participation spaces, including
organic NGO-led participation, are a strong shaping force
in India, surfacing important issues of social and environ-
mental justice, entitlements and equity. They have thrown
new light on different aspects of the human condition,
and followed up with the authorities, through to the judi-
cial system, to secure rights and justice. In recent years, a
range of rights-based initiatives have led to legislation and
substantive gains on crucial elements of human rights and
well-being in India, such as on the right to education,
right to information [20], the Domestic Violence Act [21],
the Street Vendors Act, the securing of livelihoods of
waste pickers [22], and shelter for the poor in Mumbai
[23]. Advocacy groups can provoke civic interest in and
attention to issues, and in doing so, provide fertile ground
for public participation initiatives. For example, the Pune
urban design deliberative democracy initiative, described
later in this article, emanated from organic participation
and advocacy. Similarly, referring to the experiences in
Mendha Lekha village in eastern Maharashtra, Mohan
Hirabhai Hiralal suggested that abhyas gats or study cir-
cles could be convened on topics that emerge as ‘jivhalya-
chya prashna’1 - issues that people felt strongly about.
These would be the issues people voluntarily spend time
deliberating, precisely because of their strong feelings.
Additionally, leaders of organic participation initiatives

often, though not always, develop considerable expertise
about the issues they raise. They can bring new knowledge
to the table and new resolve to ensure decision-makers
take this seriously.
Organic participation plays an influential role in reaf-

firming democracy in India, irrespective of the substantive
or normative views involved, depth of understanding, or
perspective – holistic or fragmented. It is a demonstration
and reaffirmation of people’s freedom of expression, the
right to associate, and to raise issues of concern for exam-
ination, deliberation and action by the larger polity. Gos-
wami & Tandon (5) suggested that this is what makes
Indian democracy alive and vibrant [21].
Although organic participation is an integral element

of meaningful participation, alone it cannot bring about
good governance. It has been said that democracy is bet-
ter sustained when there are community networks and a
social fabric of trust and cooperation [24], neighbour-
hood organizations [25], and a tradition of discussion in
society [26]. People living in such a society may feel
more readily able to voice topics of concern, and for the
neighbourhood associations to take these concerns for-
ward. However, these societal qualities can malfunction
when there are prevailing deep-rooted structural inequi-
ties like the caste system, and divisions among socio-
economic classes. Hence, rather than cooperation, or-
ganically emerging issues have often tended to drive div-
isive behaviour, turning one group against another [27].
Such structural inequities prevent disempowered mar-
ginalized people from raising concerns organically [10].
Or, if they have been surfaced, the mostly elite groups
responding have not listened and acted on them, or such
concerns have been crowded out among issues raised by
more vocal and powerful groups.
Inequities and exclusions may be exacerbated in cer-

tain types of elite-led participation [28, 29], while the
poor are forced to access public services through polit-
ical patronage [27]. While public resistance often sup-
ports more sustainable outcomes, in recent years in
India, the nature of such resistance is changing, with
middle-class and upper-class protestors becoming prom-
inent, and the marginalized largely failing to make visible
protests against decisions that affect them, exacerbating
existing inequities [30]. Miraftab, highlighted that often
planning and governance processes in the global South
engage with certain types of community-based groups
who are ‘celebrated as civil society representatives’ and
invited into participatory processes while criminalizing
and disengaging others from decision-making processes,
who have to resort to insurgent practices to claim their
rights and access to basic services [18].
For these reasons, and more generally in the interests

of good governance, relying on organic participation or
community bonds and associational life to achieve equity
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and sustainability is inadequate. Indeed, it could be said
that both organic participation and elected government
have distorted motivations (the former due to structural
inequities, and the latter due to party political influences
and the need to be re-elected).

Induced Participation
In India, the most consequential enablers of induced
participation have been the 73rd and 74th Constitutional
Amendment Acts (CAA), creating institutions of local
self-government in villages and urban areas across the
country, with elected councils. However, the elected
councils or civic groups per se and the extent to which
they deliberate is not the focus of this research, but ra-
ther whether the elected councils involve civic groups
and the general public meaningfully in deliberation on
difficult issues.
Much of the literature referring to empowered partici-

patory governance in India refers to local self-government
in rural India, especially in relation to gram sabhas (village
assemblies). These include the well-known decentralized
people’s planning processes in Kerala [31, 32] and also in
Maharashtra [33] and Mendha Lekha (Mohan Hirabhai
Hiralal, oral communication, September 2016), including
deliberative democracy processes.2

There are some efforts of induced participation in
urban areas as well, such as participatory urban planning
in Chhattisgarh, planning for street vending in Mumbai,
for slums in Ahmedabad [34] and neighbourhood level
and urban ward planning in Kerala [35]. An induced
participatory method that has had success in reducing
structural inequities is Participatory Budgeting (PB). PBs
have now been implemented in around 3000 places
across the globe [36]. A percentage of a government
budget (usually around 10%) is allocated to projects by
those living and working in the area. Civic groups de-
velop proposals which are broadly disseminated, and
then community members vote on their preferences
[37]. This process is particularly effective when it is co-
decisional (between the government and its constitu-
ents); and when it is supported by a mechanism to re-
duce inequity, e.g. an Index listing issues important to
well-being, so during the budget prioritization process,
additional weight can be given to those disadvantaged
[38]. Though ideally, PBs foster more democratic and
equitable decision-making, in Pune and elsewhere PBs are
often more tokenistic than meaningful public participa-
tion. For example, in Pune, an independent review of the
local PB process highlighted problems that it was inad-
equately co-decisional and unable to systematically ad-
dress issues of inequity [39]. A deliberative initiative,
described later in this article, developed recommendations
to improve Pune’s PB regarding both empowerment and

equity, however they were not taken up by Pune’s munici-
pal government. Conversely, in areas with traditionally
strong public participation, such as in Kerala and induced
and externally supported participation in rural Maharash-
tra, specific processes are implemented to bolster em-
powerment and equity. For example, in both areas, a
development report is made public prior to annual bud-
geting so the community is better informed about areas of
strength and inequality.
Since the mid-90s, the Indian Government has promoted

the formation of self-help groups (SHGs) for savings, credit
and microenterprise activity, especially of urban poor
women. In some cities these SHGs are also vehicles for
prioritization of shortfalls in basic services provision in poor
neighbourhoods and slums, and supervision of improve-
ment projects [40]. Participatory micro-planning under
Kerala’s similar Kudumbashree programme nests within an-
nual municipal planning. Overall inclusion and equity are
variable, particularly in relation to local patterns of formal
and informal political power, which may also reinforce ex-
clusion of the poorest. Nonetheless, these programmes have
been successful in enhancing the presence of women in
participatory governance processes [41].
However, there are critical deficits in the institu-

