
Environmental Justice: Unequal distribution of environmental “bads” and 
the  obstacles to public participation 

The effects of climate change
on the earth’s ecosystems are
frequently mentioned in the
media and are becoming more
apparent in our everyday life.
Human activities have warmed
the atmosphere, ocean, and 

storms are projected to
increase in frequency in most
parts of Africa (IPCC 2007). Sub-
Saharan Africa is one of the
most vulnerable regions due to
the high prevalence of poverty
and limited coping capacity 

and. As a result, extreme
heatwaves, heavy precipitation,
droughts and tropical cyclones
are becoming more and more
frequent. Moreover, carbon 
 dioxide emissions continue to
rise, with floods and tropical 

The negative effects of climate change are mounting much faster than scientists predicted less than a
decade ago (Tollefson 2022). Even for the very low greenhouse gas emission scenario , there is at least a
greater than 50% likelihood that global warming will reach or exceed 1.5°C in the short term (2021-2040)
(IPCC 2022), hich means that we are not on track to meet the Paris Agreement target to keep global
temperature from exceeding 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels.

2 There are 5 illustrative scenarios according to the IPCC (2022): In the near term (2021-2040), the 1.5°C global warming level is very likely to be exceeded, 
under the very high greenhouse gas emissions scenario (SSP5-8.5), likely to be exceeded under the intermediate and high greenhouse gas emissions
 scenarios (SSP2-4.5 and SSP3- 7.0), more likely than not to be exceeded under the low greenhouse gas emissions scenario (SSP1-2.6) and more likely than 
not to be reached under the very low greenhouse gas emissions scenario (SSP1-1.9).
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Mugambiwa 2021).
Climate change has become a 
social, political, economic and
developmental crisis 
(Nyahunda&Tirivangasi, 2021).
The concept of “justice” has
become a crucial aspect of this 
phenomenon. On one hand,
countries of the Global North are
the primary emitters of CO2 and
face a higher level of
responsibility regarding the
climate crisis (Climate Trade
2019). This has led many African
governments to feel that they
are paying a heavier price for
climate change (World Bank
2006). Additionally, the most
marginalized and vulnerable
communities of Africa suffer the
most from the rise in climate-
related disasters (Roberts and
Parks 2006), not only because
they are heavily dependent on
their natural environment, but
also because their institutional
capacity does not allow them to
adopt any substantial measures
against this problem.

Thus, the issue of climate or
environmental justice, which
was born in the US, has 
become an international issue
(Bullard 1990). 

Africa is the continent
that is the most
vulnerable to climate
change, not only from an
environmental
perspective, but also from
a socioeconomic one. In
addition, it is becoming
increasingly noticeable  

(Madzwamuse 2011). It is also
important to note that most
communities in the region are
reliant on the natural
environment for their survival 
and development (IPCC 2013). In
addition, communities in Africa
are expected to be exposed to
huge water stress and as a
result there will be an increased
demand of water which causes
the ocean and land to be less
effective at absorbing or
sequestering carbon dioxide
(IPCC 2021; UN 2022). 

Finally, global mean sea level
has drastically increased
between 1901 and 2018: The
average rate of sea level rise
was 1.3mm/ year in 1971,
whereas today the same index
has skyrocketed to 3.7mm/ year
(IPCC 2021).
All the anticipated and current
consequences of climate
change require an equitable 
approach in terms of adaptation
and mitigation (Mugambiwa
2021). 

Extreme weather events 
associated with floods and
tropical storms are projected to
increase in frequency in most
parts of Africa (IPCC 2007). Sub-
Saharan Africa is one of the
most vulnerable regions due to
the high prevalence of poverty
and limited coping capacity
(Madzwamuse 2011). It is also
important to note that most
communities in the region are
reliant on the natural
environment for their survival
and development (IPCC 2013). In
addition, communities in Africa
are expected to be exposed to 
huge water stress and as a
result there will be an increased
demand of water resources 
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that traditional top-down
approaches of dealing
with environmental
problems is not working
as intended (Harris 2019). 

