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Introduction

The objective of this paper research is to see how the citizen’s life can be improved by their participation to the governance process and see possible means and tools that ensure citizen participation. They are understanding now days that their role in not over at the voting process; on the contrary, their role starts there.  

· An overview of local governance in Albania

The need for Local Government decentralization reform in Albania emerged and is naturally being developed. This reform is a several year’s long process with the purpose of improving services and life of citizens through the decentralization and strengthening of local governments. 

Starting from March 1999, the Albanian Government largely committed to develop the decentralization reform, has established technical structures and has provided continuously the required political support. Through a broad discussion and an overall participatory process, in December 1999 the Strategy for the Decentralization of Local Government in Albania was approved by the Council of Ministers. The Decentralization Strategy became the guidance of the decentralization process, and its preparation method became the main tool for its implementation. 

As result, a new Law on the Functioning and Organization of Local Government (The Organic Law) was passed by the Albanian Parliament on July 2000. The new Organic Law is formulated based on the decentralization principle of subsidiary, aiming delivery of basic public services from the nearest government level to the citizens, in compliance with the European Charter of Local Self – governance. The Organic Law devolves to local governments several own exclusive functions, meaning that local governments exercise full decision making authority over the administration, investment, regulatory and service delivery of all those basic public services by law they are responsible. The Organic Law sanction the need of citizens involvement in the decision making process of local governments for the management of the city affairs and particularly in the delivery of public services. Self-sufficiency is in the basement of such philosophy which requires first, a good understanding of all parties involved in the management of city affaires, and enough financial resources to make able implementation of projects and delivery of services at the citizens required level of quality and quantity. 

Operating in New Roles

Whereas local governments are assuming additional responsibilities, the implementation of the Organic Law and transfer of functions at the local level is becoming a mayor challenge for both national and local level of governance. Within the framework of decentralization reform, fiscal decentralization and transfer of assets under ownership of local governments will support increased local autonomy and opportunities for partnership between local governments and citizens in their various roles as individuals, private businesses owners and workers, and member of NGOs. On the other hand, local government officials, businesses and interest groups are challenged to keep up with the practical legislation changes.

Establishment of a sound and stable democratic system in Albania requires a more efficient and accountable governance. It requires a broad involvement of the citizens in the decision making process and implementation of jointly decided development programs. 

· Decentralization as a prerequisite for citizen participation

Many of local government leaders in Albania acknowledge the contribution of participation. Many leaders take their position with the best intentions of generating involvement of citizens. In this effort, many local officials find themselves with a shortage of tools for stimulating initial and continuing participation of citizens. The new public administration philosophy and approach aims not just to empower citizens but to do so actively with a variety of tools and methods.

The challenge to develop citizen involvement can be a key opportunity to build a healthy society. The essence of the problem/task is contained in four questions for public leaders: 

How do we engage and motivate citizens?

How do we expand the flow of ideas that support successful communication?

How do we reach out to diverse citizen groups, becoming increasingly more inclusive?

How do we build high performance public organizations that are respected, have the ability to endure, and contribute to high quality of life?

The participation process is key, meaning that how we involve citizens is vital to success. There are many benefits resulting form citizen education and participation.

Creativity is enhanced because all citizens are empowered to offer ideas and imagination in our efforts to address public problems.

Consensus is generated as a result of citizen dialogue, a dialogue that fosters free and open exchange of views.

 Satisfaction of citizens increases as they feel their ideas, their energy and their "spirits" are engaged in a joint search for community and country.

 Participation is "socio-technical", meaning there are both social - psychological reasons and technical reasons to engage citizens and that selected impact is found in both the social system and in the economics and technology of the country.

Thus, we increasingly recognize that participation is a collaborative human endeavor. Because many of these assumptions and benefits involve individual and group psychology, they underscore for citizens and for public leaders that "the greatest obstruction between us and the future we most desire is ourselves. The will to encourage and support participation is the beginning and the ending of this challenge.

· Leader Roles and Behaviors

When we suggest that leaders adopt a participative style of management behavior what does this mean? For a start, leaders must:

· Encourage citizens to offer suggestions and create channels for citizen feedback

Consult with citizens before decisions are made insuring that citizens' voices are a part of decision making, not just image making

· Carefully evaluate the innovative ideas of citizens, assuming that solutions can be invented by and discovered in the work of citizens in many communities

When public leaders support participation, they exhibit humility about how successful organizations are created - as a collaborative effort. Participative leaders share information and they share power and influence because they see citizens as partners. In participative management, managers share decision-making, goal setting and problem solving activities with citizens. In at least three roles public leaders pursue participation in practical ways.