tional reforms of urban governance: limited imple-
mentation of decentralization under the 74th CAA
[42], disjuncture between planning, governance and
poverty alleviation [34], the poor ratio of representa-
tion, the lack of structures in urban areas analogous
to the village gram sabha [43, 44], and limited func-
tional and financial autonomy for municipal govern-
ments even if participatory processes are undertaken
[35]. Public hearings are provided for as part of En-
vironment Impact Assessment legislation so people
can voice their views, though experience shows that
such inputs have unclear influence on the decisions
made [45]. As part of master plan preparation pro-
cesses, the public may formally record objections and
suggestions, but the decision-making processes do not
incorporate opportunities for public participation to
evolve combined thinking about the issue that could
reflect common ground [46].
Critically, unlike the 73rd CAA that created gram

sabhas in rural areas, the 74th CAA has not created a
structure for direct democratic participation in cities.
Ramanathan (2007), Founder of the non-profit Janaa-
graha [43] proposed that area sabhas be created in
urban areas with every registered voter in a polling sta-
tion as a member. Subsequently, under the Government
of India’s Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban Renewal
Mission that was launched in 2006 (to which Rama-
nathan was a Technical Advisor), state governments
were asked to include a provision for community par-
ticipation as a pre-condition for receiving funding from

Menon and Hartz-Karp Sustainable Earth             (2019) 2:6 Page 4 of 19



the central government. A provision for area sabha
was enacted by at least 12 states but none have con-
stituted these [47].
Thus, there is a near absence of inclusive, egalitarian,

well-informed, induced participation forums in urban
areas in India. Governments rarely seek public participa-
tion in urban issues, other than to provide information,
allow for grievances and hearings, and sometimes to
seek opinions through surveys, workshops and consulta-
tions. The aim of such participation is to inform or con-
sult (receive public feedback) and sometimes to involve
(understand and consider public views), but rarely, if
ever, to collaborate or empower [48]. While the struggles
of the urban poor and other organic participation efforts
have led to major gains, in the absence of structured for-
ums of direct participation underpinned by public au-
thority, societal inequities continue to pervade access to
formal governance.
Then there is the disjunction between the formal and

substantive aspects of citizenship in India, especially in
cities. Desai & Sanyal (2012) point out that the poorest
are denied many of their fundamental rights in practice
[49]. Luckham et al. [50] have described the distinction
between democratic institutions and democratic politics.
Democratic institutions are the formal structures and
procedure of democracy, while democratic politics refers
to the actual engagement of the public in decision-
making. The levels of government decentralization
achieved in Indian cities remains inadequate. Paralleling
insurgent participation described by Miraftab and Wills
[18] of the urban poor in South Africa, Harriss [27] sug-
gests that the poor in urban India are left out of the new
politics of participation, which spaces are occupied by
middle class activists and associations who as ‘con-
sumer-citizens’, speak the language of collaboration with
local governments. For the poor, Harriss suggests, the
principal possibility to obtain representation for them-
selves remains through political parties (ibid), which
continue practices of patronage.
We suggest that the inadequacy of formal democratic

institutions, procedures, space and capacity also results
in the inadequacy of a deeper democratic politics in the
city, for much of India. What then is the way forward
for democratic deepening?
Miraftab and Wills suggest that planners, including

planning professionals working outside government en-
tities, need to work with the resources of the state as
well as with the resources of citizens, and especially in-
clusive of those who are insurgent participants, who
have invented their spaces of citizenship [18]. In this
context, Heller’s view [12] gives some hope to urban
India, that with the strengths of social mobilization, and
structured, local, procedural democratic engagement for
participatory planning such as in Kerala and some parts

of Brazil and South Africa, it is possible for democracy
to be built bottom up. The following section describes
such a structured, participatory democratic practice, that
of Deliberative Democracy.

Deliberative Democracy
Modern deliberative democracy initiatives and discussions
have emerged, largely in Western democracies over the
last four decades. This article defines deliberative democ-
racy as inclusive public deliberation that influences
decision-making by an elected representative government.
We view deliberative democracy as Heller and Rao (2015)
posit, as an ‘amalgam of deliberative process and institu-
tionalized sanction’ and ‘that deliberation as such is not a
substitute for electoral democracy but a necessary condi-
tion for deepening democracy’ [51] (pp 7–8).
A range of deliberative democracy initiatives have been

developed in recent years. These have dealt with complex
urban issues of city-wide planning [52], to the allocation
of 100% of the infrastructure budget in the capital city of
Melbourne in an ‘Australian Participatory Budgeting’ ini-
tiative [53], and to national issues such as constitution for-
mation processes in Turkey [54] and constitutional
reviews in Ireland [55]. Concomitantly, deliberative dem-
ocracy academic and practitioner discourse has examined
the nature of public deliberation in society: how it may be
embedded within a political system, particularly within
electoral representative democracy, gains from public de-
liberation by everyday people, potential pitfalls, tools to
organize deliberation, what essential qualities make delib-
erative processes valuable, and how the quality of deliber-
ation might be evaluated, as well as the longer term
impacts of deliberative democracy initiatives [8, 9, 31, 56].
According to Gastil and Richards ‘(W)hen people de-

liberate, they carefully examine a problem and arrive at a
well-reasoned solution after a period of inclusive, re-
spectful consideration of diverse points of view’ [8].
While deliberation is essential in all types of democratic
governments, representative, participatory and direct,
Catt has suggested that deliberation within the commu-
nity is the key characteristic of participatory democracy
[57]. Fung (2012) proposed that the quality of democratic
governance may be improved by considering three ele-
ments of institutional design: who participates in public
deliberation; how they communicate and make decisions;
and the connection between their conclusions and opin-
ions on one hand and public policy and action on the
other [58]. Further, as Mansbridge (2015) [59] suggested,
democratic deliberation may be viewed as having epi-
stemic, ethical, and political functions. The epistemic
function relates to the generation of opinions, preferences,
and decisions, informed by facts and logic. Participants in
the deliberation consider, discuss and weigh a range of
views and information. The ethical function refers to
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mutual respect and absence of coercion in the consider-
ation of views or formation of decisions. The political
function refers to inclusion and egalitarian nature of who
participates in deliberation. This affects the quality and
content of deliberation as well as its legitimacy. Carson &
Hartz-Karp (2005) [60] suggested three essential elements
of an effective deliberative process as: 1. Influence on pol-
icy and decision making; 2. Inclusion, of diverse view-
points and values, providing equal opportunity for all to
participate; and 3. Deliberation quality such that there is
open dialogue, with access to information, space to under-
stand and reframe issues, devise options, and search for
common ground.
One of the cornerstones of deliberative democracy

is participant inclusivity and representativeness. The
method of ‘sortition’, or random selection, or selection
by lot, has been proposed as ideal to ensure represen-
tativeness of the broad population involved, with
stratified sampling to ensure the group selected mir-
rors the populations’ demographics [61]. However,
other methods may be used to ensure inclusion, de-
pending on the nature of the deliberative forum, and
such that the broadest spectrum of the population is
elicited to participate [62].
The underlying contention of the practice and dis-