Environmental problems have
been characterised as wicked
problems, meaning that they are
ill-formulated, involve
uncertainty, confusing
information, have many
decision-makers and affected
parties with conflicting values
(Sprain 2016). Therefore,
environmental governance calls
for participatory approaches in
order to integrate local
perspectives and local
knowledge, diverse stakeholders,
and members of the public into
the decision-making process
(Serrao-Neumann et al. 2016).

Taking inspiration from
Arnstein’s ladder of participation,
we argue that environmental
justice is a platform” that pushes
local, marginalised communities
towards the lower rungs of 
the ladder of participation. Thus,
we call for bottom-up,
community organised initiatives
to take charge and facilitate the
transition to more “just”
practices, following the example
of other forms of governance
(such as the CBNRMs or PES
Schemes). 

Environmental Justice -
Historical Context

The environmental justice
movement is relatively young, 

3
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3 CBNRM (Community-Based Natural Resource Management) is an approach to the management of land and natural resources which is relevant to, and has the potential to provide solutions
to some of the problems found within the communal lands of Southern Africa, where the majority of people live with, and depend on, natural resources (WWF 2006).
4 Payments for Ecosystem Services is the name given to a variety of arrangements through which the beneficiaries 4 of environmental services, from watershed protection and forest conservation to
 carbon sequestration and landscape beauty, reward those whose lands provide these services with subsidies or market payments (WWF 2009).
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even though its exact start is not clear. It originates
from the protests held in Warren Country, North
Carolina, 1982 (Newton 2009). It was decided that
40.000 cubic yards of soil contaminated with
cancer-causing chemicals were to be dumped in a
poor Black farming community in Warren County.

The announcement of this disposal sparked
intense resistance from the residents, who were
concerned that their groundwater would be
contaminated and their local, economic
development would be threatened, due to the fact
that their region would be stigmatised by the
hazardous waste facility (McGurty 1997). These
protests led to a 3-year legal battle between
Warren County and North Carolina and the US
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), which
was ultimately unsuccessful as the state was
permitted to begin construction of the landfill in
the summer of 1982. Newton (2009) mentions that:
“The decision was immediately criticised. 
Geological studies showed that soil under the
proposed landfill was not impervious to leaching
from the landfill, as required by EPA regulations,
and the water table in the area was only about 7
feet below the landfill bottom, 43 feet shallower
than required by the EPA.” The situation is even
worse, given that the majority of Warren County
residents would obtain their water from wells. On
June 4th 1979, the EPA gave North Carolina a
waiver on both of these requirements and
permitted the construction of the landfill.

While threats to the local economy and the
residents’ health were still a worry, the protesters
shifted their rationale and focus to environmental
racism. 

The leader of the protest was Ben Chavis, who first coined the
term “environmental racism” (Fears and Dennis 2021). As
one activist put it, “The community was politically and
economically unempowered. They took advantage of poor
people and people of colour” (Borunda 2021). Even though
the protests were marked as a “failure”, the term
 “environmental racism” came to define decisions by
governments and the civil society. 

Notably, President Biden, one week after his
inauguration, signed an executive order vowing to
steer clean energy investments to minority
communities battling pollution, placing
environmental justice at the core of his plan to fight
climate change. Furthermore, he named Native
Americans and African Americans to powerful
environmental posts (Fears and Dennis 2021).

Terminology

There are several terms that have been used to
describe this phenomenon, which emphasize on
different aspects:

Racism and Environmental Racism: 

Racism systematically constructs inequities by
conferring advantages upon one racial/ ethnic
group at the expense of others. Power and privilege
are distributed unevenly across space and time
enabling racist structures and institutions to
influence environments in which people live
(Kaufman and Hajat 2021). The concept of racism
has come to encompass a wide array of social 
phenomena, such as systemic inequality,
institutional discrimination, internalized
stereotypes, and racial attitudes (Shiao and Woody
2021). 