The leader's role is to inform and educate citizens about opportunities and tools for participation.

The leader's role is to employ interpersonal and public communication skills to smooth the inevitable participation-induced conflicts, insuring consensus, not divisiveness.

The leader's role is to allocate resources to support participation.

Citizens will not be able to participate unless they know how. Leaders must have the political will to make government accessible and responsive to citizens. 

· Organizational Benefits

Local government leaders and their executive teams will invest scarce resources (time, energy and money) in participation efforts. What can they expect in return? The public organization benefits in at least four ways from citizen participation:

-Government leadership publicly displays its support of partnership with citizens;

-Quality of public products and services are improved by citizen feedback

-Productivity is increased as barriers are removed and citizen ideas are adopted

-Cost reduction is realized through efficiencies

-Quality of working life is enhanced as public employees see citizens as partners not as nuisances

Changing a public organization from authoritarian/bureaucratic to collaborative style is difficult, but the reasoning behind the objective is clear. This reform approach is well underway across international boundaries. High degrees of participative management and an emphasis on teamwork often are cited as characteristics of successful, effective organization cultures.

Administrations that foster high citizen involvement and commitment to the concept of community can expect enhanced performance. We are convinced that there is some value. How do we generate participation is the question.

 The Tools of Involvement

In one form or another many public leaders face the same question. Agreeing in principle with citizen involvement is the opening of the problem. What tools do they have to generate citizens’ input? The questions regarding tools are these:

-What tools are available; what do they look like?

-How do they work?

-What is their impact?

-What have we learned about their use?

To succeed in working with citizens, public administrators and local elected officials must find the appropriate channels for public involvement. This is not a realm where "one size fits all"; … no standardized approach is likely to work in every situation. Public administrators must consequently understand the advantages and disadvantages of a variety of techniques for involving the public, and must be able to choose wisely among those approaches as circumstances demand.  
Involvement of citizens in the business of government requires communication with citizens in all modes. They share information freely, seek and use information and ides from citizens. They partner with private businesses, NGOs and media. They don’t try to do everything for everybody. They try to make it easy by rewarding citizens to share the responsibility and privilege of working toward a better community.

On the other side, citizens as active owners create and seize opportunities to set the local government agenda, choose priorities and determine service delivery standards and costs. They encourage innovation and except and tolerate mistakes, allowing local governments to take measured risks in the interest of the improvement. They behavior like paying customers tells to local government officials what service they need and want and identifying those that can tolerate at reduced level or do without. They help local governments to set service delivery standards and tell service providers how they are doing. They are the best quality measurement tool in the hands of local governments. 

By involving citizens they will learn to focus on the big picture rather than on a street pothole in front of their dooryard. Instead, they help the city organize a community initiative to analysis street problems and find viable, creative approaches to solving the problem.

How to involve citizens? Local governments that take on this new role as facilitators are most effective when they to build and continuously strengthen relationships with citizens. They do this simply, by doing it again and again, by bringing varied people together by using a variety of tools. A concise summary of each tool's purpose, workings, expected outcomes, lessons and an illustration will help public leaders to expand involvement. While there are many tools to choose from, here we will focus on the following twelve:

· City Council use and dissemination of information

· Focus groups

· Public hearing (Public meetings for budget)

· Citizen  Surveys

· Advisory Boards, Citizen Advisory Groups

· Public Boards

· Press releases

· Citizen Information Office

Not every tool can be used in every community or region, nor are they necessarily appropriate to a given situation. Unfortunately, there is no formula for choosing "which one at which time". Public leaders must know that they have a diversity of ways to increase citizen involvement and must trust to their judgment, with an "experimental attitude".

 Conclusions and Recommendations

This paper has offered the rationale for developing and supporting citizen participation in public administration. Local government leaders have become increasingly committed to the value of participation by citizens and they have been engaged in a search for the tools to do so effectively.