course of deliberative democracy is that if value is to be
added to government decision-making, public participa-
tion needs to be meaningful i.e. have real potential to
shape decisions or policies. In short, it should have ‘in-
fluence’. This means that the decisions that emerge from
a public deliberation are actually implemented, or inte-
grated into the decisions and policies of the representa-
tive government. This ensures the deliberation has
gravitas, which is important not only for those deliberat-
ing, but also for achieving implementable, sustainable,
substantive outcomes [60, 63].
Meaningful participation does not imply giving less

importance to expert and technocratic views. Rather, it
highlights that the values and considered views of the
community involved are also important, and should in-
fluence decisions made. Not taking them seriously is
highly likely to result in public resistance when govern-
ment tries to implement changes. Officials responsible
for urban governance and infrastructure are often criti-
cised for making notoriously bad infrastructure deci-
sions: being blind-sided by political dispositions, not
seeing the big picture, inadequately examining options,
and failing to understand project risks [64]. Moreover,
their ‘expert’ solutions regularly backfire when there has
been inadequate involvement of the diverse community.
This is relevant in India too, as the media has often
highlighted botched projects, that range from ill-
conceived slum rehabilitation [65], flyovers [66], metro
[67], and monorail [68], to a whole township [69].

We suggest that inclusivity, quality and influence of
public participation in civic governance in Indian cities
may be greatly enhanced through deliberative democ-
racy, leading to more substantive outcomes for the pub-
lic, and especially the marginalized. Moreover, given the
importance of accountability and transparency to accrue
public legitimacy for such deliberative democracy pro-
cesses, we suggest it is important to have an overseeing,
independent third party.

An independent third-party
According to Stephens & Berner (2011) [70] “(T)he third
party’s role is to assist in designing and managing a
process that pursues a variety of goals beneficial to the
stakeholders and decision-maker(s)”. In this instance, the
goals are to achieve good governance. This is currently
difficult to achieve given the noted prevalence of exclu-
sionary organic participation, as well as the rising levels of
public distrust in India’s democratic governance [71], and
the unsatisfactory experiences with most government-
induced participation in Indian cities. We propose that
this could be resolved if there was an independent third
party, tasked with overseeing good governance.
The need for an independent third-party has been evi-

denced in the Indian experience of public participation,
where independent facilitation has been required, often
provided by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and
educational institutes. For example, participatory budgeting
in Kerala and other cities around the world, as well as par-
ticipatory planning in rural Maharashtra have documented
the importance of an independent facilitation team in pub-
lic participation processes [32, 33]. When the provision for
conducting gram sabhas (village assemblies) was legislated,
this did not inevitably lead to village assemblies automatic-
ally deliberating and preparing their development plans.
Recognizing this gap, in 2018, the Indian Government
launched a federal programme (the Rashtriya Gram Swaraj
Abhiyan, national campaign for rural self-governance) to
strengthen the capacities of rural local self-government in-
stitutions for participatory planning. The programme rec-
ognizes that developing Gram Panchayat Development
Plans may require intensive facilitation, and envisages pro-
fessionals and educational institutions providing such sup-
port to villages [40]. This is relevant in urban areas as well.
Meaningful participation requires that participants receive
unbiased, comprehensive information and reports written
in ways that can be easily understood, regardless of partici-
pant levels of education. Additionally, public participation
data needs to be collected and maintained. This is currently
a significant gap in existing participation forums, which
could be taken on by an independent third party.
In the deliberative democracy discourse, it has been

proposed that a collaborative countervailing power is
needed [31], to help foster the integrity of empowered
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participatory governance, and reduce its susceptibility to
various forms of corruption. Sources of collaborative
countervailing power, Fung & Wright suggested [31],
were NGOs or movements, with local groups potentially
being best suited to this role. The recent formulation of
the Forest Rights Act in India provided insights on the
use of countervailing power via a different route - adver-
sarial yet collaborative. Ganguly described the process as
one that combined the utilization of formal deliberative
spaces (in this case a Joint Parliamentary Committee)
with mass mobilizations of tribal community groups and
NGOs when those spaces were threatened, and then
with NGOs playing mediation and facilitation roles [72].
Ganguly’s description also highlighted how arguments
and points of view were crystalized, not by the political
sphere but by the independent deliberative public
sphere. National advocacy organizations as well as local
community groups were able to come together to form a
broad national coalition that advocated for the rights of
the historically marginalized. This combination served as
a strong counter to the ‘tiger versus people’ argument of
the conservationist NGOs that aligned with the Forest
Department (ibid). While this outcome was highly effect-
ive, it is not always the case that such coalitions support-
ing the disadvantaged will emerge. Hence the inclusion
of an independent third party as an integral part of the
public participation process could help to provide that
countervailing power, and enable/ upskill marginalized
people to form empowered groups [10].
Hence while the Indian experiences of traditional or-

ganic and induced participation provide a foundation for
good governance, the considerable gaps in effective pub-
lic participation institution and practice highlight the
need for governance reform in urban India. Considering
the success of deliberative democracy in other parts of
the world [56] and similarly structured and facilitated
participation in rural India [32, 33], there is reason to
believe that Indian cities too could benefit from such re-
form. In particular, it is proposed that implementing de-
liberative democracy as an integral element of induced
participation, and conjoining organic participation,
would result in meaningful participation and bridge
current gaps in good governance. If this conjoining was
done synergistically, it would maximize the strengths of
each, i.e., the commitment and energy of local organic
participation with the authority and structure of induced
participation. The claimed and invented spaces of par-
ticipation would be important to broaden the base of
those involved, bringing to the fore an understanding of
the issues of those often excluded from government’s
purview, and providing the advocacy needed to press
governments to enact the commitments made to their
constituents. To achieve this, organic, claimed and
invented participation would need to be formally integrated

within each stage of the induced deliberative democracy
process (i.e. accepted by all parties), from the initial framing
of the problem and implementation of inclusive, delibera-
tive processes, through to championing the implementation
of recommendations, and ongoing review of impacts. Add-
itionally, to ensure the participation process would be com-
prehensive, transparent, egalitarian and influential, it should
be overseen by an independent third party, which would
foster process legitimacy, and in so doing, bolster public
trust in the democratic system.
The next section describes an action research initiative

in Pune, India that explored how the traditional and on-
going strengths and energy of organic participation, to-
gether with structured, meaningful, induced participation
opportunities could be utilised and enhanced to enable
good governance in Indian cities.