After the events of Warren County, it became
evident that environmental racism has become a
critical component of this broader system of
oppression: 
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must be a minority and/or low
income group; excluded from the
environmental policy setting
and/or decision-making process;
subject to a disproportionate
impact from one or more
environmental hazards; and
experience a disparate 
implementation of environmental
 regulations, requirements,
practices and activities in their 
communities” (US EPA 2000).
Critiques of Environmental Justice
suggest that it has not been
successful when it comes to 
engaging mass publics (Pellow
and Brulle 2005). 

The success of the EJ movement
has been limited by the fact that it
seeks change by supporting the
status quo and hindering genuine 
systemic change (Benford 2005). 
“Procedural justice” is a second
frame that became increasingly
important. Rather than focusing
on the distributive outcome, this
frame focuses on the production
of unjust outcomes by exploring
historical and social processes
upstream (Brulle and Pellow
2006). Finally, there is the notion   

Environmental racism is racial
discrimination in environmental
policy-making and enforcement
of regulations and laws, the
deliberate targeting of
communities of colour for toxic
waste facilities, the official
sanctioning of the presence of
life-threatening poisons and
pollutants for communities of
colour, and the history of
excluding people of colour from
leadership of the environmental
movement (Chavis 1994). 

Note: There is an ongoing debate
about this definition. Boerner and
Lambert (1995) claim that
accusations of environmental
racism demand proof of
intentional discrimination. 

On the other hand, Bullard (1994)
believes that establishing
discriminatory intent is irrelevant,
as the presence of negative
effects (i.e. poisons) in minority
communities constitutes racism.
Thus, the act itself constitutes
racism, while proof of intentional
discrimination is unnecessary.
Last but not least, Pulido (1996)
highlights the fact that we should
consider “historical processes” of
racial formation when talking
about environmental justice,
acknowledge the diverse forms
that emerge in different places
and incorporate more
sophisticated theories of scale and
space (Holifield 2001). 
Environmental Justice: 

Environmental justice refers to
policies and practices by which
existing environmental inequities
can be corrected and prevented
in the future (Newton 2009). It  
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serves as a “corrective
mechanism”, which attempts to
detect when and where
environmental racism 
and discrimination occurs, shed
light on the reasons behind the
emergence of such practices, and 
to promote the enforcement of
existing laws and regulations. If no
laws or regulations exist, 
environmental justice movements
push for the establishment of new
institutions. Ultimately, it aspires
to achieve what is called
“environmental equity”, the
situation in which environmental 
risks and benefits among all
groups of people are
approximately comparable
(Northbridge et al. 2003). 

The EPA itself has developed an
official definition of environmental
justice: “The goal of 
environmental justice is to ensure
that all people, regardless of race,
national origin or income, 
are protected from
disproportionate impacts of
environmental hazards. To be
classified as an environmental
justice community, residents 
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of “recognition”. In order to promote a just environmentalism, we should consider whose experience
and knowledge are included or excluded from our definitions of “environmental problems” (Gosine
and Teelucksingh 2008). A lack of “recognition” is unjust exactly because it denies an equal voice to
those whose understanding of the environment is outside of dominant understandings or
experiences (Gibson-Wood and Wakefield 2013).

Participation:

Participatory approaches have been gaining traction over the last few years in development studies
(Pretty et al. 1995; Hickey and Mohan 2004; Chambers 1997). There are various definitions that have
been given: Oakley (1995) defined people’s participation as “a political process in which previously
excluded classes or groups seek to become involved, have a voice in and generally gain
access to the benefits of economic and social development”. 

In addition, the World Bank (2000) states that “participation is the process by which stakeholders
influence and share control over priority setting, policy making, resource allocations and/or
programme implementation”.