The tools reviewed here can be compared on the basis of their characteristics. This is just a preliminary view offered to provide some basis for establishing criteria for selection of the tool. Staff would need to tailor the table to fit the situation and level of expected investment, e.g. a few focus groups are low cost but a national focus group study of a representative set of citizens would be expensive.

These are general tools only presented here. There are however, additional design and practice principles. But no "one best tool" to improve participation exists. We have a diversity of approaches and methods, none of which is " the" tool for all local government units. The selection of the appropriate tool is driven by leadership style, by type of government, and by the organization and management of departments and agencies. Leaders must choose among the participation tools available taking into account a variety of factors. They must consider the history and traditions of participation, as well as the situation and the timing.

In some cases local government leaders may need to evaluate and redesign the total participation strategy. This requires that leaders assess the effectiveness of their participative efforts.

One of the lessons learned from experiences of other countries is that successful participation is planned one and not accidental. Left to chance, we will only have citizen participation on an infrequent basis, if at all. A plan for participation is not a luxury but a necessity.

Our efforts to address participation are driven by two questions: (1) how to find new ways to engage citizens?; and (2) how to continuously improve our understanding of the tools we are using?

These eleven tools are already in use, at various stages, in Albania. Not all local government leaders are aware of the variety of approaches and too few leaders have a plan for use of a carefully selected set. With a plan they can expect to see participation growth. In some communities, in some government agencies, in some departments, citizens are excluded. They feel no connection to government, no ownership of its services and no pride in its contribution. Public leaders have the ability and resources to change both citizen perception and practice.

Case Study: Solid Waste Findings in 5 cities

Experience with citizen involvement in 5 cities in Albania, to get their feedback on service improvement and cleaning fee increase.

On September 2001, a team from the Urban Institute’s Local Government Assistance Program, where the Institute I work with participates,  held focus groups, as part of a larger effort to involve citizens in shaping and improving municipal services throughout Albania The other pilot cities are Gjirokaster,  Himare, Kavaje, Rubik, and Shkoder.

Its intended audience is the Mayor, city council, and other municipal decision makers, as well as managers of solid waste and water supply services. 

The team originally developed approximately 15 questions for each service, finally selecting four questions that we believed would best give municipal decision makers insight into the opinions of their citizenry. Since the municipality is considering full cost recovery and improvements to both solid waste and water supply services, it is imperative that each of the local governments solicit public input before embarking any changes that will directly impact its citizenry. 

The questions for the citizen focus group and business focus group for solid waste and water services are presented below.

Citizen solid waste questions

Q1: Do you think your city is clean?

Q2: In your opinion, who is responsible for cleaning?

Q3: Where is your contribution to cleaning most valuable?

Q4: Are you willing to pay (WTP) for improved service?

Business solid waste questions

Q1: Do you think your city is clean?

Q2: Who should be partners for keeping the city clean?

Q3: How can the cleaning service be improved?

Q4: Are you WTP for improved service?

Citizen water service questions

Q1: Describe the water supply in your city (hours of service/day, water quality)

Q2: How can water misuse be eliminated (water meters, stop illegal connections)?

Q3: How can the water service be improved?

Q4: Are you WTP for improved service? 

Business water service questions

Q1: What is your opinion of the water supply service in your city?

Q2: How can water misuse be eliminated?

Q3: How can the water service be improved?

Q4: Are you WTP for improved service?

The focus groups’ response to these questions represents the study’s findings.  This report summarizes these findings, which was presented to municipal officials and decision makers, as well as managers of the solid waste and water supply services.

Citizen Findings 

In general, the citizens are not satisfied with the cleaning service, they are not satisfied with current solid waste management practices, and they pretend more responsible work from Municipality authorities and the private contractor. They need more containers or designated areas for garbage collection, more frequent pick-up, and immediate investment is needed for new landfills. 

Citizens are of the opinion that cleaning is everybody’s responsibility, including local government, private contractor, NGOs and citizens themselves. They would like their local government to exercise a tight control over the contractor that performs the cleaning service, and undertake some visible measures to improve the current situation. Mechanism and means for that purpose are missing, they need to be applied, and one of them is the mechanism on fine collection. Municipality police would be very helpful, but other measures can be taken meanwhile. And local government should establish a mechanism to deal with citizens complaints and claims for the cleaning service. A consultative council, as the one established in Shkodra Municipality, might help to receive the citizen opinions and assist in drafting a general strategy for city cleaning. Another way to get citizen opinions is focus groups that must be organized in all city quarters and periodically. 