Methodology: pioneering new routes to achieve
good governance – instituting deliberative
democracy initiatives in Pune, India
Pune, with a population of 3.5 million, is a prominent city
in western India. As in many developing country cities,
the expansion of the urban area, population increase and
changes in lifestyles have exerted great pressure on muni-
cipal capacities. There is also considerable innovation and
experimentation, often due to an active civil society [73].
Between 2013 and 2017, the authors were involved in

a deliberative democracy action research initiative that
was implemented to introduce high-quality public delib-
erations, successfully applied in developed cities, and as-
sess their applicability to the Indian urban context.
Inclusive, deliberative public participation was sought to
improve neighbourhood street design and participatory
budgeting. A mixed methods approach was used includ-
ing interviews, public perception surveys, a collaborative
inquiry with a team of facilitators and implementation of
public deliberative processes, as performative compo-
nents in an action learning cycle. The research goal was
not only to advance theoretical understanding about de-
liberative democracy in the urban Indian context, but
also to actually initiate such processes in Pune through a
non-profit organization seeking to advance sustainability.
This article limits the description of the action research
to the public deliberation component. Bradbury-Huang
[74] noted that in action research, understanding and ac-
tion are not readily separable; and that ‘only through ac-
tion is legitimate understanding possible’. There is a
dilemma in action research, that action researchers have
a dual role as researcher and implementer or ‘change
agent’ [75]. This was indeed the case in this action re-
search on deliberative democracy initiatives in Pune.
The first initiative took place in 2013 in Dattawadi,

to resolve chronic mobility and liveability problems.
Though these concerns are key to relevant NGOs and
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a bus commuter forum, at that time, they had not en-
gendered visible public or government concern. The
second initiative described in this article took place in
2015 in Pune, to improve the city’s Participatory Bud-
geting (PB) process, which allocates scarce resources
to urban projects. A number of PB initiatives have
been carried out in Pune since 2007. Though they
started out promisingly, the PB process has deterio-
rated over time. The reasons for selecting these topics
for public deliberation were twofold. Firstly, in Pune,
the use of streets as public space, mobility and road
safety are ongoing concerns that cut across class and
cultural segmentation, though the reasons for concern
are varied. Secondly, improving the Participatory Bud-
geting process was chosen because it is a regular ac-
tivity of the local municipal government, and though
it is implemented ineffectively, it does still offer a
structured annual forum for the public to be involved
to a certain extent in decision-making.
In both deliberative democracy initiatives, challenges

emerged from the outset including: the extent to which
the government decision-makers were actually prepared
to be involved; what roles supporting groups such as
NGOs and tertiary institutions should play; how diverse
public participation could be elicited including those
usually excluded from such processes; and how the out-
comes of such processes could influence change. As is
likely in action research, the planned methodology
needed to be adapted to the situations as they arose. As
a consequence, the research resulted in learnings about
the challenges of inclusive, deliberative models, and in-
sights into how they might be addressed in the future.
The first challenge to the original plan arose as the

initiatives progressed, when it became apparent that
while government officials were prepared to go along
with this work, it was more on the basis of ‘look and
see what happens’, rather than active involvement.
Hence, rather than overseeing and supporting the
process, the NGOs and two tertiary institutions became
the drivers and organisers of the processes. It also be-
came apparent that to have public legitimacy, these par-
ticipation processes would require the NGO and
Universities to act as independent arbiters, so the
broader public could have confidence that this work
was worth their consideration and support. In short,
the NGOs and Universities also took on the role of an
independent third party. Obviously, this was not ideal.
However, because the Universities and one of the
NGOs in particular were perceived as having no special
interests, it was plausible to the public for these organi-
sations to jointly play the role of organisers and inde-
pendent third party. Finally, there was the challenge of
ensuring the deliberations resulted in some influence
on decisions being made.

From this experience, it became clear that meaningful
public participation in India would require a combination
of a/ induced participation - the authority of government;
b/ organic participation - the support of NGOs and com-
munity groups; and c/ an independent arbiter - an NGO
or university or other trusted organisation to oversee the
process. Moreover, for success, these three elements – in-
duced participation, organic participation, and third-party
oversight – would need to work effectively in tandem.
From the experience of trying to conjoin these three ele-
ments, a framework was inductively developed. Mirroring
this inductive pathway: 1/ the two deliberative democracy
case studies in Pune, India have been described; 2/ the
learning and insights from those case studies have been
highlighted; and 3/ the potential role of an independent
third party has been examined. The framework evolved
from the experience of implementing these steps. This has
been outlined in a table of roles and functions, and a fig-
ure charting the process.

Results - deliberative democracy initiatives in
Pune, India
Case study 1: resolving street design and mobility
challenges in Dattawadi, Pune, India
Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) in Pune had
been advocating for improvements in facilities for walk-
ing, cycling, public transport and mobility systems for
several years. The advocacy included appeals to political
leaders and municipal officials, seminars, and vision
statements. Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) had also
collaborated with the local government and offered tech-
nical inputs in developing projects, and capacity building
workshops. This organic participation had resulted in
some, but not much change on the ground. It was in this
context that the Dattawadi process (fully described in
Menon and Rapur 2018 [76]) was conducted in partner-
ship with the Curtin University Sustainability Policy In-
stitution (CUSP), the BN College of Architecture, and
two NGOs, the Centre for Environment Education
(CEE) and Parisar, together with the support of the local
NGOs that had been urging the government to adopt
urban mobility improvements. This initiative was one
element of an AusAid action research grant, offered by
the Australian government.
Dattawadi was selected to be the area of study after

a deliberative process that involved a broad Pune
stakeholder group, determined this to be the most ap-
propriate area, based on the multi-purpose nature of
street usage, multi-scalarity of the issues, and political
support. The neighbourhood is about one square km
in area, with a dense fabric of low-rise buildings. The
area was largely inhabited after a local dam breach in
1961 when the flood-affected families were awarded
land here. The neighbourhood is bounded by a very
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busy arterial and two collector roads. The inner
streets have little traffic and see neighbourhood life
and usage of the streets as a common open area. This
typically includes street vending, shop front displays,
recreation, mobility and residential activity such as
water heating, water storage, children’s play etc. Since
this area was built before the motorization uptrend of
the 1980s and 1990s (and which continues), the indi-
vidual buildings do not have parking spaces. Almost
all streets and footpaths have parked vehicles, mostly
motor cycles. The increase in motorization and the
busy traffic around the neighbourhood produces con-
flicts among different uses of the street, and the dif-
ferent modes of transport. The purpose of the
deliberation in Dattawadi was to develop neighbour-
hood street design that would serve to enhance the
quality of life of the residents and the broad range of
street users.
As the first such process in Pune, the intent was also to

demonstrate a high-quality deliberation process to diverse
actors in Pune, including elected representatives, local
government, experts, NGOs, academic institutions, media
and members of the public. The process of preparing for
the deliberative forums, conducting them, and submitting
the documentation took place over a one-year period. It
included discussion among the partners about the issue of
street design, identification of the most appropriate neigh-
bourhood to pioneer deliberative democracy, discussions
with elected representatives to elicit their agreement on
the conduct of such a process, local area studies about
street usage, and discussions with different stakeholder
groups in the neighbourhood to gather insights into the
varying viewpoints on issues of concern.
Numerous techniques were employed to maximise

the inclusiveness of the Dattawadi participants. Over
one hundred people were involved in total, including
official and unofficial workers and residents. Invitations
were distributed through the elected representative to
residents, and through meetings with the municipal
community worker, local school, senior citizens,
women’s self-help group representative, shop keepers
and street vendors. Arrangements were made for par-
ticipant transport where needed, and payment of a
compensation for daily wage workers. The public delib-
eration process took place over two days. A relatively
large-scale deliberation was organized with 60 partici-
pants purposefully seated at small tables to maximise
diversity, each table group being supported by a facilita-
tor from the host organisations as well as partner
NGOs. The facilitators received training prior to the
event to understand the processes and techniques to be
used for the deliberation. Throughout, presentations
and conversations were translated into two languages,
English and Marathi (the local language). The