Political Participation: 

Given that this paper is about “political participation” and having defined “participation”, it is also
necessary to clarify what “political” means. Traditionally, “politics” have been considered an arena
where social movements have the ability to influence decision making through voting, or
alternatively through protests, networking or direct action (Norris 2002). In this paper, a broader
understanding of politics is adopted. 

The nature of “political” has three features (Marsh and Akram 2015): Firstly, it gives more agency to
citizens, who then have the capacity to express their views and act. Secondly, political activity can
occur not only inside the political arena, but also outside of it. For example, the development of
awareness and education are a precursor to action (Rowe 2015). Thirdly, it is not only the action that
is important, but also the interaction between the actors that is crucial. Consequently, “politics is a
collective enterprise involving the development of strong, deliberative ties between citizens (Hay
2007). 

Global North – Global South: 

In international development studies, the North-South divide used to be central to the explanation
of world inequality and poverty (Therien 1999). For the purpose of the argument in this paper, the
terms Global North and Global South are used. “Global North” refers to the countries that are located
primarily in the northern hemisphere, namely nations in Europe, North America, and the more
developed countries in Asia (Graml et al. 2021). 

"Global South” on the other hand refers to regions outside Europe or North America, mostly low-
income and often politically or culturally marginalised nations (Dados and Connell 2012). Forms of
categorisation, such as the “Third World” or the “Periphery” have been challenged by numerous
scholars as they do not entail sufficient explanations around the politicaland historical context of
each country (McFarlane 2006). The terms are not perfect, yet they are considered as more
favourable than their predecessors (Rigg 2007). For the sake of the discussion in this paper, they are
used purely to distinguish between regions geographically.

5 Adapted from IA 2022.
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formal allegiance.

Typologies of Participation 

Most typologies place participation along an axis
of “good to bad”, whereas a few select 
others focus on the intentionality of those who
initiate participation (Cornwall 2008). The idea of
participation is a double-edged sword. No one is
against it, because in principle it is good for you
(Arnstein 1969), but when it comes to actually
implementing it, participation becomes a mere 
rhetoric in the hands of policy makers. We should
not forget, however, that participation is the 
cornerstone of representative democracy. In
other words, there is a real difference between 
supporting participation in theory and giving the
real power needed to influence decision making
 
in a meaningful way.. Arnstein’s ladder of
participation was developed in the 1960s, but it
retains some relevance even today (Cornwall
2008). At the bottom of the ladder, she puts
Manipulation and Therapy. These two elements
do not constitute genuine participation. Instead,
they have been contrived by someone to
substitute for genuine participation (Arnstein
1969). Manipulation is exactly this: Instead of
allowing people to freely express their opinions,
they are put into advisory committees or boards,
with the grand purpose of “being educated”.
However, this is a distorted form of participation,
as participation becomes a “public relations
vehicle” by decision makers. In this case, they are
using this distorted form of participation to
legitimize their own policies. When it comes to
therapy, its administrators automatically assume
that powerlessness is equal to mental illness. 

Therefore, citizens only participate in some kind
of “group therapy” in order to be cured from this
pathology rather than working against the
system that creates this pathology (Arnstein
1969). Moving up the ladder, the third element is
Informing. Making citizens aware of their 
responsibilities and rights can be an efficient way
to ensure their engagement. What is important 
though is that the flow of information has to be
two-way: Not only do authorities inform citizens,

Introduction to Participation 

There are several questions concerning
participatory processes in policy making. First of 
all, who participates and who are the
stakeholders that are affected by a policy?
Usually, participants divided into stakeholders in
national government entities (ministries,
parliaments, central government) and sub-
national public sector agencies (local
government). Apart from government entities,
participants include private sector actors, various
organisations (think tanks, trade unions, political
parties, NGOs) and citizens, namely the civil
society (Brinkerhoff and Crosby 2002). Identifying
the stakeholders in any given time is rather easy.
What is challenging, however, is identifying the
interests of each category of stakeholders, their
motivations, their resources, and their likely
impacts and identifying policies that would
ideally serve those conflicting interests
(Honandle and Cooper 1989). Participation is not
new (Chambers 1997) and can take many forms.
The most straightforward way citizens can get
involved in policy making is by providing input
for decision makers (O'Faircheallaigh 2010).
Citizens act as recipients of information from the
top-down and express their preferences through
democratic mechanisms like voting. 