But citizens are well aware that they have a great deal of responsibility for keeping the city clean. However, citizen awareness needs strengthening, in order to get them all involved in the service.  This can be done by media and NGOs that play an important role in the services, if they get engaged here by the local government.  At least two ways were identified to involve citizens: by organizing Cleaning Days, as was done last summer in Velipoja Beach, or by hiring them (municipality), occasionally, when needed. Students should be involved in cleaning for those who throw garbage everywhere or pollute the city by other means; the fines system should be enforced. 

More transparency is requested from the local government, related to  contractual arrangements with the cleaning company, on the parts of the contract that deal with pick-up frequency and time or   the amount of garbage to be removed. Transparency is required as regarded the cleaning contribution paid by them.

Citizens are aware that a better cleaning service has a higher cost, and they suggest imposing a different cleaning fee. , that takes into consideration the different economic level of the citizens. They are willing to pay more for a better service, and their willingness to pay is already expressed in private contracts some neighborhoods in Shkodra, Himara, Kavaja, Gjirokaster, Rubik have with private companies, that do cleaning for their neighborhoods towards a fee of 100 lek/month. 

Business Findings

Business group admitted their cities are not clean, although recently improvements have been made. Garbage bins or designated areas for garbage collection are not enough and sometimes misplaced. There is a need to conduct a study for assigning garbage collection places based on the number of population of cities. Problems identified with this focus group were:

-lack of funds,

-minimal citizen education, 

-No enforcement from Municipality to collect the cleaning fee;

-Lack of citizen &NGOs involvement. 

They suggested the municipal police establishment would help the law enforcement in fee collection. This police would apply fines and collect them, which was never done so far. 

They were not happy with the quality of cleaning the company offered so far, pretending a better job from the company workers. They asked for more supervision form the Municipality side. Municipality can improve also the co-ordination with the Tax Office, so that everyone that subscribes for a new licence has to prove to the Tax Office that he/she has paid the cleaning tax. One suggestion was to provide a hot line at the cleaning company, to register all the citizens’ complaints and other relevant information by them. 

They demanded more encouragement of citizen involvement. 

Next step and ideas for keeping citizens involved in the solid

 Waste service improvement process

According to the work done from the focus groups in the municipalities Shkoder, Kavaje, Gjirokaster, Rubik, Himare we saw, that citizens were generally not satisfied with the solid waste management service.  

In order to define strategies for keeping citizens involved in the solid waste service improvement, a series of meetings with municipality, citizens and other stakeholders should be organized, as a follow-up of the focus groups for fee-settings. 

First it would be necessary to have a meeting with the leadership of the municipality, taking into account the knowledge they have for citizens complains and the financial possibilities of the municipality, for making more concrete the strategies we propose.

Referring to the report of the focus groups for the above mentioned municipalities, we knew that apart of the different problems, citizens were well aware of their responsibility for keeping the city clean. However, citizens awareness needs strengthening, in order to get citizens involved in the cleaning their community. At least two ways were identified to involve citizens:

1- organize Cleaning Days,

2- have the municipality hire citizens for cleaning occasionally, when needed

Students also should be involved in keeping their city clean.

Keeping the city clean is everybody s responsibility, including local government, the private contractors and NGOs. Local government should exercise tight control over the solid waste contractor and undertake some visible measures to improve the current level of service. Local government should establish a mechanism to deal with citizens’ complaints and claims regarding the cleaning services.

      What about our strategies to get citizens involve?
There are some strategies we can use according to the financial possibilities of the municipality:

1- press releases 

2- public meetings

3- cleaning days involving students

4- newsletters

5- flyers and brochures 

Public meetings

Town meetings and gatherings offer a good opportunity to introduce residents to our program discussing how it can help the community and answering any question that people might have. We have to develop an invitation flyer to promote the event.

This meeting should include information describing the concept of our program and its advantages and letting resident know that community is considering such a program. It also can indicate that the meeting is being called not only to present the proposed program but to hear what residents think emphasizing that this input will be seriously considered before decisions about the program are made.

  We should include space on the invitation to list the date, time and location of the meeting and invite residents to come ask questions and learn about the program. 