21st Century Deliberation3 technique, ideal for medium
to large scale deliberations, was used with an online
platform (Civic Evolution)4 to network the participants’
small group table discussions. All participants’ ideas
were submitted to their table’s computer; these were
themed by an independent group, and later displayed
on large screens, enabling individual participants to pri-
oritise their preferred suggestions. A Workshop Out-
comes Report [77] of the day’s process and findings was
disseminated to all participants at the close of the day.
A second public deliberation process was held the next
afternoon without the online technology, with about 80
participants, including those from the first day deliber-
ation as well as other interested community members.
Their task was to assess the street options developed by
the BN College students, who overnight and the follow-
ing morning had designed options that reflected the
priorities of the first deliberation.
The two days of deliberation recommended the features

participants wanted to keep in Dattawadi and those they
wanted to change, and prioritised those plans deemed
most beneficial to the area. The local councillor and a
Member of Parliament who attended the first day’s delib-
erations, saw the value of the process and publicly agreed
to fund the implementation of the agreed deliberation pri-
orities. However, actual implementation was limited. In
part, this was due to the lack of follow-up processes to en-
sure the government carried out its commitments; but
also, it was due to the municipality baulking at some street
design recommendations which deviated from the munici-
pality’s standard designs and materials. This outcome was
very disappointing, especially since the municipal
decision-makers had announced at the public delibera-
tions, and recorded in the local newspaper, that they
would support all the deliberation recommendations. It
was precisely because of government’s publicised inten-
tions to implement the recommendations that the NGOs
involved did not follow their usual course of action to
maintain pressure on the government, both elected offi-
cials and relevant government agencies, to carry through
with their commitments. Although the immediate imple-
mentation of changes was limited, the process was influ-
ential in the longer term. When the deliberations began in
Dattawadi in 2013, the city had just begun to develop
street design guidelines. Even though this deliberative
democracy process alone did not significantly impact the
trajectory of change towards improved street design at the
city scale, the Dattawadi experience did provide momen-
tum with some clear directions forward. Additionally, it
demonstrated the usefulness of organic participation
working in tandem with induced public deliberation, over-
seen by an independent third party. Furthermore, a few
years later, the learnings from this initiative assisted in the
development of the PB deliberative review initiative.
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Case study 2: review of participatory budgeting in Pune
Since the initiation of Pune’s Participatory Budget
process in 2006–7, annually, citizens are invited to
submit suggestions for neighbourhood projects. Each
electoral ward has an equal and fixed budget alloca-
tion for PB projects. From August to September,
participants have a window of 4 to 6 weeks to sub-
mit suggestions using a printed form or online. Once
received, ward-level municipal officials assess the
feasibility of suggestions, including their approximate
value (which is capped). Finally, the elected Prabhag
Samitis (ward councils) make decisions about
whether these suggestions will be incorporated into
the city budget.
In 2013, CEE carried out a review [39] of Pune’s PB,

which revealed that when the PB was introduced in
2007, it had shown promise as a potential deliberative
forum. In the first year, ward-wise group meetings were
held where participants discussed each of the sugges-
tions received and prioritized these. However, this prac-
tice was only partially continued in subsequent years.
Though the annual process for submitting suggestions
had continued to be simple and accessible to all, only a
few hundred suggestions had been received every year.
The PB process had not been transparent, neither re-
garding which projects were included in the budget nor
whether they were implemented. Although a potentially
powerful initiative, according to the indicators of a suc-
cessful PB, Pune’s PB had been deficient [39]. An add-
itional review was carried out using inclusive
deliberative participation to make suggestions for Pune’s
PB in 2014. This process suggested the addition of sev-
eral steps to the PB process, including participatory so-
cial audits of the previous year’s projects, information on
the projects already budgeted for the year, and prepar-
ation of status reports on civic services in each ward.
While this review process resulted in useful, implemen-
table recommendations, government did not implement
them.
In 2015, CEE, Parisar and Curtin University organized a

second inclusive deliberative forum with a view to refining
the protocols for Pune’s PB along with the municipal gov-
ernment, and supported by the Municipal Commissioner.
This was at the initiative of CEE, which had been involved
with PB over the years, and could see the annual PB as be-
ing a potential vehicle to introduce area-based participatory
governance and deliberative democracy processes. Partici-
pants were recruited from the broad public to elicit diver-
sity in terms of age, gender and economic background,
ensuring representation of those normally excluded from
such processes. They included street vendors, women’s or-
ganisations, college students, neighbourhood association
representatives, differently-abled persons, and professionals.
Though randomly selected participants from varied streets

were elicited, and public survey respondents who had
expressed interest in attending were also invited, few partic-
ipated. Approximately 50 participants attended. Some mu-
nicipal officials were present throughout the deliberation,
including a Zonal Commissioner and the Environment Of-
ficer. While invitations had been sent to several offi-
cials, the ones who attended probably did so out of
general interest, since they were themselves involved
in some form of public engagement. The process
began with presentations of the Pune PB review, and
global PB best practice. Applying the 21st Century
Deliberation technique, participants in small deliber-
ation groups submitted to their table computer ways
to increase participant diversity and ways to ‘share
power’ in the prioritization of projects and their im-
plementation. Participant ideas were first individually
prioritized, then combined to form a list of the
room’s preferences in order of importance for
strengthening Pune’s PB process.
The deliberation output was a Workshop Outcomes

Report [78], prepared in Marathi and English, which
was presented to attending municipal and elected rep-
resentatives, distributed to all participants, and later,
submitted to the local government. The Municipal
Commissioner committed to immediately discussing
the workshop outcomes with the municipal administra-
tion. One promising outcome was that the PMC then
entered into a partnership with CEE to prepare a Ward
Infrastructure, Services and Environment (WISE) infor-
mation base and Index, and also placed the budget on-
line in a form permitting easier analysis. This enabled
more empowered public participation [79]. Using a
range of indicators, WISE provided the public a refer-
ence point for the status of civic amenities and services
and rationale for budget allocations. The scores for
each ward were used to calculate and yield a relative
development index. However, in the subsequent bud-
geting process, the elected officials did not fully accept
the WISE rationale [80], and their reasoning behind
fund allocations remained opaque to the public.
This again highlighted the tenuousness of meaningful

participation in the Indian context. Good governance
demonstration projects, and organic participation advo-
cacy play an important role in fostering change. How-
ever, for good governance to be institutionalized, i.e.
become ‘business as usual’, this could well require formal
reform in urban governance.