Political participation is the most common form
of participation and the cornerstone of indirect
democracy. Citizens can also participate through
their behaviour as consumers, meaning that their
spending choices have a significant impact on
policy making, especially after the rise of
neoliberalism in the 80s (Micheletti et å. 2004).

In the context of nature conservation and MPAs
more specifically, citizen participation 
can either be through user committees, NGOs, or
grassroots movements. They can influence 
policy making by being active members of the
civil society (Edwards 2004). In other words, 
citizens can act as public service users, by joining
existing structures and committees. They can 
also participate as members of interest or
advocacy groups (NGOs), or they can campaign 
against or in favour of a decision, without any 
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6 The rise of neoliberalism is most notably associated with US President Ronald Reagan and British PM Margaret Thatcher. It is an answer to welfare state policies, stating that the government 
is inefficient and leads to poor economic performance (Steger 2010). On the contrary, the term is used to refer to an economic system in which the “free” market is extended to every part of the
 public world. Neoliberalism is generally associated with policies like cutting trade tariffs, liberalization of capital movement, and promotion of market and competition (Birch 2017).
7 Adapted from IA 2022
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on the outcomes and impacts rather than
process and satisfaction aspects of participation
and at the same time focuses on the power
relations between the “haves” and the “have-
nots” (Bjørgen, Fossheim, and Macharis 2021). 

Moreover, it is mostly descriptive and does not
propose a specific methodology within each rung
and as a result it is devoid of context (Collins and
Ison 2009; Laurian and Shaw 2008). Scholars have
critiqued Arnstein for the limitations in her
normative approach (Cornwall 2008) and for
being linear and one-dimensional (Tritter and
McCallum 2006). Finally, Arnstein offers only
anecdotal evidence supporting her conceptions
regarding the practices of participation (Bratt
and Reardon 2013). 

Despite these criticisms, however, the ladder of
participation remains one of the most widely 
recognised approaches to understanding -
participation (Kotus and Sowada 2017), as it 
provides valuable answers to questions such as
who should be involved, how much influence 
should each stakeholder have, and how does this
influence form the decision-making process 
(Bjørgen, Fossheim and Macharis 2021). A
testament to the influence of the ladder is the
number of papers that drew on Arnstein’s ladder
(Pretty 1995; Goetz and Gaventa 2001; Biggs 1989; 
Farrington 1998; Lawrence 2006; Johnson et al.
2003).

Moving away from the ladder structure, Sarah
White focuses on the interests at stake in 
various forms of participation, highlighting that
participation can take many forms and serve 
many different interests (White 1996). It is a
normative effort to suggest a progression
towards “better” and “more genuine” forms of
participation (Cornwall 2008). The questions of
who participates and what are the levels of
participation are not enough to present the
whole truth. Therefore, she introduces four forms
of participation and explains what participation
means to the implementing agency and what it
means for those on the receiving end:

Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation (1969)

All the aforementioned elements lead to the top
three steps of the ladder, which consist of
the Degrees of Citizen Power: Partnership
enables the citizens to negotiate and engage in
trade-offs. In this case, the communities do not
only have access to information, but also hold 
significant amount of power to influence
decision making directly. Finally, Delegated
Power and Citizen Control is where citizens
become the primary decision makers. People
are demanding that degree of power which
gives them control over an institution and the
power to negotiate with outsiders over that
institution (community schools, neighbourhood
corporations) (Arnstein 1969).