Press releases

As we begin to develop and publicize our program coverage by local radio and print media outlets is likely. This should be considered a public outreach opportunity. At this point we can provide local reporters, editors and other new professionals covering our community with the key facts concerning our program. This will help ensure that they understand the issues concerning solid waste management in our municipality and why local officials are considering this program before they begin to develop their stories. The most common way to accomplish this, is to develop and submit press release to local media outlets. The press release should briefly describe the essential information about our program ,why a change in the way residents pay for trash collection and disposal being proposed, how residents can participate and if they reduce, save money under the new program.

We might also consider other ways to provide information to the local media including developing more comprehensive press kits and conducting news conferences of briefings for residents about our program.

Throw away less and save.  
When people generate less waste and recycle fewer natural resources are used and there is less pollution from manufacturing.

- Work with retailers.

Presentation materials 

The first step in this program is to review the benefits and potential barriers of the program and learn how this system works.  Municipality solid waste (MSW) planners who will perform this step and decide that such a program can work in the community will than need the support of key community stakeholders. Stakeholders include elected officials, municipal staff, residents, local civic groups and in some cases private contractors. A program presentation at a meeting of municipal officials, a town meeting or a citizens` advisory council (CAC) meeting can be an effective first step.

Education and outreach

-need the support of residents

-build consensus with an outreach campaign

-citizens` advisory council can help

       -set goals

       -builds consensus

For this project we must earn the support of the residents. A key lesson from communities with this program is that such program will not succeed without residents` approval. To achieve this, the first step will be to initiate an outreach campaign. One goal is to inform residents` about why the new program is needed. A second goal of the campaign is to involve residents` in the actual planning for the program setting up a citizens` advisory council that includes civic leaders and other resident can help accomplish this.

The CAC can assist in developing goals and in finding ways to reach out to the community about the new program. The council also can provide input an important decision about how 

the program will be structured.

Thus, we can bring citizens on board to work together and join efforts for clean cities. 

The experience in involving citizens of the above mentioned cities can be replicated in other cities and results can be shared in a national conference, something such as “Best practices”

Annex: A simple guide on how to conduct focus groups 

Tool: 

        Focus Groups

When to Use: 
Focus groups are used for qualitative research and are particularly effective when the subject content is complex, technical, and/or based on opinion.  The discussion in a focus group is intended to be flexible, allowing probing of participants' attitudes to discover their reasoning, beliefs, and values that underline their responses, and allowing unpredicted areas of concern to emerge.  While they are a method of qualitative research and cannot be considered a statistically or quantitatively accurate reflection of the community at large, focus groups can provide insights that reflect the thinking of a significant number of people.

Description:

Focus groups are interviews held with small groups of people to discuss a topic of concern to citizens.  They are an informal, inexpensive, and relatively efficient way to conduct consumer and opinion research.

Steps:

Planning for Focus Groups

1.
Select a trained and skilled facilitator to assist in preparation and in conducting the Focus Groups. Before any action is taken, you should decide what you want to know.

2.   To make sure that the information you receive and interpret from focus group discussion is on target, its advisable to hold a series of groups.  At least three covering the same topic(s) are generally recommended.

3.
Participants can be recruited at random or by constituency (such as neighborhood, recipients of a service).

4.
Some potential participants may be intimidated by what they perceive to be a topic requiring specialized technical expertise and will need reassurance about the content of the discussion and their role in the process. 

5.
Recruit more participants than you will need.  An ideal group is about 10 people, but you can expect some attrition.

6.
Prepare a discussion guide to cover the topics you would like to explore.

7.
Hold the groups in a comfortable setting.

Conducting the Focus Groups

1.
A record of discussion is kept either by videotaping, audio taping, or written recording on a flip chart. In the case that the recording will be done by written notes, use at least 2 persons to record the content. Always get permission from each member of the group before videotaping or audio taping.  Confidentiality of the discussion may be an issue for some participants and the final report should always be written without attribution to individuals. 

2.
Determine the basic questions to ask in advance.  Questions should be open-ended and neutral.  The questions should focus on the issues under consideration.

3.
The final product will be a summary report of the groups' discussion: the themes heard areas of agreement, areas where differing points of view were expressed.  Often group participants appreciate receiving a copy of the report along with your letter of thanks.