Discussion
In this section we discuss the results of the two Pune de-
liberative forum case studies, firstly in terms of the key
features of deliberative democracy, and secondly asses-
sing how the integration with organic and induced par-
ticipation processes worked, and the role of the third
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party. These findings are based on the reflections of the
organisers and facilitators from both deliberative democ-
racy initiatives, as well as the formal feedback from the
deliberation participants.

How deliberative democracy was incorporated into
induced participation
Considering the deliberative forums as a form of in-
duced participation, we discuss here the extent to which
they achieved the three key principles of deliberative
democracy - inclusivity, deliberativeness and influence.

Achieving inclusiveness/ representativeness
Our attempts to recruit participants in Pune through ran-
dom selection revealed significant challenges and the need
for creative thinking to get diverse voices in the room.
Endeavouring to randomize from the Pune electoral roll
revealed large-scale errors in the rolls. This finding was
consistent with other more rigorous studies on electoral
rolls in India [81]. Another randomized effort involved in-
viting participation from a pool of individuals from ran-
domly sampled survey respondents who had been willing
to share their contact information for future discussions.
This however, did not produce useful results as those con-
tacted could not make the time.
Additional efforts included random face-to-face elicit-

ation. However, this too resulted in challenges: several
women approached were very unwilling to participate
and asked for the men in the family to substitute (e.g. a
woman saying, ‘I am not a citizen, please talk to my hus-
band’); and, given the lack of precedent for officials to
invite everyday people in the street to participate in a
public event, these requests were often treated with sus-
picion or fear. Further, people in informal occupations
could not afford to participate without compensation for
the earnings they would forfeit on the days spent in the
deliberative meetings. Moreover, prolonged absence
from the place of occupation or service provision could
result in their displacement, and loss of several days’
earnings.
The goal of eliciting diverse perspectives in the room

was more usefully achieved by ensuring that representa-
tives of the variety of people in the neighbourhood and
different types of users of the street were in the room,
rather than through rigorous random sampling. Diverse
participation in both Pune public deliberations was
achieved though face-to-face encounters on the streets
and requests to a broad range of CSOs for representa-
tives from different types of street users and different
age groups of people on the street, those using different
modes of transport, street vendors, and people from dif-
ferent residential areas including the slum community.

While stratified random sampling is considered highly
desirable for recruiting participants, other methods are
useful as well, and may be more suited depending on the
purpose of the deliberative forum. A random sample may
also still leave out minority groups, especially if the sample
is small. Purposive sampling and recruitment may be done
to include specific group members, such as those most
impacted, or most marginalized, and may also consider
over-inclusion of certain groups [62, 82]. The goal is to
have equitable representation and a diversity of attitudes
and viewpoints within the deliberating group.

Achieving deliberativeness
Gastil has suggested that the key practices of deliberation
are to create a solid information base, prioritize the key
values at stake, identify a broad range of solutions, weigh
the pros, cons, and trade-offs among solutions and then
make the best decision possible [83].
The facilitators’ tasks to enable deliberativeness in-

clude framing the issues being discussed to be inclusive,
setting ground rules for the discussion, encouraging
equity and respect, and helping groups analyse issues
and make decisions [84] . Good facilitation may be con-
sidered an art [85] as things may not go according to
plan. A facilitator may design a deliberation plan and
then have to adjust it depending on the needs of the
situation. The skills of facilitators, their social
intelligence, and their understanding of what is im-
portant for the deliberation are key to effective de-
liberation. The facilitation role calls for remaining
independent, and balancing the group process, the
task at hand, and the individuals involved. Facilita-
tors need to create an environment that nurtures the
social aspects of deliberation, including the adequate
distribution of speaking opportunities, mutual com-
prehension, consideration of others’ ideas and expe-
riences, and respect for other participants [83].
In both case studies, the qualities of good deliberation

were largely achieved, though sometimes with difficulty.
Overall, however, the feedback indicated that good facili-
tation enabled respectful listening as well as the elicit-
ation of participant values, discussion of diverse options,
and prioritization of ways forward.
In the Dattawadi deliberations, the University worked

to provide unbiased and comprehensive information,
though particularly architectural maps and graphics were
not easily understood by all participants. Ensuring easily
understood information could be an additional role
overseen by the independent third party.
In both case studies, broad and open framing of the

deliberation question ensured all viewpoints could be
safely aired. Researchers [86] have suggested that both in
normative and operational terms, independent analysts
are useful to encourage participants to consider different
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ways of thinking about the issue under discussion, not
only counter-arguments, but counter-frames. From our
experience, the independent third party could also take
on this role, especially if they have already ascertained
this information during the background research that
should have included a broad range of experts, advocates
of organically arising issues, and those likely to be im-
pacted by decisions made.
The different languages spoken by participants did not

seem to impede deliberation, with facilitators providing
translations. Fung and Wright noted (6) that the high lit-
eracy rate in Kerala was an enabling factor for participa-
tory planning and budgeting. However, from our
experience, if efforts were made to enable two-way com-
munication in non-textual modes, participant literacy
was not essential. In Dattawadi, the information col-
lected in the prior studies as well as the street design
prepared were presented orally and with photographs
and illustrations. Where text was used, such as in the
prioritization exercises, the options were read out by the
facilitators in each group and discussed. The conduct of
the deliberations in small facilitated groups helped pro-
vide each person adequate opportunity to speak. Once
again, we suggest that an independent third party could
oversee efforts to ensure disadvantaged, illiterate or
semi-literate groups could meaningfully participate in
deliberations, potentially bolstering their sense of self-
efficacy and group empowerment.
Balancing the power differential in India’s stratified

society was the most difficult group dynamic to man-
age. In one particular example, an egalitarian environ-
ment was not successfully maintained when street
vendors were seated with local representatives on the
same table, and it became apparent that the street
vendors always agreed with the local representative.
Existing power dynamics appeared to stifle open and
free dialogue. Such power-over relationships could be
mitigated with stronger facilitation and/or with pur-
poseful seating to avoid such power-over relationships
at the one table. Then the views of the vulnerable
could be voiced in the deliberations without worries
about repercussions. Additionally, preparatory work-
shops of more vulnerable groups could be held prior
to the deliberation to strengthen their skills and con-
fidence. Again, the independent third party could take
on the task of finding ways to include impacted, mar-
ginalized groups, avoiding negative fall-outs, if they
were not able to form an effective ‘counter-public’.
The Dattawadi process was not formally evaluated

through quantitative surveys, though qualitative partici-
pant feedback was sought orally at the end of the day.
The PB review process, on the other hand, was assessed
through a quantitative feedback questionnaire adminis-
tered at the end of the process, with facilitators working

with non-literate participants to record their feedback.
The questions pertained to assessment of the key char-
acteristics of public deliberations, including the useful-
ness of the information provided, the deliberative quality
including respectfulness, and the satisfaction with the
outcome. Participants rated the forum highly on all of
the above aspects.