There have been numerous critiques regarding
the Ladder of Participation: The ladder focuses 

but there is also room for feedback from the
bottom to the upper levels of governance. This
links to the fourth element, “Consultation”:
Sharing information can increase citizen
engagement and involvement, but if it is not
accompanied by input and feedback by the
citizens, participation is not genuine. If the total
extent of participation is Informing and
Consultation, people will not have the power to
ensure that their views are taken into
consideration by the decision makers, 
and thus no real change will be induced. Last
but not least, Placation is the highest form of 
Tokenism, where citizens have the power to
voice their opinions and concerns, but it
remains to 
power holders to make the final decision
(Arnstein 1969). 
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Pretty (1995) presented his own typology of
participation, describing the characteristics 
of each type. Like Arnstein’s ladder, Pretty has a
progressive view of participation starting from
passive approaches to more engaging ones: The
first type is Passive Participation, where people
are just passive recipients of information
without having any say as to what is decided.
The second type, Participation in Information
Giving and Participation by Consultation is
when people are consulted by researchers and
experts. In this stage, however, experts are not
obligated to adopt the recommendations of the
people and  maintain full ownership of decision
making. The third type is Participation for
Material Incentives, which means that people
participate by providing resources in return for
food, cash or other material incentives.
Although people are involved, they have no
power over decision making. 

The next type presented by Pretty is Functional
Participation, where people form groups 
with common goals. These groups are typically
dependent on external structures but can
become self-sufficient in the long term (Pretty
1995). Finally, Interactive Participation and Self-
Mobilisation are the “best” types of participation
according to Pretty. Interactive Participation 
means that people are not only consulted by
experts, but they can actively influence and
form policies. In terms of Self-Mobilisation,
people take initiatives in order to form new
institutions or reinforce/ weaken the existing
ones.

Vulnerability of Southern Africa

Social justice is central to international human
rights, development and environmental 
conventions and the global issues they aim to
govern. While the concept of “common but 
differentiated responsibility” lie at the heart of
the UNFCCC, such dilemmas may be impossible 
to resolve given the stagnation in international
negotiations. Pursuing “equity” and 
“environmental justice” is such a complex and
interlinked problem, so global and yet so locally 
specific, that some wonder whether what we
are attempting to govern may, in fact, be 
ungovernable (Urquhart 2014). 
Before exploring participation in relation to
social justice, we first need to discuss the 
vulnerabilities of Southern Africa to climate
change and why this region specifically is
disproportionately affected. According to the 
IPCC, Southern Africa is extremely vulnerable to
temperature and precipitation changes linked
to climate change. Nearly every climate models
predict drying for southern Africa, with
increased rainfall variability (Conway 2011).
Additionally, analysis carried out by the
University of Cape Town concluded that the
following changes are bound to happen: 3.4°C
increase in annual temperature, 23% decrease in
winter rainfall, and 13% decrease in spring
rainfall. 

Apart from the fact that the overall climatic
conditions are going to change based on 
these projections, Southern Africa is particularly
vulnerable due to the large number of people 
who make their living off the land. Underlying
causes such as structural poverty, institutional 
weaknesses, will combine with high climate
risks to threaten the livelihood of African 
populations (Darkoh 2009). Agriculture, forestry,
and fisheries (and their water-related aspects) 
are the sectors upon which the livelihoods and
food security of rural people depend.
Incidentally, these are the very sectors that are
most vulnerable to climate change.

The work of Chapman and Sasman (2012)
introduce urbanization in this spectrum. Urban 

Forms of
Participation

 
Nominal

Instrumental

Top-Down
Interests

 
Legitimacy
Efficiency

(Adapted from White 1996)
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vulnerability is a growing concern as rapid
urban growth has resulted in large proportions
of inhabitants living in informal settlements
with high levels of vulnerability to extreme
events. Thus, “urbanization has replaced one
type of climate vulnerability experienced in rural
areas with another”.
As a result of the prevailing instability in South
Africa, climate change threatens development
gains, makes sustainable natural resource
management increasingly difficult, and is likely
to further entrench poverty in the absence of
appropriate and sufficient responses (Parry et al.
2007; Urquhart 2014). While the effects of
climate change are locally and contextually
specific, there is an increased likelihood of crop
failure, an increase in diseases and mortality,
forced sales of livestock, increased livelihood
insecurity, indebtedness, migration,
dependency on food aid; and a downward spiral
in HDI (Shackleton and Shackleton 2012;
Urquhart 2014). 

This is especially true for livelihoods that are
directly dependent on rainfed agriculture and 
natural resources. Many scholars have noted
that these environmental hazards result from
dominant social and economic structures that
organize our society (Beck 1986; Brulle and
Pellow 2006). Environmental degradation and
its effect on human wellbeing are not
distributed evenly, but rather reflect underlying
patterns of oppression (Bullard 1990). 

Furthermore, the kinds of pro-environment
activities commonly suggested today as
“environmental actions”, such as changing
consumption patterns in relation to food and
household items and most importantly
participating in the decision making with
regards to environmental issues is not
universally accessible, either financially or
culturally (Pinto and Dharsee 2009).

As already discussed, environmental injustice
stems from four factors: 1) injustice of 
differential responsibility, 2) injustice of fossil
fuel foreclosure, 3) the injustice of poverty and
economic growth, and 4) the unequal 

distribution of environmental externalities
(Snyder 2020). Drom a positivist perspective,
materially weaker states have less bargaining
power and are largely “acted upon” by the
bigger parties, in this case the established
global powers. Since the more powerful states
are able to control the negotiating process and
obtain results to their liking, the negotiating
endgame tends to “confirm a given power
distribution (Vickers 2013). This problem is
compounded by the fact that African
governments do not appear to be negotiating
effectively (Cheru and Obi). Africa’s commercial
and diplomatic engagements with 
“traditionally stronger” states take place on
unequal terms. In this way, African countries
involved in environmental negotiations become
“objects”, or mere recipients of decisions, as a
result of their unequal bargaining position.

Participation and Citizen Engagement

The levels of development between different
South African countries vary: Botswana has
the highest GDP per capita of $15000 and 
Zimbabwe has the lowest ranking with 0.14
(World Bank 2021). Additionally, the region is of 
mixed democratic status, but generally on a
transitional period from authoritarian to
democratic rule: For instance, according to
Democracy Index 2021, South Africa is the
highest rank at 7.79, with Namibia and
Botswana following closely. Mozambique and
Tanzania are categorised as hybrid regimes,
while Angola, Swaziland, and Zimbabwe are
ranked as authoritarian with a score of 2.64
(Democracy Index 2021). The region shows a
diversity when it comes to levels of
democratisation, thus their institutional
capacity to facilitate participation and civil
engagement is also different. There have been
significant attempts to decentralization and
democratisation, including formal attempts to
institutionalise public participation in local
governance (Piper 2015). 

Pressure for change and increased public
participation, however, is usually linked to the 
international political, financial, and donor 
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community. Consequently, the process has been
driven in a top-down manner by international
actors (NGOs and donors) rather than by local
political actors. This top-down approach usually
limits the effectiveness of public participation
and the capacity building potential of local
communities (an exception would be
community involvement in budgeting in
Mozambique). Successful cases of public
participation require both empowered
institutions for public participation (Fung and
Wright 2003), but also the mobilization of
citizens through civil society formations (NGOs,
local initiatives, private sector) to make use of
these spaces. Public participation requires
constructive forms of state-society relation and
“to work both sides of the equation” in order to
facilitate the integration of the public in policy
making (Gaventa and Barrett 2010). 
As African governments are not able to
participate “evenly” in the global environmental
fora, they get “pushed down” to the lower rungs
of Arnstein’s ladder of participation. (Piper 2015) 

The dominant theories of conservation, justice,
equality and equity essentially lead to Therapy.
This is not genuine participation, but rather a
form of constructed participation which is used
as a substitute. Dominant theories of the “Global
North” aim to “cure” or “educate” the
participants, in this instance the African
governments. However, this strategy does not
take into consideration the contextual factors
that are in place in each African country and
promote a one- model-fits-all idea of
development (Sen 1999). We believe that this
situation of non-participation from the Global
North to the Global South extends to the lower
levels of African communities: African
governments facing elements of non-
participation in global fora leads to the 
marginalised and poor local communities facing
non-participation in national decision making. 