Achieving some, but very limited influence
Deliberative democracy highlights the need for influential
public deliberation. Ideally the recommendations of a
mini-public are accepted and implemented. The imple-
menting agency would usually be a government agency,
but recommendations may also be for the community it-
self to implement, or other entities. Though the Dattawadi
case held the promise of such influence, implementation
only minimally materialised in accordance with the de-
signs envisaged. The PB review was influential insofar as
the local government did go forward with the develop-
ment of an information base and public infrastructure
index to support rational budgeting.5 However, in the fol-
lowing year, though the Municipal Commissioner did
introduce this rationale in budget making, the budget de-
cisions made by elected representatives did not reflect the
usage of this information [80].
In the absence of formal governance reform, keeping

government honest is no easy task. Additionally, in
India, as public participation is rarely legislated, efforts
made in this regard are entirely voluntary. Although the
lack of impact of such initiatives has not been clearly
documented, as this research documents, even when
clear government commitments had been made to influ-
ential public deliberation, the outcomes of these initia-
tives did not translate into action on the ground. The
reasons were no doubt typical of government reluctance
to adopt new practices. For example: government repre-
sentatives apparently wanted public acceptance, but not
enough to expend the limited budget on the public’s rec-
ommendations; there was a lack of timeliness in the gov-
ernment response, so the issues raised faded from
urgent to chronic; there was departmental unwillingness
or inability to implement initiatives that were out of the
ordinary; and over time, the history and context of the
initiative were lost with changes in elected representa-
tives and/or administration officials.
Suggested mechanisms to foster the influence of future

public deliberations include:

� Continuing advocacy of civic groups throughout and
following the deliberative process.

� Ongoing implementation of inclusive, deliberative,
influential demonstration projects involving the
broader public throughout.
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� Iterative deliberations, one building on the next,
gaining momentum as broader issues and more
people are involved.

� Promoting institutionalization of more meaningful
public participation in governance as in Kerala,
Maharashtra and Mendha Lekha, as well as
innovative methods such as the Citizens’ Initiative
Review (CIR) in Oregon, USA.

It should be noted that research elsewhere has shown
positive long-term effects of deliberative democracy initia-
tives on citizen efficacy [87]. This has also been evidenced
in Kerala’s Kudumbashree programme, which has resulted
in greater public participation by urban poor women in
ward meetings after participating in microplanning in
their own neighbourhoods [41]. Indeed, participant feed-
back from both Pune deliberative democracy case studies
indicated that participating appeared to enhance their
sense of self-efficacy, civic understanding and potential
civic participation in the future – all important to effective
democratic governance.

How organic participation added value to deliberative
democracy induced participation
It is our contention that deliberative democracy in In-
dian cities needs to build upon the wealth of participa-
tory initiatives, advocacy efforts, and the spaces claimed
or invented through movements and struggles. In Datta-
wadi, the learning from involving organic participation
included:

� Organic participation was crucial to gaining the
trust and inclusion of the marginalised and
disempowered.

� With known and trusted civic groups standing
alongside elected representatives, the participatory
process was able to accrue greater legitimacy.

� The deliberation issue became more broadly owned
by both the public and the elected representatives

� Members of organic groups, used to dealing with a
diversity of views, helped the deliberation process, in
particular as facilitators, translators and scribes.

� Funding of the project and implementation of some
of its recommended designs were made possible
through the conjunction of well-known civic groups,
governmental officials and publicly trusted organisa-
tions, including universities.

In the PB review, there were similar learnings to those
from Dattawadi, plus the following:

� Organic participation (CEE and others) had
continually tried to improve the inclusivity and

influence of the Pune PB process through studies
and critiques [39, 88], but with little success. This
new method of including diverse voices in
considered deliberation had some success in that the
government did commit to seriously considering its
recommendations.

� The deliberative democracy PB Review also
succeeded in gaining government recognition that
change was needed to their PB process. This has
given civic groups hope that through their
continued advocacy, the deliberative review
recommendations, including the usage of the WISE
InfoBase and index, will be implemented.

How the role of an independent third party functioned
For meaningful participation to elicit public legitimacy,
the process and the parties involved need to be seen to
be trustworthy – inclusive and egalitarian, transparent
and accountable. This can best be achieved by an inde-
pendent third party. In the Pune case studies, in the ab-
sence of government interest in democratic renewal, the
consortium of academic institutes and NGOs took on
the role of piloting high-quality public deliberation to
demonstrate good governance. As well as driving and
administering the initiatives, they played the role of an
independent third party, conducting background studies,
framing, arranging and facilitating the deliberations,
while overseeing each project to ensure its processes
were open, inclusive, egalitarian, accountable and trans-
parent. The fact that the consortia had taken on this role
was neither initially recognized nor specifically evalu-
ated. However, the participant feedback on each of the
different elements of a trustworthy process were highly
evaluated – regardless of who was responsible.
Based on our action research, and the literature on how

public deliberation forums are conducted elsewhere, we
suggest that the roles of a Third Party could include pre-
deliberation preparations such as background research,
preparatory meetings, especially with marginalized groups,
framing the deliberation, preparing the input materials in
easy to understand formats, and designing the deliberation
process. The tasks during and immediately after the delib-
erative forum could include facilitating the deliberation,
soliciting participants’ feedback, preparing an evaluation
of the deliberations and the report of the deliberation.
Third Parties could also contribute to broader reviews of
deliberation processes and provide suggestions to the or-
ganizing entities, typically the government.
Based on our action research learnings, we have

attempted to inductively derive a process flow of a deliber-
ation process that could be anchored by the government,
facilitated by a third party and could integrate organic ad-
vocacy agencies. Our suggestion is that public deliberation
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processes could be organized periodically (such as annual
Participatory Budgets), as well as around particular issues
or projects, and especially in response to the needs of the
marginalized since such issues have often remained unre-
solved. The careful attention and deep thinking from mul-
tiple points of view that an issue would get in an inclusive
public deliberation could help build real solutions, polit-
ical will, and positive ways forward. The roles in such a
process are outlined in Table 1, while the generic flow of
such a process is pictured in Fig. 1. It should be noted that
this Table and Figure which have evolved from our par-
ticular experience are presented as potential guides for
others beginning this journey. However, contextual is-
sues need to be at the forefront of any future endeav-
ours. There is unlikely to be any one particular way
of designing a public deliberation – so adaptations
will be almost inevitable.