Thus, environmental justice issues lead to loss of
participation at the level of community
engagement.  We need to keep in mind that the
disproportionate impact of environmental
hazards on minority and low-income 

communities can be a product of the same
structure that produces racial oppression.
Additionally, the concentration of burdens can
be an intended consequence of 
dominant economic forces (Brulle and Pellow
2006). Regardless, either of these causal stories 
creates significant obstacles in using public
participation to advance equity in
environmental decision making (Daley and
Reames 2015). Community engagement and
participation are generally understood as ways
to actively involve citizens and give them more
power in environmental planning and decision-
making (Masuda, McGee and Garvin 2008).
Traditional models of community engagement,
however, may exclude marginalised groups
from participation. In addition, un-reflexive
notions of community participation fail to
recognize the fundamental material inequalities
that dictate opportunities for participation in
civic life (Wakefield and Poland 2005). Both the 
quality of the participatory process and the
ability of the stakeholders to engage in that
process are compromised. 

According to Dalton (2008), citizenship norms
shape political behaviour. Duty norms
encourage people to participate as a civic duty
in activities such as voting for instance.
Engaged citizenship involves an expressive,
participatory emphasis on individualised and
direct forms of action. What could be a solution
to a more participatory approach against
environmental justice issues is Henrik Bang’s
(2009) “Everyday Makers” (EM) theory. EMs are
reflexive individuals who do not rely on their
representatives, or the “experts” to speak on
their behalf. On the contrary EMs have a
number of key mantras: 

 Do it yourself
 Do it where you are
 Do it for fun, but also because you find it           

necessary
 Do it ad hoc or part-time
 Do it concretely, instead of ideologically
 Do it self-confidently and show trust in      

 yourself
 Do it with the system if need be
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meaningfully in a process whose procedures 
and substance they understand, no group should
be affected unequally by a decision”. participation
becomes more meaningful when concerned
stakeholders become involved in the decision-
making process early, before decisions are made,
and that they are able to gain a working knowledge
of the subject under consideration, as well as the
procedures driving that process (Downing 1998).
Nevertheless, research continues to illustrate that
bottom-up and participatory approaches need to
be at the forefront of social change with regards to
environmental justice on a global scale. Strong
institutions are just one side of the story; citizens
need to engage themselves if substantial change is
to be achieved.

Distribution of positive and negative within
outcome categories (Sample size: 100 case studies
from 20+ countries) (Gaventa and Barrett 2010)

Conclusion

This paper discussed environmental justice through
the lens of participation and citizen 
engagement. We argued that environmental
justice provides another platform where local 
African communities are deprived of substantial
participation, meaning that environmental 
injustice leads to less and less engagement on the
part of local communities. Structural 
inequalities on a global level (i.e. global
negotiations) extend to the national level as well,
where citizens cannot participate profoundly when
it comes to regional decision making. As a result, 
African states and consequently communities have
to “settle” for the Manipulation and Therapy 
rungs in Arnstein’s ladder without having the
chance to express their voices freely. 
In 1988, the US Department of Energy argued that:
“Environmental justice is based on the idea 
that, in a democracy, when everyone participates 

EMs are political beings engaged in political processes. They demonstrate the way in which political
participation is moving from the input to the output side and away from a focus on the formal arenas of
government towards more direct forms of action. In that way, local communities will fight for their chance
to achieve Partnership or Delegation status and even reach Citizen Control in the future. 
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