Conclusions
Improving urban governance is an imperative for
India, with its accelerated rate of urbanization. The
stratified and complex socio-economic and political
context in India, power imbalances, and inadequacy
of information for civic decision-making makes public
engagement challenging. It is an opportune moment in
India for deliberative democracy innovations. The rising
interest in participation, together with discontent with
current participation methods and governance can pro-
vide fertile ground for deliberative democracy to take root.
Using the learnings from action research case studies

in Pune, we have shown in this article that a combin-
ation of leaders willing to pioneer good governance,
capable third-party facilitators, and strong organic
participation groups working together through the
structured approaches of deliberative democracy can ef-
fectively integrate the public into civic decision-making.
The add-on value of organic participation is particularly
relevant in the Indian context for several reasons in-
cluding its ability to highlight important issues of

Table 1 Conjoined Induced and Organic Participation aided by an Independent Third Party

● Main role
○ Support role

Role Induced Participation
by Government

Third Party commissioned by
Public Deliberation Office

Organic Participation
Advisory support by NGOs

Suggest topics for deliberation (by the public) ○

Receive topics for deliberation ●

Prioritize topics through a panel (random selected public
and elected officials + experts, civic officials)

●

Research the topic, map stakeholders ○ ● ○

Hold preparatory meetings with different stakeholders ○ ● ○

Frame the deliberation ○ ● ○

Compile and prepare materials for the public to review ○ ● ○

Design deliberation process and its evaluation method ○ ● ○

Appoint an oversight committee ●

Recruit an inclusive, representative group of deliberators ● ○ ○

Provide participation support, if needed (wage
compensation, travel, child care)

●

Conduct and facilitate the deliberation ○ ● ○

Prepare the evaluation of the deliberation ●

Prepare the report of deliberation (including evaluation) ●

Publish the report of the deliberation ●

Submit the report to the relevant government authority ●

Publish how deliberation recommendations are
incorporated in government decisions

●

Track and follow-up to ensure implementation ○

Review of the process, implementation and impacts ○ ● ○

Report learning with suggested changes or adaptations for
the future

○ ●
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concern for public deliberation, as well as the expert-
ise, deep involvement and perseverance of advocacy
groups. In particular, deliberative democracy can pur-
posefully include those publics that are often not invited
into the formal consultation-oriented participation spaces
of government induced processes. Deliberation pro-
cesses can and should aim to address such exclusions,
that are also the reason India is called an ‘unlikely’
democracy.

To promote and facilitate public deliberations, the
role of the independent third-party can be played by
universities or NGOs that enjoy public trust, as has
been the experience in Kerala, and rural Maharashtra.
Additionally, the process flow we have inductively de-
rived for conjoined organic and induced deliberative
democratic participation, facilitated by an independent
third party can be a useful reference point for future
efforts.

Fig. 1 Process flow chart on key steps for high quality public deliberation with organic and induced participation characteristics, facilitated by an
independent third party
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However, achieving ongoing good governance in India
will be a challenge. It will require an organic movement
not just to call for, but also help implement governance
reform in Indian cities. It will require advocacy at mul-
tiple levels to encourage and support governments to
implement deliberative democracy processes, strengthen
the skills and willingness of organic participation, and
advance an effective independent third-party to promote,
oversee and ensure best practice public participation in
governance. Such advocacy will need ‘champions’ within
political, administrative and civil society willing to try out
public deliberations. A key challenge will be to overcome
scepticism among leaders. Leaders of issue-focused or-
ganic advocacy who may well perceive risks in ‘going to
the general public’, that is beyond their particular interest
groups and political or administrative decision-making
venues, and in particular, potentially giving the floor to
those with opposing views, thus hampering their organiza-
tion’s advocacy. Moving past such critiques will require in-
volving those likely to resist or oppose in different roles in
meaningful public deliberation initiatives. For example,
they could be involved as members of overseeing groups,
or as community ‘experts’ who present their views to de-
liberation participants and are questioned by them.
Additionally, it will require ongoing research and

evaluation of good governance initiatives that can enable
continual adaptation and foster ongoing innovation.
Working in cooperation, an ecosystem for democratic
renewal can be created. This will be integral to the abil-
ity of Indian cities to more effectively resolve their highly
challenging urban sustainability dilemmas.
As has been evidenced elsewhere, nothing succeeds like

success, that is, such efforts can create a virtuous cycle
and repetition of such processes is more likely if they were
seen to be successful. This was also the experience in
Pune, with collaborators and key civil society actors who
were part of the organizing teams later becoming advo-
cates of deliberative democracy. Experience elsewhere has
demonstrated that well designed, well implemented, inclu-
sive, influential public deliberations have proven to be
highly successful in accruing public legitimacy [53, 89].
Some starting points to introduce deliberative democ-

racy initiatives in Pune and other Indian cities include: the
application of recent national guidelines for urban master
planning,6 conducting pilots to operationalize the area
sabha provision in municipal law in states that have cre-
ated such a provision, and adding deliberative democracy
processes in initiatives by municipal line departments,
such as for improving waste management, street designs,
access to welfare benefits, introducing or strengthening
participatory budget processes. Deliberative democracy
can provide the opportunity for deepening democracy, ad-
dressing some of the core conditions that make India an
‘unlikely democracy’, and enabling democratic structure

and democratic politics to come together at the granular
level of governance that cities provide.

Endnotes
1Mohan Hirabhai Hiralal, pers. comm., September

2016 https://puneabhyasgat.wordpress.com/2016/11/29/
notes-2-sept-2016/

2Mohan Hirabhai Hiralal, an activist researcher, has sup-
ported the evolution of remarkable deliberative democracy
processes over several years in Mendha Lekha, a tribal vil-
lage in eastern Maharashtra. Abhyas gats or study circles,
are convened of interested individuals from the village
community on issues of public or community interest.
These study circles act as a deliberative space for consider-
ing issues of interest, and include deliberation on inputs
of invited experts, views from the village community,
working through information, expert inputs, diverse views
and arriving at potential ways ahead. The deliberative
space, that is the study circles, are different from the
decision-making space, that is the gram sabha, which is
the assembly of all adults of the village. The results of de-
liberation are presented to the gram sabha where deci-
sions are made through consensus, with quorum. If
consensus is not achieved, the issues are referred back to
the study circles for further deliberation., Maharashtra.
See also https://kalpavriksh.org/wp-content/uploads/
2019/01/Community-Conserved-Areas-in-India.pdf

3The 21st Century Deliberation involves a large num-
ber of people, organized into small, facilitated discussion
groups using networked computers. Each table’s sugges-
tions to designed open questions are collated and then
prioritised by participants, with a Participant Report dis-
seminated at the conclusion.

4CivicEvolution was an online software tool that en-
ables rapid collation of content from different groups of
discussants using networked computers, and subsequent
prioritization if needed. A newer version is now available
as WhatDoWeThink at https://whatdowethink.com/

5See http://ourpuneourbudget.in/
6The Urban and Regional Development Plans Formu-

lation and Implementation Guidelines 2015 (URDPFI),
issued by the Government of India recommend partici-
patory planning and citizen engagement.
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